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Chapter 1
Something is missing.

| turn the brass ball joint over in my hand, tracing the subtly raised edge with my
fingernail. It attaches to a hollow metal cylinder with ridging, suggesting the cylinder
once housed a pump. A lip on the cylinder looks like it connected to something else.
If that something else is a track, then this might be the first evidence I’ ve found that
the Ancients utilized skidding systems. The style of metalwork alone denotes the
artifact is of Ancient make, but without more pieces, | can’'t confirm my theory. My
chest sinks at the thought that | likely never will.

Sighing, | set the damaged piece of machine on my little table. | didn’t see anything
else nearby when | dug up this gem. | suppose | can venture out again and search a
little harder, but doubts keep me here. | found this artifact a year ago, and it was a
four-cycle journey to the dig site. That’s four cycles of food and water strapped to my
back, and four cycles of camping on dust and dry earth. No way stations or people
along the way. Just me. So I’'m not exactly brimming with enthusiasm for a return
trip.

Rolling my lips together and making apopsound with my mouth, | push back from the
table and stretch. I've been hunching over this thing for too long. | glance at the
square clock on the far wall, one of two I constructed myself. The other hangs in the
alehouse. The mist will settle in soon, but for my work, | prefer it. Keeps me from
getting too warm. And if | wait for it to pass, | won't finish in time.

Nothing ruins afuneral like an unfinished grave.



| stomp into my shoes, wrap my hands, and tie the front of my hair into a knot on the
top of my head—it isn’'t long enough for a proper tail—before stepping out of my
single-room home. | built alittle lean-to shed next to it, just large enough for a person
to turn around in. From there | grab my tools—shovel, pick, rock bar—tie them up,
and throw them over my shoulder before heading into town. The sun gleams brightly
in my eyes, and | blink a few tears back as | cross the small village. A person could
spit and reach the end of Emgarden, but it isn’t like there's anything bigger around.
There’ snothingaround, except for the amaranthine wall to the east and the abandoned
fortress to the northwest, a giant tower brimming with broken Ancient tech, I’m sure,
but even Arthen hasn’t been able to get those doors open. We stopped trying years

ago.

| skirt a random cluster of emilies in the road. The flowers are the fastest-growing
things around and seem to be the only living thing that doesn’t need water.Wedon't
water them, anyway, but they thrive, sometimes in the strangest of places. One could
pull up an entire patch of them at first sun and find them regrown a stone’s throw
away by late sun. Granted, the only good reason for pulling up emilies is for the
roots. The flowers, though beautiful, are inedible, but the long, tough roots make
good ropes and cording.

The flowers are the only pretty thing in this lonesome desert. The Serpent cast
everything else in shades of brown and rust, save for the farmland, which we
tirelessly water to keep green. The emilies, though, they bloom in pastel pinks, blues,
and violets, with centers that glow as soft as the last breath of an ember. Random
splotches of color on a dry and dusty slab. Only the amaranthine wall can compare,
but that thing definitely didn’t grow from the ground, and it’s certainly never moved.
We don’t even know what it's made of, so we just named the strange, translucent
material after its color.

By the time | pass the alehouse and reach the cemetery, just off the road to the farms,
the first whispers of mist tickle the air. | alreadymarked Entisa's grave with a few



stakes. | brace myself as | look at them, breathing past the constriction in my throat. |
hate crying, even with no one around to witness. Gritting my teeth, | focus on the
technicalities. She'll be placed in the row right beside Ramdinee, who died a year
ago. While Entisa’s death was expected, Ramdinee’s was not. The woman had been
young and healthy, a baker and builder, but illness plagues the best of us, and she
died quickly. I'd been close to her—I’m close to everyone, even those who'd rather |
dedicate my entire existence to digging and cast my little machines into the fire.
Ramdinee's grave had been a struggle to dig, like I'd been carving out the resting
place for myself.

Ramdinee had believed in my machines, my theories. So had Entisa

With Entisa gone, there are thirty-eight of us left. There have been no newcomers, no
birth—

| lose my train of thought.

Shaking myself, | take the tip of my spade and trace the outline of the grave. It'll be
roughly a meter and a half long and deep, and only a few decimeters wide, since
Entisa was a small woman. A kind woman, though quiet. Patient, albeit less so in her
fina years. Still, | think of her lifeless body, lying on her cot, anddamnit | am not
going to cry.

Working is a good way to mourn. Makes me focus on the burn in my arms and back.
Gives me purpose. While I'd love to spend the whole sun hunting for artifacts and
trying to get them working again, or tinkering around with new builds to help
Emgarden, I'm a digger. | dig graves, | dig furrows for crops, | dig wells. Bodies
aren’t going to bury themselves, and it’s not as though water can grow on trees or fall
from the sky.

The fog settles, sSlow and comfortable, and | dig.



Don’'t think about it.

| fall into the easy and familiar rhythm. After the first layer, my shoulders start to
burn, but that fades after a few minutes. The key is to be careful with breaks; the
more often | stop, the harder it is to getstarted again. So | dig, that rhythm
unrelenting, even when | hit clay. Clay clears the mind. Clay gives me arms even
Arthen can admire.

I’ ve toyed with sketches for an earth windlass, something to help pull soil up the way
the other windlass | built brings water up from the well. But we don’t have the
supplies, and I’'m the only one who would benefit from such a thing. Still, it comes to
mind every time | pierce this shovel into the hardpan. Entisa had liked the idea,

anyway.

By the time I’'m halfway through, the fog has settled, like the weather is taking pity
on me, crying on my behalf. The sunlight goes gray, mixing cool droplets with the
perspiration beading on my temples and sliding down my spine. Here, | give myself a
moment to drink and stretch. Here, | breathe in the mists and let them coat and cool
my insides. Here, | listen to the hard thumps of my heart and ponder over Entisa's
never beating again.

My heart aches for Salki. Entisa had been the oldest person in Emgarden, and while
her daughter, Salki, is hardly young, she's my dearest friend, gracious and kind and
hardworking. Knowing how much she loved her mother, and how much she will miss
her, is my truest sorrow. And | hate that | can do little to help. But | can do this, and
thisis something.

So | keep digging.

The irony of my job isthat | dig holes far deeper than | am tall. I'm strong, but I'm
short, and so once | reach a meter down, since a stool would only get in my way, |



start carving little footholds along the side of the grave. By the time | edge out the
bottom, the packed dirt stands fifteen centimeters over my head. | climb out, tie my
tools together, and wander to a clear spot not far from Amlynn’s home. Lying down, |
tuck my hands under my head and stare up into the fog-choked sky, watching little
dots of light play within the mist. Close my eyes.

The mourning will wake me.

| clamp my hand on Salki’ s shoulder as four men prepare to lower her mother into the
grave. Entisa looks peaceful, though the pallor and stiliness of death warp her
features, shaping her into a mere shade of who she was. She wears her favorite
homespun dress. Her gray hair, which had always been pinned up, flows loosely
around her shoulders. She wears a long necklace that I’ ve never seen her without, a
chain of tin with a poorly hammered pendant at the end of it. A stone ring speckled
with pink flecks weighs down her middle finger.

The graveyard boasts the only section of Emgarden where our pitiful meter-high
stone perimeter hasn’'t broken, eroded, or otherwise failed, as though even time itself
wanted to show respect for the dead. It cradles our few fallen as though in
midembrace. The sun casts dark shadows over the nearby alehouse and other homes,
setting a mood of solemnity. Not that we need the help.

Arthen, the town blacksmith, pulls a shroud over Entisa's features, first on the left,
then on the right, beginning the death wrap. The sun glints off his hairless scalp and
catches in the uneven waves of his beard. Maglon, the alehouse owner, binds the
shroud around Entisa’'s feet, while two of our farmers, Balfid and Gethnen, prepare
the ropes to lower her down.

Salki’s lip quivers when they finally lift the body toward my newly excavated grave.
Otherwise, she's a picture of serenity. She'll cry later, in private. Like me, she hates
making a public fuss, even when there' s good reason to.



The men handle the body delicately; it makes no sound when it touches the bottom of
the grave. Arthen and Balfid take turns covering it with dirt, one shovelful at atime. |
want to help them. | want to do more, but my fingers still tremble faintly from my
earlier exertion, and it would be selfish of me to take this service from these people.
Instead, | sing the hymn of goodbye a little louder, knowing that Salki’s throat is too
choked to follow. Her mouth forms the words, and later I’ll have to assure her it was
enough, but she'll berate herself for not singingproudly in her mother’s memory.
Salki has a soul of amaranthine and a heart of glass.

When it’s finished, | quietly hug Salki and step away so the other townsfolk can offer
their condolences. Salki tearfully smiles at each person, absently thumbing a
hammered metal brooch pinned to her shirt. One by one, the mourners make their
way to the tavern, though a few return to their farm posts. It's already mid sun, and
the plants need tending.
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| gather my tools and start back, then notice Casnia kneeling down the road, unaware
of the funeral. She’'s small, not any taller than myself, and round, thanks to Salki and
Entisa's care. Short black hair warms her crown, and clean clothes stretch over her
back and thighs. She sguats, her narrow wood tablet against the ground, her little
satchel of colored chalks open and half-spilled beside it. Her tongue peeks out from
the corner of her lips.

| approach, making sure she'll hear my footsteps. “How are you, Cas?’

Though well into adulthood, Casnia has the mind of a child. She bobs her head to the
right, then to the left, never taking her violet eyes off her art. She draws as a child
would, often portraying the people of Emgarden. It always takes me a moment to sort
out who she's trying to depict; despite many motherly lessons from Salki, Casnia
never uses the right colors, merely whatever she fancies in the moment.

“Isthat ... Salki?’

She often draws Salki with red hair, or pink if there’s no red, though Salki’s hair is a
pale gray with a few strands of blonde. Adjusting the tools on my shoulder, | ask
Casnia, “Do you want to come to the aehouse with me to wait for her?’

Casnia continues drawing, seeming to not have heard me. She starts a new person
beside Salki, sketching a lopsided head and rectangular body in brown. Yellow hair
spikes out of the head. | know this one well—it’s me. The brown is right, at least. |
have tan skin, brown eyes, and usually brown clothes. My short hair is brown, too,
though Casniahas always insisted it is not. After a few more passes of the chak, she
scoops up her things and clasps them tightly to her chest with one arm, then offers the



other to me. | grasp her hand and help her up, then walk at her slow pace toward the
alehouse. If nothing else, | can give Saki alittle more time to mourn before she has
to tend to her charge. Casnia is not hers by blood, but she might as well be. Then
again, Entisawasn’t her mother by blood, either.

By the time | set my tools down and lead Casniainside, Maglon has already resumed
his post behind the modest counter, wiping glasses. Several people are inside
drinking, discussing the funeral or taking their minds off it. Every death hits hard.
Everyone knows everyone in Emgarden.

“You should be restin’, Pell,” Maglon says over the counter as | situate Casnia at my
usual table, choosing a chair against the wall. Her balance isn’'t always steady.

“Rested enough.” | tug absently at my breastband. The hot sun has made it especially
uncomfortable. Serpent knows why | even bother wearing it; | don’t have much to
bind. “How are you holding up?’

Maglon shrugs. “Well as anyone, | suppose. Got a feelin’ I'll be low in the barrels
thissun.”

The aehouse starts to vibrate; my hand finds a wall to steady myself. Maglon leans
his weight on the counter, and Casnia pauses long enough for the quake to stop before
continuing her work. Little tremors like this happen from time to time. Tampere, the
name we' ve given this land, is often restless.

More people enter the alehouse, the ones I’ d seen talking with Salki, though she’s not
among them. Good. She should go home. Take amist or two.

| get an ale and a cup of water, the latter for Casnia. She ignores my offering and sets
down her things, unbuttoning her pouch and spilling the chalk. Two sips of my drink
go down before | lean my head against the wall and rest my eyes. They burn a little



when | do. Guess | should get some water for myself, too.
“... trowels aren’'t working,” | hear when | open my eyes again. | wonder if | dozed
off. The townsfolk fill the alehouse, leaving only a few chairs empty. Casnia has

started a new picture, drawing me with yellow eyes.

Arthen rubs a hand over his bald head. “I can sharpen it again for you, but it's all |
can do.”

Frantess, another farmer, sighs. “The whole thing will snap in half if you do.”

“Don’'t get on his case about it.” Gethnen finishes off a glass. “He can’t do nothing
about it.”

“1 know that,” Frantess snaps. “I’m just frustrated by it all.”

“We're al frustrated,” Balfid adds from another table. Amlynn, the town doctor, nods
her agreement.

“Pell’ s got scrap metal,” Frantess says. “Just take it from her.”

“No thanks,” | say. By the way her face reddens, | don’'t think she noticed me in the
corner.

Skin flushed, Frantess leans into the argument. “And what good is the scrap to you?
We need more tools!”

“What good is the windlass on the well?” | ask, picking at dirt beneath my nails. “Or
the clock on the wall, or the flour mill you took from Ramdinee’'s?” All of which I
constructed by studying and repurposing Ancient artifacts.



Maglon glances over. “ Are you the one with the flour mill?’

Frantess's blush degpens. “I’mnot the one who took it from her house! It's just been
passed around. And it’ s not like Ramdinee’' s using it anymore. My point still stands.”

“If you want artifacts’—I lower my hands and meet her eyes from across the
room—"then go dig them up yourself.”

“1’m too busy digging up your dinner,” she snaps.
Maglon slams a cup down on the counter. “That’ s enough of that.”

| force a deep breath into my lungs. Frantess has a point, but so do I. In truth, the idea
of Frantess finding something new beneath the red-rock dust, melting it down without
even letting me have a gander,makes me nauseous. | could doso muchfor this town if
only | had more. More artifacts, more metal, more time. Unfortunately, not everyone

shares my view.

In an attempt to keep the peace, | offer, “But if you need to melt down my rock bar,
you can have it.” It's the long steel lever | use for moving large stones when | dig. “I
can use my shovel handle.”
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“Wedon't need it,” Balfid says.
“It'snot abad idea,” Arthen remarks.

The old argument about the Ancients and the pieces of civilization they left behind
goes beyond me and Frantess. It comes down to tools. Emgarden sprouted up in the
middle of nowhere, for reasons no one can remember, and its resources are minimal.
Everything is minimal. We can’t expand, we can’'t trade, and we can’t mine. People
need tools for mining, and we don’t have the metal for tools, even if | sacrificed every
artifact 1 have, which at the moment totals two: the incomplete piece | was just
studying and a drafting compass. Any minute now, someone will bring it up. Again.

Gethnen doesn’t disappoint. “We can try the mountains one more time.”

No one responds. They don’'t need to. The mining of the mountains is a paradox;
there are some ore deposits at their base, but we' ve no tools to access them.

“Keep the rock bar,” Balfid says.

“I"d rather lose it than my scraps.” | don't take offense at the term they use for my
piecemeal artifacts. That's what they are, brass, steel, and other metal |eftovers from
an unknown history, and most in Emgarden see them as old toys from a time long
passed. I’ ve promised myself to forfeit all the scrap | have when our options run out,
but the thought makes that gapingnothingin my core open wide and swallow.

Something is missing.



A familiar pang echoes in my chest. Rubbing my hand over my sternum, | take
another sip of ale. Slegp and drink are the only things that keep that strange feeling at
bay. The feeling that, like my brokenartifacts, something about me, too, is
incomplete. It's a sentiment I’ ve never shared with anyone, even Salki. How could |
put into words something so deeply visceral ?

“Keep your rock bar.” Frantess doesn’'t sound defeated. It's a promise of more
arguments to come, perhaps without such an accommodating audience.

She wouldn’t take the rock bar anyway. It's a necessary tool for digging the wells,
and there’'s no water without the wells. Lore—some might call it scripture—claims
that Tampere exists as one land among many, created by the World Serpent, whose
discarded skin coils into entire planets, far beyond what our mortal eyes can see. But
when the Serpent shed the skin we call home, Tampere kept all its water deep inside,
so we have to dig for it. Only the hardiest plants with the longest roots—like the
emilies—can survive without intervention. No wells, no food. The crops are planted
where the wells are, which gives our farmland a somewhat eccentric shape, but who's
around to judge us? There's only Emgarden. |I've walked clear to the amaranthine
wall and the Brume Mountains multiple times. If any living thing has built another
village, town, or city, it'stoo far to reach. So it’s just us and that old fortified tower.
That's why no one ever bothered to repair, nor finish, the haphazard stone wall
surrounding our little corner of Tampere. What do we have to keep out?

If 1 could get enough artifacts, figure out enough pieces, maybe | could find away to
collect water from the fog. By late mist, it leaves condensation on some things,
especially glass and metal. But that just circles me back to the same problem as
before: lack of metal. Lack of tools. Even Arthen couldn’t spare anything for my
experiments. The crops are too important, even if they’re dug and harvested with
brittle trowels.

| glance up at the clock above Maglon’'s head, the complement to the one in my



home. It's a square box with two narrow platforms, the first marked with eight ticks,
the second with five, to mark hours. There are small dots to mark minutes between
them, but they’re hard to seefrom where the clock hangs. Wider bands on the
platforms mark first, mid, and late, for sun and mist, respectively. It has to be wound,
but I timed the bands and springs in a way to align with the hours so the metal ball
bearing that marks the numbers would be accurate. Once the ball reaches the bottom
of the clock, asmall plug kicks it back up to the top. Right now, the ball rolls past the
fifth hour, into late sun.

Maybe | should get some food. And then some rest. But I’'m not fond of the idea of
trading Maglon for grain when | have some in my own cupboards. Standing, | stretch
my back.

As if sensing my thoughts from the next table, Amlynn offers, “I’ll watch her, if
you'd like. Get her to Salki by first mist.”

| glance to Casnia, who's finished her drawing and occupies herself by freeing a
dliver of wood from the wall. “ Thank you.”

As | make my way through the crowd toward the exit, Arthen snags my wrist.
“Where’s my knife, Pelnophe?’

| roll my eyes and pull free. “For the last timeArt, | never borrowed it.” | flick the
side of his head and continue on my way. Next time that man asks me that same
blasted question, I’m going to dump water on hisforge.

Outside, | haul up my tools, feeling the soreness waking in my back, and head down
the main road to my house. Mourners have crushed some of the emilies | passed
earlier. | can’t tell if their centers still glow; the sun shines too brightly. Skirting
them, | continue on my way. Everyone but Salki has crowded into the aehouse, so
the streets stretch quiet and empty. I’'m nearly home when | hear a soft, distant tone



winging through the air. One | might not have heard, were it not for the funeral
pulling everyone from their homes.

I’m no musician. | couldn’t pick the note from a scale or re-create it myself. But |
hear it on the dlightest stir of a breeze, as though it calls from the mountains
themselves. A single high tone, softer than a newborn’s breath. Then it’s gone.

Biting my lower lip, | pick up my pace, stow my precious tools in their shed, and dlip
inside my little house. Kick off my shoes, soak somegrain. Devour it when it’s only
half-softened, then drop into my bed before the ball on my clock can drop to the next
platform.

| start at the knocking on my door. Stare at my ceiling along moment while my mind
shifts from dream to reality. | can't remember what | dreamed. A hand, a tree ... but

even asl try torecal it, it slipsaway, asintangible as the mists.

Mists.By the dimness of the room, | can tell it's high mist. | sit up, listening,
wondering whether my tools fell over and clattered against the side of the house—

Knock knock knock knock knock.Firm, but not desperate.

Stifling ayawn, | dlip out of bed, stretch my back, and rub my eyes. “I’m coming,” |
mutter, finger-combing my hair.

The knocking begins again. | wrench open the door, ready with a sharp word if it's
Arthen, or asoft oneif Salki has sought me out.

But as | stare up into the green eyes of an utter stranger, my breath catches.

One coherent thought worms through my mind:He is not one of us.



Chapter 2

| know every soul in Emgarden, every soul of this dry and lonely world, and none
compares to the peculiar creature on my front step. He looks unlike any person I’'ve
ever seen. He stands tall and lean, with skin paler than the sun should ever allow.
Deep green, like the leaves of a sorghum plant shrouded in fog, circles his pupils. His
hair is even whiter than his skin, hanging long, just past his waist, and loose, in sharp
contrast with his dark, robe-like clothing, fashioned differently than the simple tunics
and trousers the rest of us wear.
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“Pelnophe, let me in,” he says, his voice crisp, confident, low. Accented in a way |
can't define.

| don’t react. My mind struggles to understand his presence, barely able to hear the
demand past the hammering pulse in my ears. And, as he pushes past me, to
understand how on earth he knows my name. Numbly, | close the door behind him,
swirling tendrils of fog that seem just as curious as | am about this stranger’s
appearance. He doesn’'t acquaint himself with the small room. Indeed, he seems
completely disinterested in it and merely turnsto face me.

Arewe not as aone as | thought? How far did this man travel to arrive here?

He's beautiful, in a bizarre way. The way a new artifact is beautiful. Striking and
whollyother.

“I-1t'sjust Pell,” | try, finding my voice. I’'m too shocked to be angry at the intrusion.
“How do you know my name? Who are you?’

He studies me a moment, his face hard. “Y ou’'re an engineer, and I’'m in need of one.”
| come to myself suddenly, as though I’'m one of Casnia s drawings finally finished.
“Excuse me? How do you know my name and what | do?’ | glance at the table, the
half-intact artifact there.

He doesn’'t follow my gaze.

“1 have made it my business to know,” he replies calmly.



“Who are you?’

“Are you capable or not?’

| turn his question over in my mind. “I’m amere tinkerer.”

He nods, as though expecting as much. “A mere tinkerer in a village of farmers will
do. No one else understands the machines, and there is no one else, so | need
you,Pell.”

| look him up and down again, unabashed in my appraisal. Why shouldn’t | be? This
man barged intomyhome. | have every right to take a good look, though that robe

hides most of him. He looks middle-aged, and yet somehow ageless.

It takes that long for a specific word of histo catch me. “What machines?’ A hint of
breathl essness dilutes the question. Any machine could only come from the Ancients.

“In the tower.”

| lean back against the door. Thetower. He could only mean the fortress to the
northwest. “You ... you're from there?’

“My companion and I, yes” he explains. “We've dwelled there a short time,
and”—he takes a deep breath—" desperately need it operating again.”

Operating? It's been awhile since | last scouted out that tower, but it’s impenetrable,
with nothing of use on the outside. Five stories tall, composed of three diminutive,
cylindrical tiers and a strangesomethingjutting at a roughly twenty-degree angle from
the top tier like a pruned tree branch.

Weas it part of amachine? And that tower, it's so large, so strong. If the Ancients



stored their tech inside, it must be in order. Far morewhole than what I’ ve been able
to scavenge. The very thought of beholding such athing, let alone touching it, springs
shivers down my spine. My fingers twitch. It doesn’t seem real. None of this seems
real.

There' s only Emgarden, and—

“Will you—" he begins.

“What is your name? Who are you?’ | demand, desperate for clarity.

He exhaes dlowly. “My name is Moseus. | am one of two keepers of that tower. Will
you assist me, Pell of Emgarden? The tower must be functional again.”

The twitching intensifies. | want to screamYES, but | need more information.
“Functional in what regard? What does it do?’

Moseus's lips press into a thin line. “That is not something | wish to discuss at this
time.”

“But if you want me to—"

“You have not yet agreed,” he points out, the threatening sharpness in his tone
betraying his thinning patience.

I’m aware that I’'m stubborn, but our conversation has hardly broached the limits of
what 1'd consider tactful. Stepping away from the door, | ask, “How do you know
what | do?’ | gesture to the table. Everyone in Emgarden knows my fascination with
the Ancients' tech, but Moseusis not of Emgarden.

He raises a white eyebrow. “Because | have eyes and a high vantage point. Your digs



are hardly secret.”
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Oh, right.
“But you are,” | point out.

Moseus runs the tip of his index finger along his chin, not at all disgruntled. “My
companion and I, we are not ... local. We are different. It isin our best interest not to
make ourselves known, which is why I’ve come during the mists. Regardless, we
need your help, and | would prefer to escort you to the tower while the fog holds.”

Escort me to the tower. Thetower.What did Maglon put in that ale?Gods and Serpent
know how long I’ ve wanted to crack open its doors and peek inside.

“You'reunarmed?’ | try.

Parting his arms, Moseus shows me the folds of his ssmple robe and turns out two
simple pockets. He shakes his sleeves. “I’ ve no motivation to hurt the only person on
this side of the amaranthine wall who could possibly aid me.”

Cadll it instinct, or perhaps my own desperation, but | believe him. His features are
hard but not unkind. I lick my lips, playing like I'm still considering. When | can
stand to pretend no longer, | crossto my table. “Let me gather my things.”

“1 have the necessary tools there,” Moseus assures me, gesturing in an aimost stately
manner to the door. “Again, | beg your discretion. While the mists are high, if you

would.”

Glancing back at him, | pause, and in that moment of stillness, | think | hear another



high, muted tone, echoing somewhere beyond the walls of the house. Another
mystery from aworld long forgotten. Asthough it bids me,come.

Disregarding his reassurances, | grab my bag of tools and collect those sitting beside
my latest artifact, then sling the bag over my shoulder. “Lead on.” Though | could
pick my way to the tower with my eyes shut.

If this goes wrong,| remind myself as | step into the chill of high mist,I can defend
myself well enough.I’m small but strong, and as we walk | keep my hand clenched
around my biggest wrench, another tool that Frantess and others have suggested we
melt down for farming tools. Eventually, we might have to. Only a fool vaues
machines over food.

But for me, now, nothing is more important thanthis.

The tower—I know it by no other name—stands in stark contrast to everything elsein
this Serpent-shed world. It rises from the dusty, red-flecked earth in regal, tiered
prominence, its white stone exterior bright and tall where everything else sits dull and
meager. While our endlessdesert sports a number of natural rock protrusions—fins,
chimneys, and the occasional arch—this monolith is entirely man-made, and in a
fashion unlike anything to which Emgarden can aspire. From a distance its three
cylindrical tierslook brilliant, nearly glowing, but nearer, the fortress takes on a more
gray hue, powdered with dust and weathered by eons. It is the only thing left standing
of Ancient make, unless the Ancients built the amaranthine wall, too. If they did, |
cannot fathom how. It’'s translucent like glass but harder than any metal Arthen can
forge. Slick and ... radiating, for a lack of a better word. There’s so much of it,
horizons of it, and yet so little to see. Thus my interest has aways been in the tower.

The tower has narrow windows with half-circle tops cut right into the stone. Only a
few, and none easily accessible from the outside. Even if they were, they’re too tight
for a body to pass through. The flat ground surrounding the tower offers no vantage



points.

The mists clear as we arrive. Gooseflesh rises in uneven lines up my back and down
my limbs. For a moment | wonder if Moseus truly is a keeper of this stronghold. Why
have | never seen him before? How long has he lived here? Where does he get food
and water, for surely he and his companion can’t sustain themselves within its walls?
Do these promised machines harvest what they need from the ground, or do they only
venture out when the mists are heaviest, forever hiding from the rest of us?

The questions roll around my tongue with a sharp flavor. Moseus approaches the
tower’ s two south-facing doors—the only entrance to the fortress. With a heavy iron
key, he unlocks the one on the right, and with his narrow shoulder, he shoves.

The heavy door loathes opening, creaking on what must be magnificent hinges,
scraping the stone floor. Stepping beside him, | press my palms to the door and push,
and it opens onto a dim chamber. Shifting inside, | blink rapidly, eager for my eyesto
adjust. The only light streams from the second-story windows and trickles down a
spiraling stone stairway just off-center, with no supporting walls or railing, as
thoughit was built in a hurry. In front of that are two support pillars, equally spaced,
and not ornate in any way. | glimpse the edge of another pillar behind the stairs as |
enter, my careful footsteps echoing in the quiet room. The cool air stirs thickly, so
heavy with dust, oil, and mildew that | can taste it in the back of my throat.

Like the exterior, off-white stone comprises the entirety of the interior, expertly cut
but without decoration or polish. The stone gives it a cold feeling, both in aesthetic

and temperature, and—

Thought evaporates. My body freezes and my lips part as a metallic glimmer to the
left snags my attention.

It's ... it'samachine. The largest I’ ve ever seen.



An elongated mew escapes my mouth, but awe overpowers embarrassment as | run to
it, echoes turning my quick footfalls into applause. “ Serpent save me,” | whisper as |
touch the machine that stands easily twice my height and ten times my width. |
instantly recognize the Ancients' handiwork in the intricate loops and coils that coat
the exterior like lace. The metal appears to be primarily steel and ... and some sort of
alloy | can’'t name. Peering within, | see afew bronze pieces as well, and immediately
| notice slipped bearings, as well as snapped fasteners and spines. Walking slowly
around the behemoth, | spy sprockets and gears out of place and belts and chains
come loose. There' s a beam deep inside, or maybe an axle of some sort, and multiple
wiring assemblies that will take me suns and suns to sort out. Like someone pieced it
together for decoration only.

“It's broken,” | murmur.Very broken.But I've yet to uncover anything from that era
that isn't.

“Can you fix it?" Moseus's low voice hums behind me. “I’ve already done what |
can, but as you can seg, it isn't enough.”

Backing away, | take in the whole machine once more. “I ... | can try.” | notice a set
of screws, the metal of which doesn’t match the rest. | run my hand over them. “It
looks like you’'ve done a good job. I'm not sure my expertise is any greater than
yours.”

“Guesswork only.” He sighs. “I must implore you to try. Surely there is something
we can compensate you with. Labor, knowledge, metal—"

| spin around. “Metal ?’
He studies me for a few seconds before speaking. “There is surplus in this tower

outside the machines we' ve found that is not necessary to the tower’ s operation. | saw
your ...tinkering... at your home. Would these scraps interest you?’



My mouth gapes. “How ... how much do you have?’
He cocks a pale eyebrow. “Plenty.”
| find myself nodding even as my brain warns me to barter alittle more. For dignity’s

sake. “My town needs metal desperately. I'll take anything you can give me.” A
chance to learn Ancient techandhelp Emgarden? | can hardly comprehend it.
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“1 will seeit done. But only in return for your success.”

| glance back to the machine. “ Successes. This is a mess. Any improvement should
be rewarded. And ... you said there were other machines?’

“Three that we' ve found.” Moseus tucks his hands into his robe and walks toward the
stairs. “We' ve been unable to reach the others. The top two stories of the tower are
inaccessible, asyou will see.”

| stare at a spot between his shoulder blades as we ascend.|naccessibleAVho builds a
fortress and then makes almost half of it unusable? And wouldn’t it be better to make
the bottom more stalwart, to stand against an army?But what army would wander out
here to attack this citadel? It's defending nothing.There' s nothing to defend except,
perhaps, the machines themselves. All of Emgarden couldn’t penetrate this tower.

We reach the second floor, which has windows, which means light. A second
machine sits to my left, almost exactly over Machine One. Whistling, | approach it.
At first glance, it looks identical to the one on the first floor, but studying it closer, |
see that’s not the case. Machine One has a delicate fedl to it, intricate like lace. This
second machinelooks intricate as well, but it seems ... | don’'t know,heavy. Its casings
and coils are thick and robust, and more of the machine takes on that familiar bronze
color I’ve come to associate with the Ancients' tech, though this is another unfamiliar
aloy. Already | can see where some plates should connect but don’t, an easy fix.
There's a notable pulley system here as well, though gods know how I’'m going to
accessit.

“There’ sathird upstairs,” Moseus says. | turn to glance at him, then notice part of the



ceiling that’s been cut away to access the third floor. “Cut away” is putting it kindly;
it looks like it was hammered, chiseled, and clawed open. A ladder leans against the
wall nearby. | walk toward the rough unevenness of the hole and peer upward. Above
iswell lit, but I can only see a ceiling.

“And you ... can’t do that for the other floors?’ | gesture to the malformed hole.

The sharp lines of the stonework soften as the tower quivers in a gentle earthquake. |
steady myself on the stout stone wall. The quake passes, leaving everything still and
unscathed.

“No.” Moseus glances out the nearest window. “We have tried.”

| move to the ladder, but then | spot a large lantern beside it. Changing my mind, |
grasp it, light it, and take it back downstairs. | approach Machine One again, holding
the lantern high, peering between the expertly cast loops. When | hear Moseus's
footsteps behind me, | say, “I’m going to need more light. And a stool.”

“We have them.”

“And those tools you promised.” | walk around the machine, squeezing past where it
nearly meets the wall, and press the lantern to the exterior, squinting at the gears
within. “1 can start now, if you'd like.”

“Y es, thank you. The sooner these are functional, the better.”

| turn to reply, but over Moseus's shoulder | spy athird person standing on the stairs.
For a moment | think I'm seeing double, but no, these two are different. The
newcomer radiates strangeness in precisely the way Moseus does—pale skin, long
white hair, odd clothing—but his hair is loosely fastened in a braid, with another
network of braidsworked into it that reminds me of the machine at my side. His



clothes are a mix of brown and deep green, mostly leather and a softer fabric similar
to what Moseus wears. His face is broader than Moseus's, as are his shoulders,
though his countenanceis ... hard. Stony as the tower itself.

He shifts, and light from the second floor hits his face. Like Moseus, he has green
eyes, but they’'re bright, nearly acidic in both color and expression. He is bizarre
andotherand | can’'t take my eyes off him. The need to take a closer look, to prod at
him like | have at this machine, overwhelms and confuses me. A sharp breath brings
my thoughts back into focus.

| meet those eyes, and the ensuing tension drives back the chill of the room and kills
my captivation. | can’t really place it—that glare is the look of an enemy, a victim,
and a skeptic all at once. It's both accusatory and ... | want to sayhurt, but he really
isn’t close enough for me to know. He might just have one of those faces. | certainly
do. Still, the discomfort undulates, smelling like cool, moist clay.

Moseus cracks my mental poetry. “This is my companion, Heartwood. Heartwood,
thisis Pell.”

Unsure what else to do, | tip my head in greeting. Heartwood merely turns and takes
the stairs up, and | wonder how much of that four-second exchange was in my head.
Unlike mine, Heartwood' s footsteps don’t echo. Like he’'s a ghost and nothing more.

“Charming,” | mutter, resisting the urge to rub the lingering discomfort from my
sternum. “Is he your brother?’

A sardonic half smile pulls on Moseus' s mouth. “Only in purpose. The resemblance
Is happenstance. It’s ... common, among our people.”

Our people.So there are others like them. It makes sense; | doubt the World Serpent
just spat up two quasi clones after building this world. | try to imagine an entire



village of Moseuses and Heartwoods, but my mind can’t conjureit.

“Interesting name.” | glance back to the machine, wondering where | should start.

“We are named for our animus,” Moseus supplies. When | cock my head, he adds,
“Our intendment. Our ... initial purposes.”

“Heartwood,” | reply. His name weighs oddly heavy on my tongue. “That’s like a
tree thing, yes?’ There aren’t many trees around here, and the ones we have are short
and bristly.Just like you,Arthen once said with a laugh, before | poured his ae into
his stew.

M oseus nods.

“And what does yours mean?”

Hislip ticks upward, alittle more sincerely thistime. “I am a peacekeeper.”

“Okay, then.” | set the lantern down, face the machine, and plant my hands on my
hips. “Trees and peacekeeping. Got it.”

No wonder they haven’t been able to fix these things on their own.

Figuring out where to start proves my biggest challenge. Moseus fetches a small but
impressive toolkit and watches me for a few minutes before blessedly retreating. I'm
not used to being watched while | work. Not when | tinker, and not when | dig.
Filling myself with a deep breath, | circle Machine One a few more times, turning
sideways to push through where it nearly kisses the wall. Something tells me | don’t
want to go upstairs, where the bone-chilling Heartwood lingers. Not a fair
assumption, maybe, but he wasn’'t exactly thrilled to see me.
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Fix your own damned machines, then.But | don’'t mean it. I'm twitching again,
desperate to get my hands on this mess, eager to understand how it works. There's
justso much of it.

| decide to start on the southwest side. | prop open one of the heavy outer tower doors
with a stone and find a convenient hook on the wall to hang one lantern. The other
one that Moseus retrieved for me flickers on the floor. | notice some shieldings
here—long, dightly curved bars of metal protecting the machine’'s guts—that have
been loosened andpushed aside, likely by Moseus's hand. It's a good hunch; this area
looks alittle more accessible than the others.

| carefully turn hidden screws and loosen fasteners to move some of the shieldings
and spines, then take an hour just familiarizing myself with the exquisite monstrosity
of this machine. A gentle hum builds in my mind, luring me like a bewitching lullaby.
| follow cables and test gears, marking on a slate which direction they turn, though
most seem to twist both ways. Interesting. What did Moseus say this thing was
supposed to do, again? Does he even know?

| pull the floor lantern closer, balancing it on a small beam, and run my index finger
over a faint engraving on one of the bars. A simple symbol, but an intentional one.
I’ ve found them on about half the artifacts I’ ve uncovered, though not this particular
design. It's a half circle, flat side down, with a bottomless triangle cutting upward
through its curve. At first | thought the markings labeled parts, but after seeing
similar symbols on different pieces, I've determined it's some sort of Ancient
signature. A way that the men and women of old saidThisis mine.

I’m halfway inside Machine One when footsteps approach. | peer back out, past the



coils of a spring, to make out Moseus's robes. It's not until 1 shimmy free that |
notice the dimming light outside. Have | been working so long already?

“You will return?’ he asks.

Pulling arag from my pocket, | wipe my hands. “Y eah, definitely.” Then | remember.
“The metal ?’

“On your first success, as agreed. And | have a few requests before you go.” Moseus
frowns at the stone propping the tower door gjar.

“I’m listening.”

“First”—nhe holds up afinger—" do not do that again.” He points to the door.

Stifling asigh, | nod.

“Second, do not take anything that isn’t explicitly given to you.”

Leaning my weight on one foot, | answer, “No stealing, got it.”

“Third, do not discuss your work with anyone outside the tower.”

| hold back a frown. “But—"

“Surely you see the value of these things.” He makes a broad gesture to Machine
One. “Please understand. It is my duty to keep this place, and my people, safe.”

A whole two people,l think, but bite it back. “No onein Emgarden is athief.”

Moseus says nothing at all, only waits.



A sigh pushes past my teeth. “Fine. But | can’'t help if someone asks where I'm
going.”

“Which brings me to my fourth request,” he replies. “Only come and go in the mists.”
A sinking feeling, amost like hunger, lines my stomach, but | don’t understand it. If
he' s worried about thieves or dangerous people, it makes sense to mask my comings
and goings. It makes sense to avoid questions. And yet the request—more of
arule—sits uncomfortably. It's hard to see in the mists, yes, but not impossible. Not
dangerous. Scorpions claim the spot as Tampere's biggest predator, and they're
delicious. Y et something feels ... off.

Then | remember that | haven't really slept for afew cycles.

“They’ll ask where the metal comes from,” | point out.

Moseus mulls over this, his lips rolling tightly together. “ True. But try, and reflect on
my third request.”

Don’t discuss the work.“You give in so easily?’

He tips his head. “| am a peacekeeper.”

| blow hair out of my eyes. “Okay. Anything else?’

“Fifth,” Moseus says, and | try not to roll my eyes. | won't squander this enormous
opportunity. “Give me regular reports of your progress.”

“Oh.” | relax. “Can do. So far I’ve done mostly diagnostics.”

“Thank you.” Glancing at the door, he says, “Y ou may go.”
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| retrieve my personal tools—I only used one of them—and reach into the machine to
grab my smallest wrench, which measures just longer than my index finger. As| pull
away, however, my head spins. Iblink, andl see the machine in pieces a my feet,
strewn across the stone floor, sprockets and gears and coils, bent and misshapen
and—

And ... then it'sjust asit was before. A broken but intact machine, standing twice my
height before me, alloy pieces shimmering in the lantern light.

| really need to Sleep.

“First sun,” | offer, pocketing the wrench and backing away from the machine,
ignoring the uneasy squirming in my stomach.

“First sun,” Moseus agrees.

And then | depart, into the mists.

Chapter 3

It's only by utter exhaustion that | sleep.

The wak back into Emgarden helped. The tower neighbors the town, but not

comfortably so. During the first hour home, my mind obsesses over the machines. |
sketch out everything | can remember of Machine One and promise to do the same



for the others—surely | can learn something by drawing them. I’ve done this for
every Ancient gadget |I've come across, speculating on what their missing pieces
might look like. If nothing else, my fluttering mind needs an outlet.

Eventually my thoughts are no longer new, merely recycled, driving me mad with
thinking and rethinking. Some bitter mitemeal tea | traded Amlynn for helps settle me
and grants my body several hours of rest.

| wake close to mid sun, eager to resume work but realizing it might not be best to
break Moseus's mist rule on my first solo journey to the tower. So putting my own
desires aside, | trek across town, slowing at Entisa's fresh grave, and out into the
farmland that hugs the east wall of the village. The crops extend for about a hundred
meters out, bending more or less to fit the shape of Emgarden and the locations of the
wells. There are three wells in the farmlands, only one of which has the windlass |
built to help pull up water. The farther the plants grow from a well, the harder they
are to care for. The hardiest crops are planted farther out, with the more delicate close
to the wells. I'd love to build something to make the endless process of watering
easier, especialysince farmers constitute more than half of Emgarden. Even | tend
crops when things are slow for me. Something to pump water up through tubes and
irrigate, or to carry heavy buckets of water to save us a few trips ... | drew up plans
for an irrigation rover once, but there are no resources with which to build it, and no
guarantee it would work, so | abandoned them. Limited resources likewise mean no
experimentation with other methods. Tampere's climate is livable, but it isn't always
kind.

Hopefully this deal with Moseus changes things. A lot of things.
| find Salki out in the millet, kneeling and pinching hungry beetles in half with her

fingers. Casnialingers nearby, under a scraggly tree someone’ s thrown a blanket over
for better shade. Balfid and afew others are there, too, eating lunch.



It takes everything in me not to screech, There are other people here. I've met them. In
the tower. We're not alone.But Moseus's deal will make life so much better for us, so
| can keep my mouth shut for alittle while.

“Y ou can take another few cycles,” | say instead as my shadow falls over Salki. Time
off to mourn, | mean, but she understands me.

Salki pushes up the brim of her hat. “Or | can be useful.” She shrugs. “It was her
time.”

“Doesn’'t make it easy.”

“Doesn’'t make it easy,” she retorts, knocking a half-formed egg sac off a knee-high
plant with arusted trowel.

My tongue curls in my mouth, desperate to share my optimism about the tower, but |
swallow that hope down. Maybe when things are more solidified, when I’ve earned a
little more of Moseus' s trust, | can let it lip. Salki wouldn’t hurt afly, and any secret
| gave her would die with her, but | did agree to the keeper’s terms, and | need those
machines. We need that metal. So the story stays buzzing at the front of my mind,
distracting and heady.

| crouch down and start pinching beetles myself. The adults are a shiny dark blue, and
their guts spray adark amber. They’re too bitter to eat.

“Gross.” Salki laughs. She'swearing gloves.

| reach over to wipe my hand on her trousers; she smacks me with the flat of her well-
worn trowel.

Smiling, | pinch off afew more bugs. “I think | can get you some better tools.”



Salki sighs. “There’ s no point sacrificing one trade’ s tools for another—”

A sharp pain stabs through my skull. A gasp catches halfway up my throat as my
hands fly up to my forehead instinctually.Gods' piss,it hurts.

“Pell?

Gritting my teeth, | push on the side of my head, beetle guts on my fingers, as though
| could counterbalance the pain. The strange ache takes its sweet time abating, but
gradually it crawls away, receding one stab at atime, like my brain istrying to square
out its own grave' s corners.

The trowel falls. Salki’s hand rests on my shoulder.

“Without melting down what | have,” | say, continuing the conversation. “I’m fine,
Need some water.”
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She sighs. “l hope you know how ironic it is that you of al people fail to stay
hydrated.” Standing, Salki waves to a small woman a few furrows over. She brings a
bucket and ladle. | deeply drink from it first, then Salki has her fill. Then me, again.

| wipe my mouth on my forearm. Salki thanks the water bearer before returning to
work.

| don't trust myself to keep secrets while meeting Salki’s eyes, so | focus on bugs.
“I’m not guaranteeing anything, so | won't give any details, but | think in a dozen

cyclesor so, | might have something.”

If | can fix the machines. Their make ... it's above what | understand. And yet Ifedll
can do it, if given enough time. A gear can only turn so many ways.

“All right, then.” Salki speaks as though | made a joke, but | don’t mind.

We work down the row in comfortable silence, the sun heating the back of my hair.
“How’s Casniataking it?’

“She says nothing,” Salki murmurs, glancing toward Casnia in the shade of the tree.
“But she dlept in Entisa’ s bed last mist and refused to eat at first sun.”

“We al mourn in our own ways.” | clap my hand on Salki’ s shoulder. “Do you need
anything?Really, Sal. Do you need anything?’

She glances a me, eyelids heavy. “Company, sometimes. Quiet, others. I'll let you
know.”



| squeeze her shoulder before heading back to get my own affairs in order, and to
anxiously watch the ball bearing in my clock worm past the ticks and drop.

| find the right door unlocked when | return to the tower. The cool brush of mist
kisses the skin of my hands and face, coaxing my cropped hair into uneven waves. |
suppose I d expected Moseus to be waiting for me, but only emptiness greets me. No
one lingers outside the tower, nor in this first chamber. It's dark, save for the trickle
of light shining down the spiraling stairway, and quiet. The sound of the door
dragging shut feels like it should shatter the tower, but everything holds. Nothing
could break thisfortress.

Pulling away from the entrance, | notice two hooks for holding a bar across the doors,
further barricading this place from the outside world. No wonder Arthen and | could
never get in. | wonder for the millionth time what the Ancients used it for. I've
wondered so much I’ ve started to hate the questions. | merely want to get to work.

| take one slow lap around the first floor, perhaps expecting Moseus to pop out of the
shadows. The room seems bigger than | remember. There are two other doors here,
one behind the stairs, opposite the entrance, and one opposite Machine One, to the
right of the entrance. | don’t test my luck with either and return to Machine One. My
lanternsare where | left them, so | light them and crawl back inside the machine,
picking up precisely where | left off. | know the next ten steps. I’ ve reworked them in
my mind constantly, and each proceeds as it should, except for step eight, which
requires a different entry angle for this thread feed than | had remembered. A lot of
the pieces operate with cables and wires, some made of metal, others—Ilike complex
pulleys—made of gods-know-what. If this part connects to that part, they’ll move
together, or in sequence, depending on how the tendons, so to speak, are connected.

Another quake rolls beneath the tower, vibrating the delicate machinery. | wait for it
to pass before refocusing.



Thesawires, though. | can see where several of them anchor, but the rest will be a
headache. And yet I’'m excited to follow and guess at their paths. | wonder if mothers
feel this way with disobedient children, drowning in frustration while loving every
moment of it.

| shift the light to figure out my next move. A smaller lantern would helpa lot, but no
one is around for me to ask, so | make do. Trace another carved symbol in what
Ithinkis a flywheel, or something that stores or adjusts power. The symbol isthe same
half circle and unfinished triangle as before.Tell me your secrets,| ask the symboal,
pressing the pad of my thumb into it.Tell me how you made this. Tell me how to fix
it.

The machine doesn’'t answer. Intuition whispers that the souls of the Ancients have
long since abandoned this place, following the World Serpent through space and time
to rebuild on some other world. If there's a godly being whose purpose is to create
worlds, then surely there must be more worlds out there, however little | understand
them. Maybe the great beast created one with more water and more metal.
Morepeople.

Yet, as | squirm away from the flywheel, | notice something | hadn’t before. It's the
angle, and the shadow, of a spine against the stone floor. Looping my foot through
the lantern on the stone, | swing it closer, and the shadow doesn’'t move. Which
means it’s not a shadow, but a hole.

But why would part of this machine go through the floor? Its steady foundation
balances it perfectly. But thereitis.

After a minute of acrobatics, the lantern hangs off a strut and | am nearly upside-
down, balanced halfway between a protective plate and a long metal support beam.
There's alarger metal plate down here, secured with those fancy screws the Ancients
were fond of using. It takes me longer than it should to loosen them with a ratchet,



and | have to sit up and let the blood drain from my head before lifting the plate off.

It reveals a much bigger hole than I’ d expected.

Several beams, shafts, and other Ancient nonsense pour through a hole nearly a meter
wide and amost perfectly circular, but shallow. Definitely intentional. The machine
disappears beneath concrete, and I’ m positive it doesn’t end there. Why take the time
to cut a big hole in unyielding stone just to gain a few centimeters? Any smart
engineer would just make the machine a few centimeters taller, or reconfigure it to
function on its side, orsomething. Whatever thatsomethingis, it goes under the tower.
Which meansit’stime to do what | do best.

Untangling myself from loops and bearings, | wipe black grease off my palms with
the sides of my slacks and hold my hands to my mouth. “Moseus!” | call. “Mose—"

11 Y %?l

| start and spin around. Moseus appears behind me from the first of those two
shadowed doorways, which looks like it leads into an equally dark room. Taking a
steadying breath, | say, “I need a shovel. And some bracing. | need to dig areally big
hole on the other side of this wall. Part of Machine One”—I point to the machine in
guestion—"goes beneath the tower. | want to seeif | can reach it. It’s close enough to
the side that there shouldn’t be an issue with—"

“You don't need to bother with that.” Moseus observes the machine with an
unreadable expression. “It would be afruitless endeavor.”

“But any endeavor that helps me understand the machine is fruitful .”

Moseus shakes his head. “| believe it will be awaste of your time.”



“Well, it's my time, isn't it?” A little voice in the back of my head that sounds
remarkably like Salki warns me to even my tone. | don’'t want to lose what | have
when I’ve only just gotten my hands on it. Forcing my tight shoulders to relax, |
amend, “Just let me look. | need to know.”

Moseus frowns, and after several seconds, he acquiesces. “That room, there.” He
points to the second doorway, directly across from the exit on the other side of the
stairs. “Seeif there’ s something you can use.”
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Quietly, he dlips back into his chamber. | assume it’s his chamber, anyway.

Venturing to what ends up being a small closet, | find an array of things, including
broken bits of Ancient artifacts. They immediately catch my attention, and | pull
some out into the dim light to see them better. They’re not al machine parts. This
looks like part of asieve, that looks like...well, | don’t know. But | want to know.

Let it go, Pell.With along breath, | set the exciting toys aside. They’re likely part of
the scrap metal I'm to be paid with, so there’'s no point in getting worked up over
them if they’ll be melted down anyway. That, and 1'd prefer to dig while the mist
holds.

| find a shovel, a pick, and a broom. After grabbing the first two, | make my way
through the front doors again, around to the west side of the tower, where the
machine is. Thick mist coats my nose and throat. It's soothing after long, dry suns.
Two emilies have sprouted nearby, both a pale blue that would blend with the mists if
not for their softly glowing centers.

| stare at the hard ground beneath the tower and sigh. “Just like awell,” | mutter.
And start digging.

My body moves into the rhythm easily, and I’'m pleased to see that after a couple of
layers, the earth loosens up. Maybe this was an emily bed recently, and the roots
unknowingly lent me a hand before vanishing, as emilies tend to do. | dig down about
five decimeters, thenwiden the hole. I'll know if | need shoring soon enough, but for
now, | focus on digging.



I’ ve made a sizable dent in the ground, about one-third of a proper grave, when | hear
the swing of the pickaxe behind me. | turn, pause, blink.

Heartwood is here.

His presence radiates through me like I’ ve taken a full swing at a boulder. Seeing him
closer, even in the mist, jars me. Before, on the staircase, he’'d seemed like an
apparition, a figment of the imagination, but he really does look a lot like Moseus.
Thicker, maybe taller, too. Like if Moseus ate more. | don’t know how much of the
peacekeeper exists beneath his baggy robes, but Heartwood is very...present.

He doesn't look at me, merely swings the pickaxe at the hard upper layer of the
ground. His impressive mane of plaited white hair swings over his shoulder as he
works. He's taken off his leathers and wears a simple shirt and fitted pants, till of a
make unlike anything in Emgarden.

Pulling my eyes away, | force myself to refocus on the task at hand. “Thank you,” |
offer, adjusting my grip on the shovel. “I'm trying to get down beneath the
foundation, toward—"

“I know.”

They’re the first words he's spoken to me, soft as the mist in volume yet hard as the
sun in tone. | wonder at him a moment, long enough for him to pause and glance at
me. Even in the mist, his green eyes are eerily striking. Where Moseus's gaze is
alluring and calm, Heartwood’sis invasive and alien, reminding me yet again of how
different he and his companion are. No one in Emgarden has eyes like that, and
Emgardenisal thereis.

I’m not sure how to respond, so | merely nod. He returns to his work, and | haltingly
return to mine.



Heartwood seems to know what he's doing, hastening our progress, though | silently
congratulate myself when he has to take a break before | do. | try not to look at him;
he's oddly distracting. That, and Heartwood doesn’t seem pleased to be here, making
me wonder ifMoseus coerced him into it. | dig until | hit concrete that matches what |
saw beneath the tower floor, oddly smooth and dlightly yellow in color.

“Is this...a chute?’ | say more to myself than to Heartwood. | dig off to the side to
find the end of it and manage to detect a slight curve before a chunk of dirt falls down
and covers up my work. I’m going to need shoring soon, or I'll bury both of us alive.
“It looks like it angles away from the tower...”

| turn in the direction the chute seems to be heading.

“Help me,” | ask, climbing out of the hole. “I want to dig this way.” | point away
from the tower.

Heartwood says nothing, merely moves over to start breaking up more soil. The mist
thins. | wonder if Moseus will ask me to stop soon. The tower blocks the view of the
dig from Emgarden, but if someone decides to take a long walk, we could be
discovered. | tentatively ask Heartwood, who quietly responds, “Then let us work
quickly.”

| dig with renewed vigor, moving aside what Heartwood loosens, filling in old hole to
uncover new hole. | dig and dig and dig, until my back aches and my joints cry at me
to stop. Until I"'m huffing a windpipe of fire and sweat rivers down my torso. Past the
protection of the mist and into the heat of the sun, but the concrete continues. Surely
I’m nearly to the end of it. Breaking for a moment, | shuck off my sash and overshirt
and chuck it out of the hole, then peel my sweat-drenched undershirt from my back
and stomach. Stripping down makes me more susceptible to sunburn when | dig away
from the shade of the tower, but the sides of the hole shadow me well enough.
Wiping perspiration from my brow, | resume digging, my arms shaking from the



effort. Then | hit rock.

“Heartwood, can you get the pick under this?’ | gesture.

He pauses and glances at me, then averts his eyes like I’'m the sun. Moving to give
him space, | glance down at myself. What, is he alergic to shoulders? | check my
breastband while he loosens the rock; al the bits are where they belong.

The stone in question comes free, and Heartwood resumes his previous work,
refusing to look at me or even brush by me, despite the close quarters. Well, to each
his own. At least | have the help.

It gets harder to dig the deeper we go, and | worry we'll draw the attention of
Emgarden and tick off Moseus. But a dozen shovelfuls later, the concrete continues
unabated. At this angle, it's going to get deeper and deeper, to a depth that surely
only an Ancient could reach. Moseus was right. There’'s no way to uncover this, and
no way to break through.

And so, with heavy limbs, | return to the tower, and Heartwood vanishes as easily as
the fog.

Chapter 4

Heartwood looms on the second floor of the tower when | return at first mist. | see
him as | approach, even with the descending brume. Ifeelhim, the way one feels the
first curls of mist, awhisper of cold before the vapors settle. He stands half in front of
a narrow window, his arms folded snugly across his chest, watching the path to
Emgarden. Watching me.

| meet his eyes. Though the mists are still young, a shiver wriggles its way down my
back. Heartwood turns back into the tower, a ghost once more.



| left at late mist last cycle and didn’'t give Moseus my update, so | knock softly with
a single knuckle on the door of hisroom. If heisn’'t here, I'll wait for him to find me.
I’d rather not explore the tower and run into Heartwood. The unease from his gaze

still squirms beneath my skin, however much | try to disregard it.
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“Come.”
The door creaks open. | hesitate in the doorway.
It'sso ...dark.
Blackness engulfs the entire chamber. No windows, no candles, no lamps. Just ...
black. Impenetrable. | lift my hand in front of my face, and even with the dim light
coming down the stairs, | can’t seeit. I’ ve never seen darkness this absolute before.
“Do you have areport?’
| push the door open, guiding the dim light of the first floor inside. | should have
brought a lantern. I’'m able to just make out Moseus's pale skin and hair in the center
of the small chamber. He' s sitting upright, legs folded, palms on his knees.
“Merely meditating.” He withdraws his hands and looks at me. | think.
Rubbing a sore spot on my shoulder, | give him my update: what | managed to repair
last visit and what | intend to work on now. I’'m sure he knows, but | add that the
digging was unsuccessful. He doesn’t chide me or point out that he was right, which |
would have done, were our roles reversed. Merely nods. | think.

“1 will not hold you up,” he says. “Thank you, Pell.”

| wave away the gratitude. “A smaller lantern would be useful.” Candles aren’t. They
drip on everything, and the wax is hard to come by, anyway.



“I"ll seewhat | can find.”

| close the door and start toward my machine, pausing halfway when a three-second
guake shudders and then sleeps again.

Mymachine. It doesn’t feel wrong to think of it as such.

| start by running my hands up and down the metal loops and straps of its body. There
isn’t much space to climbinhere, but these are definitely loose helical gears and more
of that damn wiring. Pulling out a slate and chalk, | do some quick calculations to
estimate the supposed angle on that axle, assuming it connects to that ... hat-like
thingy ... on top. | set aside the slate, shove the tools into my pocket, and get to work.

| have to take apart a few pieces to get to others, which feels like regression, but it is
what it is. | find a gear literaly attached to nothing, just wedged between an axle and
a beam. Great. | glance around, clueless, before tossing it out of the machine. Future
Pell can worry about that. Sure enough, the axle goes right where | want it to go, if |
adjust said hat-thing, which makes it align with what looks like a rotary unit,though
rotary units are for moving fluids, and | don’'t see where any fluid would go. | bet the
wiring over here goes up through—

| whip my hand back. Blood poolsin my palm and trickles down my wrist. Damniit, |
should have been more careful.

| blink, staring, a dull headache pulsing at my crown. The same wires. Glance at my
hands. They’re fine. Dirty, but fine.

What in Ruin’s hellwasthat?

Leaning on one leg, | bring my right hand to my face and trace a pale scar. But thisis
anold scar. | got thisat ... wasit Arthen’s forge? Or digging Ramdinee’ s grave?



My pulse thuds behind my eyes, banishing the train of thought.

“Nophe.”

Jolting, | jerk back and whack my head on that stupid hat-thing. Whirl around to see
Heartwood there, his brows drawn together, asmall, unlit lantern in his hand.

I’m breathing like | was digging. Rub the heels of my hands into my eyes.

“You weren't responding,” he says softly. He'sin his leathers again. The braiding on
the seams looks more complex than anything in this machine.

Shaking myself, | pull my hands down. “Sorry. Thanks.” | take the lantern, my index
finger brushing his. The warm flash of his skin surprises me. In the back of my mind,
I’ d expected him to feel as cold as he sounds.

He regards me a moment before turning for the stairs.

Wait.

“What did you call me?’ | ask.

Heartwood pauses.

| knead the handle of the lantern between my fingers. “You called meNophe.” It

sounds similar to the end of my full name, but with an error in emphasis. A long O,
instead of a half-forgotten, soft U.
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Heartwood glances back at me, expressionless save for araised vein in his forehead.
And because he is aggravating, he doesn’t respond.

My shoulders tense. Sharper than | mean to, | ask, “How do you know my full name?
Moseus introduced me asPell.” No one calls meNophe. I've never even heard my

name shortened like that.

A beat passes, then another. “Moseus and | converse outside of your vigits. This is
our home.”

Still. And now, to be obstinate,Idon’t respond.

He exhales. “I will adjust my address if you prefer.” He walks away, taking the stairs
up. | watch him go, just to make him uncomfortable.

Becausel’ muncomfortable.

After lighting the new lantern, | hold it up, inspecting my right hand and the scar
there.

Then | slap myself across the face and get back to work.

Asif this cycle couldn’t get more annoying, | now find there’'s a power switch on this
machine.

But it’sin the middle of the machine. Hard to reach. Which is stupid.



And there’ snothinghere that could possibly power this hunk of metal. Nothing to
wind, no engines for steam, nothing.

It doesn’t make sense. Nothing makes sense.

“l hate you,” | mumble to the machine as one of its bearings rolls oil across my
forearm. | don't mean it. | love this gods-damned pile of garbage. That weird
sentiment | get ... that subtle incompleteness ... it eases when | work on this
monstrosity. Keeps my thoughts el sewhere.

But also, | hateit.

“Pell.”

“One second.” | tighten some cables before carefully pulling back, making sure not to
cut myself on any loose parts. Moseus approaches. He's removed his dark robe and
wears a simple gray shirt and pants, like what I’ve seen Heartwood wear. It makes
him look long and lean. His unadorned white hair falls evenly down his back, just to
where his spinedips at the base. The dark cloth of his shirt makes his pale skin look
even paler, though the lantern light lends it some warmth.

He' s not an unattractive man.
“There’'s a power switch in there, but nothing to power it,” | report. “I don’t
understand. Maybe if | took the entire thing apart, but | can’t promise I'll be able to

put it together again.”

That image from two cycles ago surfaces in my mind. Machine One in pieces on the
floor. Not completely disassembled, but far less intact than presently accounted.

My head hurts.



“Areyou well?’

Must have shown on my face. “I’m fine. Just tired. Thanks for—"

M oseus reaches forward and presses his palm flush to my forehead.

“—asking,” | finish. He doesn't say anything, his deep green gaze unfocused.
Tentatively, | reach up and grasp his hand, lowering it from my forehead. “Just

overworked,” | assure him. “By my own choice. But | appreciate the concern.”

“You'll sort it out.” Moseus retracts his hand and gestures to a gray sack near the
door. “Y ou may take that with you.”

| riseto my feet. “ Scrap metal ?”’

He nods.

| smile. All the backstepping and questions seem, for a moment, unimportant. The
decent-sized bag looks full. Enough for plenty of tools. “ Thank you.”

“1 appreciate your discretion. Y ou need to leave now; the mist islifting.”

| hand him the small lantern. “1’'ll see what | can do.”
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The bag of scraps shakes Arthen’s table when | drop it down. “Happy yearmark.”

Arthen sits on a stool in the corner, straightening old nails, and he immediately puts
down his pliers and approaches. “What on Tampere did you find?’

Strangers who opened the tower.Biting back the confession, | say, “Frantessisright.”
Though I’d practiced the excuse multiple times on my way here, saying it to another
person feels like choking. I'm a terrible liar, so | had to practice this one. “I found
these on my last dig.” | pull pieces from the bag, one by one, and examine each,
wondering at its use. Most have no distinct purpose—a sheet of that, an ingot of this,
something that looks like a handle off a tankard—but a few things catch my eye:
narrow tubes connected by a gear that certainly belonged to something complex, bits
of metal the size of dining utensils forged like little arrows.

Oh Ancients, if only | could speak to just one of you for a single minute, | would
learn so much.

| push the metal debristoward Arthen.

“Where on the Serpent’s world were you digging?’ he asks, his eyes wide. He picks
up apiece of scrap and turnsit over in his hands.

“Canyou useit?’
“l can use all of it.” He grasps those utensil things. “I’ll need to get the forgeveryhot,

but | can work this.” He wipes his free hand down his face. “The backlog, Pell, |
don’t even know where to start.”



| grin. “From the top, | guess.”

He collects a few pieces that appear to be made of the same alloy and brings them to
hisforge.

“One request?’

Arthen pushes down on the bellows. “Anything.”

“Do you still have those plans | made, for the rover?”’

He pauses. Tips his head toward a set of drawers sitting as far from the furnace as a
set of drawers can get. Starting at the top, | open the drawers one a atime. In the
third one, | find parchment with my scrawl. It depicts a three-wheeled vehicle, the
size of a deer, that would transport water buckets to and from the well, helping out
the farmers. Itwas fun to design with Arthen, but we'd never had the materials to
build it. I’'m sure, with enough resources, | could build a motor to propel it. It could
carry a dozen buckets of water or more.

I’d scrawled all of thisin smudged charcoal, along with a little symbol in the bottom
right corner, a rhombus with one line cutting through the top, and two smaller,
parallel linesin the center. My own version of an Ancient symbol, were | ever to craft
something of my own.

“That,” Arthen grunts as he pushes on the bellows, “is at thebottomof the list.”
“And I’m guessing darts are at the top?”’
It's Arthen’s favorite game. Used to have a board inside Maglon’'s aehouse, until

Arthen melted down the darts last year to make Amlynn some needles for sutures and
to repair her scissors. He snorts. “Only dlightly.”



| close the drawer. “1I’ll get the materials we need.”

“Will you now?’

| wiggle my fingers at him in a show of facetious mystery and head back toward the
road.

Before | reach it, though, Arthen calls out, “I want my knife!”

“Oh, for the Serpent” —I reel back at him—*1 do not have your knife!”

He's focused on his fire. “ Thirteen-centimeter blade, braided leather handle. It’s got
sorghum leaves etched onto one side of the blade.”

Hand on hip, | reply, “It sounds beautiful, Arthen, but completely unfamiliar.”

He clicks histongue. “I could have sworn | lent it to you.”

“So | could what? Stab the dead bodies | bury?’ Rolling my eyes, | wave and leave.
I’m not especially tired, so | consider heading to the farmsto find Salki after | eat, but
as | approach home, she finds mefirst.

“Pell!” She runs toward me from my front door. She's lively and grinning, a flash of
her old self. The eagerness in her voice brings relief | didn’'t know | needed. Casnia
lingers a few paces behind her, peering off toward the southern mountains. “Glad |

found you! Look!”

She shoves something yellow into my hands. It takes me a beat to recognize it as
Ancients work, and it’s covered in symbols.

My jaw drops. It's unlike anything I’ ve uncovered, and nothing like the machines in



the tower. “Where did you find this?’ It's heavy, a flawlessly crafted circle about
thirty centimeters across, with symbols carved on its face, close to its edge, framing

about two-thirds of it. A right triangle protrudes from its center. Tarnish has given the
metal a matte finish.
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“We expanded a little last cycle, did some planting,” Salki explains. “ Gethnen dug it
up. Wants to melt it down for tools, but | wanted you to seeit first.”

Before yet another argument about the use of my artifacts winds its way through
town, she means. | turn it over in my hands. There are no signs of welding or breaks,
no slots or rivets or holes to denote missing pieces. The artifact appears whole. And
given how robust the thing is, and how close to the surface it must have been, I’'m not
surprised.

| rotate it in my hand. “I don’t know what thisis, Salki.” There are O\ and /O symbols
on either side of the protruding triangle in addition to the symbols—seventeen, to be
precise—around the edge. That number is meaningless, but | do recognize some of
the figures. They’re digits. They stop and start at five in both directions, and—based
on my count—if they’re moving by ones, then the top number, across from the right
triangle’ s perpendicular side, is a thirteen. Which correlates with the hoursin acycle,
but ...

“Your guess is better than mine,” she offers. “Thamton thinksit’s afancy dinner plate
for picky people. This’—she indicates the protruding triangle—* keeps the food from
touching.”

“Eat,” Casnia says, kicking a pebble. “Eat.”

| laugh. “WEell, that’s one theory.” | glance toward the tower in the distance. “Do you
mind if | hold onto it for abit?’

Salki rolls her lips together. “Gethnen found it. You know how he feels about this



stuff.”

| consider this for a moment. “Tell him | gave it to Arthen to melt down. | already
forked over some of my other finds, so it will balance out.”

Salki’sfacefals. “Oh Pell, I'm sorry. | know you had plans for those—"

“Fair trade.” | offer a smile and heft the new artifact, running my thumb along its
edge. It's different from anything else I’ ve seen ... and something in my gut tells me
i’ simportant.

Chapter 5

When | return to the tower, Heartwood's presence in the dark first chamber startles
me, and | nearly drop my things. His presence fills the room, thickening and
overheating the air. | shake myself, determined to find my reason, but | notice
something off about him. The lack of a scowl, yes—he's not actively glaring at me.
But his face has taken on a gray pallor that camouflages it against the staircase he
leans on. His back hunches as though he's fatigued or sore of stomach; he obviously
isn't well. He barely seems to notice my arrival.

Chewing the inside of my lip, | pick up alantern and cross over to him, leaving about
four paces between us. Wild animals are always the most dangerous when they’re
injured. “Areyou sick?’

He looks up at me as though it strains him. Still no scowl, just cool indifference. “I'm
well enough.”

He drags himself up the stairs to the second floor. The dragging would be easier with
handrails, but however long these two strange men have occupied the tower, they
must not have seen the need. Then again, what would they build them from? Wood is



nearly as scarce as metal.

| wait until he's at the top, half expecting him to topple back down and wondering if
I’d have a chance of catching him. I’m strong, but Heartwood is easily twice my size.
Fortunately, he makes it upstairs, and | wonder at his poorly hidden aillment before
forcing it from my mind and returning to Machine One.

| pick up where | left off: wires. It's remarkable how resilient these machines are. |
can't guess their age, but they're old, and there’s not a speck of rust on them. Even
the most delicate parts are usable, if not in pristine condition. | wonder if Arthen
could figure out the composition of these alloys. | wonder if Emgarden will progress
enough with its metalworks to mine those mountains and create masterpieces such as
these.

| work through the wiring from the back end, coming around toward the front of the
machine, removing a plate to see what lies beneath—

| loop the chain over the wheel in the back. It isn't part of this gear system like |
thought.

| blink, my hands still on the plate. Again. Whatwasthat? A reverie | have no control
over? A mental lapse? It's the third time. Glancing up, | spy the wheel in question,
and the chain. Set the plate aside and lift the chain. Scoff. It’s too short to reach—
Wait.

Coming back to the side of the machine, | search through the fixed components until |
find a silvery lever about fifteen centimeters long. | grunt as | pull it up, and the

wheel, along with the box it’s attached to, shifts forward.

“Ruin me,” | whisper, returning to the front. Sure enough, the chain now reaches. |



attach it. It' sa pulley system of some kind.

Staring at the machine, | take a step back, then another. Rub my eyes and look again.
| want to talk to someone. To tell Moseus or Salki what just happened, but if | can't
even explain it to myself, how can | possibly explain it to them?

So | do the only thing | can. | work.

| screw the plate back in, covering the delicate pieces behind it. | venture to the back
of the machine, cataloging what’s needed there. It seems mostly intact, but | take a
few things apart anyway, trying my best to understand how it works. Scrawl notes,
take measurements. Grease some axles and test some ceramic inserts, which are
essentially for turning or rotating. | might need to replace one of them. | write it
down.That’'s a Moseus problem. Another hour passes, and | use the stool to crawl up
on top of the machine. From here, | can see that annoying power switch. | can also
clearly see how the rotary unit works, even if there’'s no piping for fluid to access it.
But | don’t know what elseto call it, sorotary unitit is.

An idea strikes me. | have no clue how this thing is supposed to get power, or how
that switch can be for anythingbutpower, but maybe | can rig it to take power. If only
to see how it functions. If it functions, I' [l understand it.

| stare at that unit a long time, ignoring a passing quake, turning ideas over in my
head. Maybe if Arthen could weld afew thingsfor me ... and | could attach that there,
have a bar come up and over ... manpower would be the easiest source, but it couldn’t
be arotational treadmill or any sort of rotary unit moving around the machine; there's
not enough space between the machine and the wall. So something that can wind or

pump ...

This feels important.



Wiping greasy hands on the sash securing my shirt, | go to Moseus's room and knock
softly. He doesn’t answer. | rap louder. Receiving no reply, | push open the door.
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“Moseus?’ Thistime | brought alantern with me and hold it high.

An empty room greets me. | start to close the door, but pause, taken aback again by
howdarkthe room is. Why isit so dark?

Letting out a long breath, | leave his chamber and set the lantern at the base of the
stairs. Climb up, blinking as my eyes adjust to new light. Mist swirls outside the
cramped windows. Everything looks silver, except for Machine Two, which greets
me in bronze splendor. | study it for a moment before tearing my gaze away.One
thing at atime.

| don't see either tower keeper. Following the wall, | find a door identical to
Moseus's. | knock firmly. No answer. So | let myself in.

The small room boasts only one slitted window, open to the mist.

This is definitely Heartwood’s room. Its décor is sparse. The skin of a deer—a rare
find—covers the center of the cold stone floor. A cairnsits in the back corner with no
purpose other than to look pretty, and | can't help but think how pointless it is to
carry stones up those stairs. A small table holds two little cups of succulents. There's
a bundle of parchment on a pallet right under the window. A pack, some folded
clothes, aknife with aleather-braided handle.

My hand loosens on the doorknob.L eather-braided handle.

Checking over my shoulder to ensure I'm aone, | dlip into the room—closing the
door to a crack behind me—and head straight for the knife. It's probably



happenstance. Still, | grab it and pull it from its sheath—

A plain knife. It'sthe right length, but it’sjust aregular knife.

| turn it over, and my breath catches.

A design of sorghum leaves flows over one side of the blade.

“Where' s my knife, Pelnophe?’

My mouth parts. Realizing where | am, | sheathe the blade, shove it into my pocket,
and run for the door, but gentle footsteps outside the room freeze me in place.
Cursing, | move behind the door, pressing myself to the wall, and hold my breath. |
can’'t fit out the window, and there’ s nowhere else to hide—

The steps fade down the stairs.

Thanking the gods, | hurry from the room, closing the door behind me. | rush to the
window closest to Machine Two and pull out the knife again. I'm not losing my
mind. This is Arthen’s knife. He's been pestering me about it formonths. So why on
the Serpent’ s abandoned world was it in Heartwood' s room?

Speak of Ruin, and he shall appear.

Movement below catches my eye. | squint through the fog—it’'s Heartwood, still in
his leathers. Leaving the tower. Where is he going? Probably to the latrine. But | bite
my lip, trying to quell the uneasiness in my gut as my knuckles whiten around

Arthen’s blade.

| drop the knife onto Arthen’s work table.



“Ahal” he shouts over his bowl of porridge. “I knew you had it!”

| hold my hands up in surrender. “You were right. | lost it. I'm sorry. I'll be more
accountable moving forward.”

He snorts, then winces like a kernel of something has lodged in his nasal cavity. He
takes a long drink, runs a hand down his beard, and picks up the knife, unsheathing it.

“Well, you kept it in excellent repair.”

So it hasn't been used much. | make a mental note. Swallowing down my defense, |
manage, “| always do.”

He snorts again. “Tell that to the last shovel | had to sharpen.” He flips the knife in
the air, blade over handle, and catches it easily. Does it a second time, then tips his

head to the far wall. “ See that knot over there?’

| see a dark knot in an old wooden beam supporting the wall behind the set of
drawers. “What of it?’

With a quick flick of Arthen's wrist, the knife goes flying, embedding itself dead
center in the knot. He bows.

| mumble, “ Show-off.”

He returnsto hiswork. “Where have you been lately? Not seeing you around much.”

“Tinkering. Sleeping. For once.” | shrug.

“Tinkering with what?’

| pause. That's right—Arthen thinks | gave him all my research. Thisiswhy I'm bad



at lying. Fortunately, my brain comes around to an honest solution quickly. “Salki
found something in the crops. Don't tell.”
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Arthenrolls his eyes. | wouldn’'t say he agrees with my insistence that artifacts should
be saved for study, for future machinery, for the long-term benefit of Emgarden, but
he's a decent person who believes in ownership, even if it keeps his forge cold.
Arthen won't rat me out unless things get desperate. Well,moredesperate.

He points to the hooks behind me. “ See that?’

| turn. A weeding fork and the end of a hoe hang on the wall. My mouth tastes a grin.
“WEell, look at that.”

“Don’t suppose you have anything else you're willing to forfeit?’

| think of the incomplete tower machines looming over me. All the things | could
build with them in Emgarden if Moseus and Heartwood gave up on the tower.
“Soon.”

“And isthisrelated to where you' ve been wandering off to in the mists?’

Something sharp spikes up my torso. Feigning nonchalance, | ask, “Nosy much?’

Arthen smirks. “You know well as | do, there’'s not much to occupy a person’s
attention around here.”

There are people in the tower. | got into the tower, Arthen. And it's
incredible.“ Consider ahike.”

“Towhere?’ he chuckles.



“Mountains. Wall.” Each ajourney.

Leaning back in his chair, Arthen says, “Knees aren’t fit for the first, and the latter
looks al the same, asfar asit goes.”

That’s truth. As far as I’ ve ever seen or explored, certainly. The amaranthine wall is
smooth as glass and pink as a rose, extending forever north and south. The only
variation comes at its uneven top, where it waves shorter and taller at random
intervals, like Casnia drew it. | have always wondered why the Ancients built it like
that, if they built it at all. Maybe al the Serpent’ s worlds have such awall, denoting
the path it took when it left its skin behind.

My gaze falls back to that knife. Crossing to the wall, | wrench it free. It's a good
size, small enough to conceal but large enough to do damage. | barely have the
thought before | ask, “Can | borrow this?’

Arthen’ sincredul ous expression amuses me. “Really, Pell?’

“Can|?

He frowns. “I suppose. 'Til | need it.”

| sheath the blade and shove it in my pocket. “Thanks.”

Heartwood is hale again, easy as the sun burns mist.

| see him while straddling the crest of Machine One, clambering about with a ratchet
and a slot-head turnscrew. He comes down the stairs, | dare say with a spring in his
step—an awfully fast recovery for a man too pained to stand straight one cycle ago. |

purposefully focus on my work as he reaches the floor, feeling his eyes on me, his
presence like the first shovelfuls of earth into a grave, and mine the body beneath.



Writhing under my own paranoia. Regardless, he goes to Moseus' s room, speaks with
him in low tones with the door nearly shut for about five minutes, then returns to the
stairs. The sensation of his watching me burns up my side, so | yank up my ratchet,
rest my elbows on my knees, and stare right back at him.

His expression startles me. |I'd been prepared for a contest of wills, a battle to see
which of us can be more perturbed, but the sadness on his face strikes me so
absolutely that | drop my tool, wincing as it clatters between shieldings. Our gazes
lock for a moment only; he has no interest in staring me down. A flash of downturned
eyes, loose lips, creased forehead, and he's up the stairs, swift and gone.

| watch those stairs a moment longer, wondering at his ... do | dare call it despair?
Almost like Salki’s expression when she first told me of her mother’s passing. My
chest twinges, and | barely know the man. What on Tampere could Moseus have told
him to hurt him so badly?

Why did it feel like it had something to do with these machines?

Because everything is about the machines,| tell myself as | pick my way down and
snatch up my ratchet.Because what else could it possibly be about?

Moseus said that fixing this tower was important. Why? What is his connection to it?
I’m so enraptured by my own thoughts that | don’t watch my step as | climb back up.
My foot dlips off a coil, and | lose my balance completely. My chin hits a beam as |

fall back—

| brace for stone, but it’s flesh that catches me. Flesh and the sound of rustling fabric.
Clean scents of water and earth.

An arm rights me. “It won't help us to break our engineer as well,” Moseus says



calmly, but it amost sounds like a joke. He adjusts the wide, dark sleeve of his robe
and folds his arms, and I’'m struck by the thinness of his wrists, like a man starved.
“It’ s looking better.”

| clear my throat. Check my pocket for Arthen’'s dagger. “Thanks. And yeah, | have
some ideas. | need some specific parts, though.” Stepping toward the floor lantern, |
pick up one of my dlates—I have many now—and show him my design. “I think |
can rig up power to thisone. Seeif it'll move for me.”

The glow of the lantern catches Moseus's face, and | realize how gaunt it has
become. As though his health has been mystically traded to Heartwood, who now
functions with renewed energy. Moseus looks like he hasn’'t slept for a dozen cycles.
| consider offering the services of Amlynn, but he’ll turn them down. Not a hunch,
but afact.
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His brow twitches at the design. | debate whether or not to ask after his welfare and
ultimately decide against it.

“That ... work for you?’ | try.

He nods, slowly. “You've worked quicker than | expected.” Then, after mulling a
moment, “Isthis similar to what you've ... ‘tinkered’ with at your home?’

| snort. “Hardly. But | strive to impress.” | try to mask how much the comment
bolsters me. Icando this. Take that, Ancients.

“1 don’t know how to make this for you,” Moseus continues, handing back the date.
“Heartwood might be able to, out of wood, but the strength—"

“A blacksmith in town can build it for me, if | have the scrap, and if | can convince
him it's more important than spades and rakes.” I'll tell Arthen it’'s for the artifact
Salki brought me and promise to return it right after, or distract him with other scrap
metal from the tower. “It’s ssmple enough. He won’t know what it’s for.”

Moseus's deep-green eyes trail up the length of the machine. Something about his
gaze feels deeply personal, almost intimate. Like he’'s not looking at my work, but at
me. A sudden surge of insecurity flows over me, foreign and uncomfortable, and |
find myself crossing my arms, which is awkward with the tablet.

“Have it done as soon as possible.” Moseus's voice is distant, low, masculine. “I'll
give you the materials you need.”



Two cycles later, | return with my turning rod and affix it to the machine. It takes
some ties and ratcheting, since | don’'t have equipment to weld like the Ancients did,
but | secure it, hoping the angle and leverage will help me turn it and provide power
to this mystery. Moseus watches from a couple of paces away. The shades of sickness
have darkened on the planes of his face. Is he eating? Heartwood lingers near the
stairs, appearing perfectly fed.

Hiding afrown, | focus on the machine. | push the end of the handle, which measures
about two-thirds of a meter long. It doesn’t budge. | lean my weight into it, but no
luck. Heartwood starts to move forward, maybe to inspect my work or give me a
hand, but then | abandon the rod and instead grab my longest wrench, lean into the
machine, and nearly flay my arm reaching in to smack that switch in the middle of it.
Returning to the rod, | push, push,push... and that gods-damned rotary unit starts to
move. | grin, even as afew gears grind in protest, not quite aligned and certainly not
oiled, but the machine moves. Quietly, briefly, | hear a tone, a note garbled amid the
creaking and complaining. And then it all stops, the machine stuck on ... I'm not sure.

“Functionalenough,” | say aloud, pushing the handle the opposite way and turning
everything back to where it started. And that tone ... | definitely did something right,
if the metalworks are singing to me. lwonder whether Moseus or Heartwood heard it,
but neither comments. “I’m still not sure what it does, but it's working.”

“Excellent work, Pell.” Moseus steps closer and puts a hand on the network of metal
enveloping most of the machine. For the first time, | see him smile, and it lifts his
entire countenance, shadows and all. | glance to Heartwood. That vein pops from his
forehead again. His expression remains grim, his jaw tight. He tips his head to me. |
suppose that’ s as much of acompliment as | can expect, from him.

Letting out along breath, | tell Moseus, “ That’ s an invitation, you know.”

He pulls back his hand. “Pardon?’



“To disclose what these machines do,” | specify, patting the turning rod. “Because if
you want me to fix the others, you're going to have to tell me.”

Chapter 6

Moseus frowns. “Y ou are using the termfixedvery loosely.”

He has a point.

Heartwood moves closer, halfway between us and the stairs. Damn him, but | can’t
shake the heaviness of his company, which makes me feel like I'm underwater. |
glance at him, but he looks away. His jaw remains tight. His countenance belongs at a
funeral.

What in Ruin’s hell is going on here?

| keep my tone light. “I’ll know what I’'m doing if | know what I’'m doing. What is
this tower for?’

Moseus and Heartwood exchange a look. A thousand unspoken words pass between
them.

After a good twenty heartbeats, Moseus clears his throat. “We don't entirely
understand it ourselves.” He holds out a hand as though to stall protest. He knows me
so well aready. “But we believe it has something to do with the wall.”

That takes me back. “The wall? The ... amaranthine wall?” My pulse quickens. More
answers. More questions. That hollow space in my core aches like hunger.Something

ISmissing.

Moseus explains, “We believe that if we can unlock the Ancient magic in this tower,



it will open adoor inthat wall. Our people are trapped behind it.”

My lips part. “Y our people?’

M oseus glances to Heartwood, who nods.

Then ... there are more? We truly aren't alone? “How’d they get over there?’ | ask.
No one can scale that wall. Many of us have hiked al the way out there and tried.

Too tall, too dlick. Too ... strange.

“We don't know.” Hoarseness limns Heartwood's voice, and | can’'t help but feel
another pang at the tone of it. “But they’ ve been there along time.”

| mull over this. “I’'m so sorry. You're ... sure?’
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They both nod.

“And they ... look like you?’ | gesture between them. “I’d recognize them, if | saw
them?’

Heartwood frowns. Moseus answers, “More or less. You can understand the
importance of the mission. And our frustration. Where we come from”—nhe touches
Machine One, amost like it's a lover—“there’s nothing like these. The Ancients
weren't like us.”

“They weren't like any of us,” | agree. Despite all my study—myattemptsto study—I
don't know much about those who came before. They're legend, like the World
Serpent and the gods. They were the first living creatures the gods made, strong and
long-lived, and eventually they moved on. | can't say | blame them; surely other
worlds shed by the Serpent have more resources and beauty than Tampere.

And that explains why none of us has ever seen people outside Emgarden. They must
be behind that wall. To think we've been sharing this world for so long and never
knew ...

“But you're here,” | offer.

Heartwood sighs. “We're here.”

He looks and sounds so devastated that | don’'t dare interrogate him further. | wonder

who lives behind that wall. A family. A wife, a mother, a brother. The thought of
being parted even from Salki hurts; | can’t imagine if | were separated from a child or



other blood rel—

| lose my train of thought.

“One of these may open a door,” Moseus says tentatively. “ Another may be a means
of communication. We're not yet sure. But, for now, the mist holds. Please see what
else you can do.” He crosses the chamber,his footsteps loud, and dlips into his room. |
wonder what shapes his thoughts take, that he' s so comfortable sitting with them.

Turning back to the machine, | roll my lips. I'm not entirely sure what more to do.
How could a machine here open a passageway in an impenetrable crystal wall
kilometers away? But the Ancients crafted mysteries. Moseus was not off the mark
when he called it magic.

“Ishe okay?’ | ask, not meeting Heartwood's eyes. “He seems ... ill.”

A long, slow breath stirs the air. For a moment | believe Heartwood will not reply,
but after a beat he says, “He often is,” sounding as hollow as Moseus's cheeks. |
wonder whether that wall and the people behind it affect Moseus's health. Or,
perhaps, if Heartwood does.

| press my hand against a silvery beam crossing Machine One's middle like a belt.
I’ve come so far already. Proven myself. So why do | feel so far away? For a
moment, it’s as though the tower might crumble around me.

“Do you ever feal,” | murmur, “like something’s missing? | don’t know. Asthough ...
your purpose is unfulfilled, your future is uncertain, or ... like you're forgetting
something?’

If the silence that settled during Moseus' s departure was a snuffed candle, thisoneis
achoked fire. A few seconds pass before Heartwood answers, “1 wish | could.”



Then he, too, leaves, abandoning me to the vexing mystery.

The following cycle, I'm near the end of my trek to the tower through the fog when |
see a shadow moving away from it. | know immediately it's Heartwood. The more
time | spend at the tower, the more easily | can tell Moseus and Heartwood apart, in
more ways than one.

Moseus has slimmer features and a slimmer build. His eyes are a deeper green and
endless in a way that makes him feel older than he is. An old soul, Salki would say.
He's simple, unadorned in his appearance, behavior, and speech. He masks his
emotions well. He sees a task thatneeds to be done and does what’s required to fix it
without complaint or fanfare. He thinks using facts, reason, logic. It's definitely
something | can appreciate.

Heartwood has broader features, both in face and body. While he's far from gaudy,
he likes embellishment. He wears more complex clothing than his counterpart, and
his leathers are etched with an array of designs, most of which I’ve yet to identify.
I’ ve never seen him with his hair down or ssmply held back in a cord. There's always
abraid, aknot, aloop, often all three. He tries to mask himself as Moseus does, to put
on a face of serenity, but he isn’t good at it. He's often frustrated, consternated, or
simply sad. Sometimes | sympathize with him. Usually, I'm annoyed. When
Heartwood looks at me, it makes me think of discovering aferal cat in a basement in
the light of a flickering lamp. That eerie green sheen in the eyes, the hissing of self-
defense, knowing it’s too small to win a battle. Whether in the tower or the mists,
something about Heartwood deeply unsettles me, like we're two magnetic north
poles, repulsing each other with some unseen, unknown, and aggravating force.

But what really strains me is the knife. Why did Heartwood have Arthen's knife,
especially when we' re so desperate for metal? And why did Arthen thinkltook it?

Slowing my pace, | watch Heartwood leave as | approach. I’ ve considered asking him



about it directly, but while Moseus might be up front with me, Heartwood would not.
He would have an excuse, dismiss the accusation, or ssmply not reply. Perhaps hide
anything else that might give me answers to whatever happens in this bizarre fortress.
I’m starving for answers. Can't risk it.

But | keep the knife on me, just in case, and wonder where Heartwood is going.
There’ s nothing to see around here. There' s a privy in the tower, and awell hidden in
feathery, brown brush to the southwest. | enter the tower and light my smallest
lantern. Sling two tool bags over my shoulders. Hang a couple of slates from my belt.
| stare at Machine One, then trek upstairs.

I’m glad to be up here. Not just for something new to work on—something that might
help me understand the remainder of Machine One—but because of the light. This
floor has a friendlier feel and a slightly more open floor plan. The windows keep it
from getting stuffy, whereas the air downstairs flows thick enough to chew, even
when Heartwood's gone. | should stay here a sun sometime; | imagine it’s downright
pleasant.

And | suppose I’'m more of a bronzy woman than | am silver, both in preference and
appearance. Machine Two isjust ... prettier.

But it's also different, and again | get that sensation of taking two steps back for
every step forward. As though I'm fighting against the Ancients themselves. They
continually force meto retreat, but | won’'t be conquered.

“All right.” | set down my equipment, save for a wrench and a hex turnscrew. “Let’s
see you naked.”

| loosen plates, struts, and fasteners, cataloging each in small script on a slate, making
a mental note to ask whether Moseus has parchment | can use. | don’t know how he
would, if he doesn’t trade with Emgarden, but | saw some in Heartwood' s room, so



it'sapossibility. Once | have a better look at Machine Two's guts, | carefully take off
acylindrical piece | don’t recognize, surprised at how heavy it is. Put it back on, and
do the same for ... | want to call it a gear or a wheel because of its shape, but it
doesn’t have teeth or rivets, so | deem it a hell-if-1-know and move on.

Toward the center of the machine, spines and shafts bloom open like a flower.
Doesn’t take long to determine they shouldn’t be doing that, yet | can’t imagine what
would make them fall apart in such away. There s nothing to fasten them upward or
apply pressure inward. They just ... collapsed, as though weary of being part of
something so large.

I’m reaching for one of the spines when | feel a hand on my shoulder and warm
breath on my neck. Seizing, | whirl around, scraping myself on loose parts—



Page 19

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 5:59 am

I’'m alone.

Every millimeter of my skin prickles. Pulling away from the machine, dropping a
screw and a washer, | turn around, scanning my surroundings. Touch my neck where
| mostdefinitelyfelt someone’ s mouth. “Moseus?’ | croak, barely above a whisper.
“Heartwood?’

No answer.

Pulse racing, | rush for the stairs. They’'re empty. Glare at the hole in the ceiling for
the third floor, but it's too far for anyone to have hidden there so quickly. | throw
open the door to Heartwood’ s room. Empty.

Returning to the machine, | grip a beam and lean into it, forcing slow, deep breaths.
What is happening to me? That felt ... It was soreal. Someone touched me. Intimately.
And | don't want to admit it, but it feltfamiliar.

| glance at Machine Two, wondering a Moseus's tak of magic. Are the
Ancientsstilltied to these pieces of history? They’re not here, not anymore, but what
do | know of Ancients? They were less than gods, but more than mortals.

A shiver courses up my back. | notice, a hand’s breadth from where | grip the beam,
another Ancient symbol. This one is a circle with three lines dividing it, the center
longer than the others. | press my thumb into it, hard, expecting the machine to react
in some way, or for another ... | don't know, vision, or mental lapse, or whatever

keeps happening.



The machine doesn’t react. I’ m alone.

Something about that thought feels very poignant, and I’ m not sure why.

“Thank you, Pell,” Moseus says as | come down the stairs with my personal tools and
dates. “Anything of note?’

Yeah, I’'m slowly losing my mind.“No. Just trying to understand it all.”

The door to his room stands open, a black maw. Lifting the lantern, | try to see him
better. His voice sounded steady, and though it may be a trick of the light, he looks
less sickly than before. His pale skin appearsmore even—unblemished—and its
shadows have shrunken. The way the small light contrasts with the umbra makes him
look silver, like Machine One. Long, straight, silver hair like an angel might wear,
and eyes deeper than wells. His clothing blends in with the darkness of the room
behind him, likeit’s agreat hand holding on, unwilling to release.

Hesitating, | ask, “Why do you keep it like that? There' s another room on the second
floor with awindow you could take.” Then, to lighten the inquiry, “Heartwood surely
can’'t bethatinsufferable.”

The corners of hislipstick upward. He pauses, then gestures. “Come.”

The mists will fade shortly, but if Moseus isn’t concerned, | suppose | shouldn’t be,
either. | follow him, slowing as he passes into his room. The guy isn’'t going to
murder me ... not if he wants his machines fixed. Still, my fingertips find their way
into my pocket and brush the hilt of Arthen’s blade.

Moseus |leaves the door open. After a moment, my eyes adjust. There isn’t anything
remarkable about the small enclosure. There's abed, and | think that’s a chest. A rug
on the floor softens my footfalls.



Moseus sits, crossing his legs in front of him. “Please,” he says and gestures to the
spacein front of him. If he’d worn gloves, | wouldn’t have seen the motion.

| sit, facing him. Mirror his position.

“People misunderstand the dark,” he explains, and | imagine he's closed his eyes, but
| keep mine open. “Many fill their lives with anything they can grasp, and their minds
with anything they can think. They disconnect from others, from the world, from the
cosmos. The things they grasp, ultimately, hold no meaning. | seek the darkness to
strip away meaninglessness. To remember myself and my mission.” He takes a deep
breath.

| mimic it. “You meditate?’

“Often.”

Several seconds pass. Not uncomfortable ones ... Moseus has never shared so much
about himself, and | appreciate that. He has a point.It’s clear that nothing nefarious

livesin this lightlessness, even if | prefer sunshine.

“How long has it been?’ | lower my voice. It feels wrong to speak loudly. “ Since you
lost your people beyond the wall?’

“A very long time.” Hisvoiceisasong. “I fear for them.”
He doesn’t expound, only reaches into that peace of his, his “animus’ or whatever he
called it. We git like that for several minutes, long enough that my eyelids grow

heavy. But | will not sleep here with a strange man | hardly know.

“Themist isfading,” | whisper.



He turns his head as though there’'s a window in the wall, perfectly alert despite his
stillness. “Y ou may go.”

| rise and turn toward the exit. I'm nearly to it when a pale hand pushes it nearly
closed, thickening the darkness. Moseus, silent as a cat, presses against the door.

Pressed very close tome.
“Pelnophe.” He says my name like it's made of eggshells. His breath brushes the tip

of my nose. The room grows very small and very warm, and | try to remember the
last time | was this close to a man.
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“The machines,” he murmurs. “It’s direly important we repair them swiftly. It's been
... along time.”

| nod, but unsure if he can see the gesture, | whisper, “I know, Moseus. I'm trying.” |
don’t need to whisper. I'm not sure why | do. The odd intimacy of the situation just ...
calsfor it.

“l—we—are asking alot,” he continues. “I am aware. But only you can do this. We
will help you in any way possible, but we need you, Pelnophe.”

Words fail me. Heat from his body radiates past the loose cloth of his robe.

“Stay, when you can.” Perhaps noticing our positioning, he steps back, pulling the
door open. “Y ou are welcome to stay when you are able. The mists—"

“I’ll follow the rules,” | assure him, wishing there was more light so | could see his
expression better.

He says nothing more, just pulls away, seeming to disappear into the shadows of his
room. Off-kilter, | leave him behind aimost guiltily and let the late mist swallow me
whole.

| run home, shaking off the confusion that the tower delights in afflicting me with.
I’m pushing it a little close. The sun burns against the side of my face as | reach
Emgarden, as I’ ve circled around so | approach from the west, not the northwest, but
folk are used to seeing me come and go. Regardless, | savor the sun’s warmth even as
it makes me perspire. | should bathe. And sleep, though | prefer to rest in the mists.



Get some work done. The farmers always need help transporting water. You'd think
they’d be more supportive of me building another windlass, or that rover. | sigh.
Might be time | start hunting for a good place to dig another well.

Salki and Casnia are walking my way when | arrive,

“Hi!” Salki carries a bowl covered in cloth. A worm of guilt burrows into my
stomach. “Please don’t tell me that’s for me.”

Salki rolls her eyes. “ Athank youwould suffice.”

“Thank you,” Casnia repeats, overenunciating the words. “ Thank-thank you.”

Grinning, |1 open my door and wave them in. Salki sets her gift on the table and pulls
the cloth, revealing a loaf of bread. The scents of yeast and millet warm the room. |
never make bread. | don’t have the patience to grind grain into flour, let alone wait
for the dough to rise and the oven to heat and all the other nonsense that goes with
baking. But | do love bread. | bought it from Ramdinee once every dozen cycles or
so, before she passed.

“Blessyou.” | rip the heel straight off the loaf.
“Gods help you.” Salki clucks her tongue, takes a small serrated ceramic knife from
my drawer, and cuts half the loaf into dlices, handingone to Casnia. She squeals upon

receiving it, then runs to the corner, sits on the floor, and munches away.

“How are things?’ | ask, pulling out one of two chairs | own and plopping down. |
kick out the other for Salki.

“Well, we had an entire row of sorghum fail.” She sighs. “Myrow. | took one cycle's
break, and the plants burned to nothing beneath the sun.”



| frown. “Maybeit’s disease.” Hopefully not. That would be harder to cure.

“Maybe, but nothing else seems affected. And it happened sosuddenly.” She shrugs.
“So at first sun Cas and | pulled them all up to start again.”

“Same well water as the rest?’

“Unfortunately. But otherwise, I'm good. Getting back into the routine.” She fingers
her ssmple, misshapen brooch. “Without Mother, honestly, | have more free time, and
| don't know what to do with it. I, uh”—she chuckles—*“don’t want to put in even
more hours at the farm, even with the failure. I’ ve been taking Casnia on walks, when
she wants to come with me. Visiting the alehouse more often. Baking.” She gestures
to the bread.

“You could convince everyone to let you do this full time,” | say around a mouthful.
“No more farming. Sweating indoors instead of outdoors.”

Salki laughs. “I don’'t know about that. I'm not as good as Ramdinee was.” Her
expression falls. I'd inadvertently reminded her how often death brushes shoulders
with her.

Eager to change the subject, | tip my head toward Casnia. “How is she?’

A shrug. “Same as always. Oh”—she reaches into her satchel—*Casnia insisted |
givethisto you.”

It's another childlike drawing of me, again with the wrong hair, even shorter than |
wear it and yellow instead of brown. I’'m wearing a long robe, or maybe a dress, in

this one. Admittedly, the blue emilies around my feet look pretty good.

“She's getting better,” | remark.



“She does enjoy it. I'll need to go gathering to get her some more art materials. She
runs through them so quickly.”

“I’ll keep my eye out.” There are some plants that make decent dyes around here. The
emilies work for pastels. Wickwood burns wonderfully, but its bark can also be
distilled into a red dye. Easier ones are charcoal for black and yellow sandstone for,
obvioudly, yellow. That’s what my hair has been scrawled in on this newest piece.

“Figure out the plate yet?” Salki asks.
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The heavy, circular artifact sits on the far end of my table. “Honestly, no. | haven’t
put much thought into it.”

“That surprises me.” Salki takes a bite of bread. Unlike me, she takes her time to
chew and swallow before speaking again. “You're usually all over this stuff.”

You havenoidea“I’ll beright onit.”

We chat for another half hour before Salki glances at my clock. “We should get to the
fields.” She sighs. Casnia overhears and lets out a wailing protest, then grips the
doorjamb with two hands as the ground quivers underfoot. It's a little stronger this

time, but nothing my knees can’t handle, and it passes within seconds.

“You're welcome to stay home,” Salki says to Casnia as she rises and pushes her
chair back in. “But you can’'t stay here.”

Casnia pinches her lips and eyebrows together.
“I’m just going to nap, Cas,” | insist. “It’ [l be boring.”

Salki coaxes Casnia to her feet and, with a hand on her back, guides her out the door.
“See you, Pell. Maglon says you should drop by sometime.”

“Thanks, Sal.” Visiting the alehouse would be a good idea, so people don't start
wondering where I’ ve run off to. | could use some friendly company, too.

She waves and dips into the brightness of the sun.



| wrap up the remaining half loaf and stow it in my cupboard, safe from pests. | bring
down my clay bowl and cloth for a bath, then pause, my attention turning back to the
artifact on my table.

Sighing, | pick it up and take it outside. Climb the rickety ladder at the back of my
house to my roof. Moseus likes to think in the dark; | like to think up here. It feels
likeit’s been too long.

| set the heavy plate with its funny triangular fin next to me and lie back against the
sun-warmed shingles, staring up at a faded blue sky until my eyes hurt. | close them,
and when | open them again, | know | drifted off. | don’t drool when I'm awake.

Wiping my mouth, | sit up, then stretch and look over Emgarden. Most of our
buildings are only one story, so | can see al the way out to the fields. A cluster of
pink and green emilies has popped in the road leading out of the town, the same one |
take to the tower. If only our crops could grow so fast.

| glance at the plate. “If you really are just for picky eaters, my opinion of your
artisan is going to plummet.” | pick the thing up; it weighs about a kilogram and a
half. Set it on my knees. Turn it, following the numbers up to thirteen, then back
down again to five. On the second turn, though, | notice something.

That right triangle jutting up between the fives. Or, rather, the shadow it casts.

Resituating myself, | balance the plate on my knees, turning it slower, keeping a
steady grip. Watching as the shadow thickens and moves up the numbers. Like the
magnetic ball bearing scrolling past the tick marks on my clock.

A clock? But why would the numbers one through four be excluded, with no
markings to delineate the mists? There's those strangeO\ and /Osymbols, but they’re
not at the fives, eights, or thirteen. The sun shines for eight hours, and the mists settle



for five. Always. But it doesseemlike a clock, especially with the high number being
thirteen—the length of one cycle.

| flip the artifact over, expecting a hole of some sort for a connection to a rotational
device, but thereisn’t one. Nothing to indicate moving parts.

Unless.

| stare at the sky until my eyes water, then climb up to the peak of my roof. Straddle
it. Set the artifact right on top to keep it flat. Again, | turn it. The shadow falls up the
numbers to thirteen, then back down again. There's not much of a shadow near the
bottom in the curve between fives, but keep turning, and it starts again. Just how a

clock might work.

| stare at those circular symbols with their lines. The first circle is to the left of the
line. The second, to the right. Inverses of one another.

That's ... not supposed to be thesun, isit?

Because that’s the only thing that would work. This artifact isn’t made to turn. But
thesuncould mark the numbers. But that would only be possible if the sunmoved. The
sun never moves. It stays right where it is, just off-center in the sky, dightly east.
Steady, constant, unchanging.

| keep turning the dial in my hands, watching the shadow marker rise and fall.

But the sun doesn’t move. The sun doesn’t move. The sun doesn’t move.

But maybe, in the time of the Ancients, it did.

Chapter 7



| clench my teeth and hands and pull the pliers as hard as | can. My shoulders are
ready to pull from their sockets when the stupid piece of debris finally comes loose,
and | go flying toward the stairs, stumbling backward a few steps before falling on
my butt. | curse Ruin and the World Serpent both before dropping the pliers and
shaking out my fingers.

Grimacing, finding my feet, | glare at Machine Two. Snatch up my pliers and resume
work. At least now | can move this beam, which hinges farther up on the machine’'s
body and is made to move, and then pull up this plate at the base to see what’'s
underneath. Machine Two bears only a few similarities to Machine One, so the
guesswork has started all over again, though | think I’'m getting accustomed to the
Ancients art of wiring.
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It takes some effort, and some grease, to loosen the bronze alloy plate and lift it.
Machine One had something similar, which was how | learned a piece of it went
through the floor of the tower. Thisone's at a different angle, and when | move it—

| see the wall. A sigh blows sweaty hair off my forehead. “Whoever built this was
drunk as abard,” | mumble, feeling in my pocket for the screws I'd pulled out. From
the outside, it probably looks like the machine is eating me; I'm amost entirely
horizontal in it, near the bottom, with a strut poking into my thigh. Screw in hand, |
adjust the plate to push it back in, then pause.

And stare at the perfect, hair-thin crack running down the stone wall.

Biting my lip, | pocket the screw and set the plate aside, wriggling in abit more to get
a better look, tracing my finger down that line. It’s not damage in the stonework. It's
too straight and even for that. Noting that the usual pattern of unchippable mortar is
gone from this section of the wall, which Machine Two sits tightly against, | follow
the crack down, to where it meets another perpendicular to it.

“Is this ...7" | twist, though that strut and the tight confines do not want me to. |
follow the seam alittle more, until | can’'t reach any farther, but | can seeit.

It almost looks like ... adoor. But if it were, there' d be no way to open it.

“Unless you move.” | grunt in the narrow space, trying to get a better look at the
floor. Machine Two doesn’t respond. The beam supporting its base—does it join with
the one at the front? If it's any kind of hinged arm, maybe Machine Two can move
away from thiswall.



Interesting.| start to crawl my way backward, only for my butt to get caught on that
stupid strut. Grumbling, | wriggle left, then right, grabbing a support rod to angle
myself free. Glancing up, | see something that both excites and irritates me at the
same time.

There's a power switch. Right in the unreachable middle of the machine, with no
apparent means for supplying power around it. Just like in Machine One.

“Drunk. As. A. Bard.” A little more squirming, ignoring therip | just put in my pants,
and | dide free, new grease stains on my shirt and running up my arms. I'll be
spending my time off making soap.

A headache forms behind my eyes. Sitting on the cold stone floor, | rub them. My
brain refuses to contemplate another thought.

Blinking my vision clear, | glance at the hole in the ceiling across the room. That
leads up to a third machine. And then two stories above that juts that extra
mechanism, almost like an enormous peg hammered into the tower’s northeast side,
up at thetop. Asif the Ancients built the tower first and the machines second, without
realizing how muchcapacity they’d need. At least, | assume it's a machine up there.
Only one way to check. Just my luck: first sun pierces through lingering mist.

| hesitate. I’d be going out in the sun, but technically Moseus didn’'t say | couldn’t
scale the tower in the sun, and I’'m not risking it in the mist.

| stand, stretch, and collect the tools. | need to know how I'm going to fix this place
up, So investigating the protrusion is nonnegotiable. Or, rather I'm not going to
negotiate, so the keepers can't tell meno.

Best way to climb to the protrusion would be through a window, to save myself some
effort, but al the windows are cut the same—too narrow for even my body to fit



through. A sigh slides through my nose. At least it’s not too narrow for the ladder. A
few heaves and a grunt later, and | shove the ladder through the window, letting it fall
two stories below. | retrieve some rope from that closet on the first floor and head out
into the brightness of first sun.

Finding some level ground that’s not too sandy, close to the tower’s protrusion but
away from peering eyes, | set up the ladder. It's heavier than it looks. After ensuring
it's secure, | climb up eighteen rungs and pull myself onto a second-story window.

| wedge my foot in, giving myself a moment to piece out the best way to do this.
Manage to sidestep over a subtle lip to another window, which | cram my shoulder
into for balance while | tie a wrench to the end of my rope. Takes four attempts to
swing the thing up and into a third-story window, where the wrench catches. The
tower’s tiers get smaller as they go up, so there will be space to stand once | get up
there. Purposefully not looking down, | haul myself up, and—

My lips part when | get an elbow up. “Ruin crush me,” | whisper, pushing myself
onto the floor. I'd been so intent on fixing Machines One and Two, | hadn’t bothered
to investigate the third floor. Through this slotted window, my eyes center on a third
machine.

It's larger than the other two. Or it would be, if it weren't in pieces.

Because this thing is inpieces.

Desperate for a better ook, | slide down the rope to my ladder, and down again to the
ground. The ladder bites into my bone when | balance it on my shoulder. Takes a
second to get it through the front door, but the open floor plans alow me to make it

up the spiral stairsall right. Reset the ladder and climb up.

The wreckage strikes me anew as | step foot into this new chamber, my lungs



bellowing from the effort. | walk toward Machine Three cautiously, as though it
might come alive and attack. Chunks composed of assemblies, shielding, and gods
know what else spill across the floor. The foundation seems to be intact, but struts,
coils, springs, shafts, and gears splay ... everywhere. Hanging off cables and axles,
forgotten against walls, or just haphazardly piled up. Like someone set off an
explosion right at the machine’'s heart.

| crouch down on the balls of my feet, taking it al in.At least | don’'t have to take it
apart to see how it works.But how will | ever know where everything goes?

Like Machine One, it's predominantly silver. Steel. | think it's meant to stretch the
entire height of the room; | can see pieces attached to the ceiling, like some of it
should connect up there. The fallen supports are certainly long enough to reach. It's
like the Ancients got all the parts they needed, hauled them up here, then got into a
fight using the mechanics as weapons. After, they sealed up this lone, scattered
monolith and followed the Serpent to another world.

Leaning forward, | pick up asmall sprocket.

“Don’t—" avoice says.

Starting, | turn around. Heartwood stands on the ladder behind me, his pale features
so severe they might have been carved from plaster. | ignore my speeding pulse; I'm
surprised | didn’t hear him, what with the shoddy make of that ladder and his weight
on it. | stand straight, internally berating myself, and force my shouldersto relax. My
heartbeat doesn'’t.

Rubbing the sprocket’s teeth between my fingers, | say, “You're awfully quiet on
your feet for someone your size.” | turn the sprocketover. Set it down right where |
found it, in the hope that it will give me a clue to where it goes when | get around to
assembling this mess. “Don’t what?’



Heartwood’'s mouth works. His sharp gaze shifts from me to the machine, and |
wonder if my presence somehow rankles him as much as his does me. He doesn't

answer.

Suppressing a sigh, | cross the room and peer out the skinny window. | can see that
jutting piece of machinery almost straight above me, sticking out of the tower’s
highest tier. “1 know I’'m supposed to be gone by now, but I’'m going to go look at
that thing.” | don’t have the mental space to start on this ... mess.
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“It would be pointless.” Heartwood steps into the room. He seems ... larger,
somehow. | can’'t help but frown. | hate feeling small. “Moseus and | have already
investigated it. There' s nothing to be done.”

“Butlhaven’t investigated it.” | move to the next window, grateful to put some
distance between us and secure my wrench-grappling-hook. “lI want to see for
myself.”

“Itisn’t safe.”

| shrug. “Lifeisn’t safe.”
“Nophe—"

| glare at him. He sets his jaw.

“My nameis Pell,” | remind him. | skirt around him and climb down the ladder. Wait
for him to stop me, but he doesn’t, which is permission enough. Once he’'s down on
the second floor, | shove the ladder out the window for a second time. When | exit the
tower, | do so alone.

After shaking out my hands and any lingering, nonsensical jitters, | repeat the
motions from before. Pulling myself up to the wide lip at the base of the third story, |
tie my rope around my waist in away | presume won't tear me in two should | fall.
The tower isn't unscalable. There are enough projections to use as foot- and
handholds, between windows, lips, and weathering. But it's not a walk in cropland,
either.



| pull myself up to the fourth floor. There are masonry surrounds for windows, but
flat, opaque surfaces block the openings. | poke at theedges of one first with my
fingers, then with a turnscrew, but Moseus was right—there’s no discernible way to
enter the top of the tower, even if the windows were large enough to fit a body.
Shifting sideways, | aim for awindowsill on the third tier, one story overhead.

My foot dlips.

My heart lodges in my throat as | grab the edge of the window, barely keeping myself
upright.Maybe wait for the condensation to dry next time, millet brain.Steadying
myself, | climb a little higher, reaching the fifth-floor window, finding it closed off
like the others. | also reach the base of the protrusion, and | rest easy once | can get a
second loop of rope over a piece of it.

| ...thinkthis is a machine. It's entirely plated on this side, so it's hard to tell, and
where it connects with the tower is mortared and caulked. No seams | can find. With
agrunt, I heft myself up and over so I’m sitting on top of the protrusion. I'd say it's
about five meters long and two meters wide—

Wow. The view from up hereis... intense.

I’ ve never been this high up before. | can see all of Emgarden, from the farm on one
side to Thamton’s home on the other. The rocky sienna juts of the Brume Mountains
cup the south and west like a hand, while the amaranthine wall cuts sharply across the
east, glinting like an enormous jewel in the sunlight. Rusty, dry earth stretches far to
the north, interrupted by jutting natural chimneys, rocky fins, and the occasional
shadow marking a dip or drop. Like the wall, it has no end. None that | can see. |
have a feeling | could pack up al of Emgarden and still not have enough provisions
to travel far enough to find it, if thereis one.

Wrenching my attention back to the protrusion, | run my hands over its smooth



covering. Plated up here, too. Peek over the sside—yep. All plated. And no discernible
seams or screws or anything to get the plates off.

I’m loath to let Heartwood be right, so | investigate anyway, carefully running my
hands over the plates, looking for any divots, weathering, seams. From the corner of
my eye, | spy movement down below. It'sHeartwood. He loiters down there,
watching me, a contrast of pale hair and dark leathers. | ignore him and climb farther
out onto the protrusion. He follows my movements. What, is he going to catch me if |
fal?

| snort at theidea. More likely 1'd crush him and kill us both.

Still, twenty minutes later, | concede. If there’s anything inside this thing, | don't
have the tools to get to it. | knock against thick metal, unable to detect any hollow
spaces to drill my way in. Not that | have adrill that can pierce through this.

The looming question remains: Why isit evenhere?

Tired and defeated, | retrace my steps. As | lower myself to the fourth floor, | keep
the rope looped on the protrusion and don't pull it free until both feet are securely on
the third floor.

I’m sorry,avoice whispers.| lost my temper.

Spinning around, I’ m greeted only by the pieces of Machine Three, though that voice
sounded right next to me. Low, quiet,present.

It ... sounded like Heartwood.

But Heartwood isn't here.No oneis here. Dropping the rope, | rub my eyes, then
massage my temples. Listen. A soft breeze comes through the window. A desert wren



caws in the distance. Footsteps downstairs.

| open my eyes.| need a break.

| haul everything back inside and situate the ladder again.

Moseus approaches. “There's nothing to be done on that protrusion.” He doesn’t
sound angry, just resigned.

“I'maware.” | stretch my back. “And Machine Threeis amess.”

He nods, also aware. “ Are you up to the task?’

“Yes,” | say without thinking, but | am. However frustrating this tower is, it’s given
me a purpose | didn’t realize | needed. When I'm pinched sideways inside Ancient
technology, that little ache beneath my ribs fades. | feel more ... whole. Of course, |
relay none of that to Moseus. In the better light, | confirm that he does seem healthier,
though hardly well. I wonder how he and Heartwood could be so physically similar
and yet so notably different. Granted, Heartwood's health also seems to fail him
often, yet he recovers quickly, whereas Moseusstruggles to keep even a hint of color
in his complexion. He' s never complained of the situation, at least not to me.
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“Good.” He glances out awindow. “Do you intend to leave?’

However much | love this place, I’ m exhausted, and my brain feels like porridge. “I'll
try to be discreet.”

Moseus frowns. “That is not part of the deal. Y ou must travel in the mists only.”
“Yeah, | know, but if I’'m not around, people will ask questions.” | run a hand through
my hair. “I’ll loop around and come from another direction. People are used to me
being about.”

Moseus's frown persists. “Be careful. Thereis much at stake.”

Grateful | don't have to sit around for seven hours until the mists settle, | continue,
“And you'resureyou can't punch your way into the rest of the tower? Like you did
here?’ | point to the hole above my head.

“1 havetried.” His voice sweeps like wind. “Many times.”

“Areyou ... okay?’

The question startles him. “Okay?’ He repeats it like it's aforeign word.

“You seem ... tired.” It’sthe kindest explanation | can give.

Moseus considers. “ Such is my disposition. | am well enough.”



“Peacekeeping taking its toll, | suppose.” | wonder what happens at the tower when
I’m away. How Moseus and Heartwood interact when there are no eyes to see. But |
don’t inquire, only make my exit.

Leaving my tools, | take the stairs down, meeting Heartwood at their base. Ignore the
way my stomach tightens. Raising an eyebrow, | say, “I wasn’t going to fall.”

“No”—he looks away—*“1 don’t suppose you would have.”

He says nothing more, only passes me on the stairs, and | walk home with the
unmoving sun in my hair.

My mind and body both need a break from the tower, so for the next two cycles, |
stay in Emgarden.

| sleep for half a sun before treating myself to a visit to the alehouse. | catch up with
severa folk from town, including Maglon. He has aways been easy to talk to. It’s not
the ale, which is often weak and sour, but his open demeanor and tight-lipped
attitude. | could tell that man that | killed Entisa with my bare hands, and he wouldn’t
reveal it to asoul. Not that he wouldn't take retribution out on himself, in one way or
another. Maglon is a vault, but he's just. When Frantess starts bragging about her
“win” with my forfeited metal, he tells her to pipe down.

| pick up my grain rations, visit Salki and pull a sliver from Casnia s finger, then head
home. | tuck away my artifacts, including the sundial, and then rest and watch the
mist curl outside my window, without pattern or shape. | think | hear that distant tone
when the mists arrive, but it might just be my imagination.

When the sun returns, | venture out toward the farms and test new areas for wells,
marking two that might be promising. After that, | wander to Arthen’sforge. He' s not
in, so | help myself to his drawers and pull out my rover plans, using a charcoal



pencil to sketch in extra ideas and a few equations, things I’ ve learned from working
on the Ancients' enormous machines.

Arthen says nothing when he arrives, merely looks over my shoulder. Points with a
thick pinky finger. “What does this mean?’

“It's an idea to use the energy of the wheels to keep them spinning,” | say. “So the
steam doesn’t run out as quickly.”

“Wheels powering themselves?’ He snorts and grabs a bow! of new nails and afileto
finish them.

“It could work.”

“1 suppose it could. Body should be easy enough, if | have the metal.”

“I'll get it for you.”

He studies me. Waits until | look up from the plans to speak. “Where' re you getting
it, Pell?’

| purposefully don’t look up. “Digs.”

“These digs are suddenly alot more fruitful.”

| glance through the nearest window, toward the amaranthine wall, though I’ d have to
climb onto the roof to seeit. “I’m trying some new techniques.”

Ugh, surely | could have come up with something better than that.
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Arthen must agree, as he tries to pry more information from me. | might be bad at
lying, but | can be just astight-lipped as Maglon.

Or Heartwood.

New emilies have sprouted randomly throughout the road when | leave at late sun,
one already crushed by a passing foot. Crouching, | pick a blue bloom at the base.
The flowers are large, about the size of a man’s cupped hands, and grow close to the
ground. Its faint shimmer dulls as | carry it home, but its color stays true. Inside, |
pour alittle water from ajar onto a plate and set the emily in it. Something about the
action itches the back of my mind, but | can’t sort out why. It’s not the first time I’ve
saved one of Tampere's beauties, but it's been awhile.

The tone of the mist reaches my ear through the window. When | turn and cock my
head to listen, my elbow hits my little jar of water and knocks it off the table. Cursing
inwardly, | grab the nearest cloth—a shirt | need to launder—and start wiping it up.
That was the last of the water | had, and I’'m not in the mood to trek out to the nearest
well. Though | supposeit’s my fault thereisn’t one closer.

As | soak up the water, | notice it dwindling—not into my shirt, but into a crack
between the floorboards. Wood and stone, packed tightly against the hard earth
beneath, make up my floor. The ground shouldn’t absorb so much so quickly.

Setting the shirt aside, | crouch closer to the gap, which looks just alittle wider than it
should be. Curious, | knock against the wood, getting a dull thud in return. But when
| knock on the panel on the other side of the crack, it sounds—



“Hollow.” | dig my short nails into the side of the floorboard. Try to lift, with no
luck. I run my hands over the boards. Ignore the bite of a dliver. Moving the table, |
find where a cut has been made across a board, breaking the pattern.

| dig my nails in there, and it lifts. | gape as a panel about six decimeters wide and
three decimeters long loosens from the ground, bringing soil and debris with it.
Below rests a cool, neat hole with sharp corners, about three decimeters deep.

And within it liesan Ancient artifact I’ ve never laid eyes on.

Chapter 8

The panel sits snug in the floor. The tablein its place. The mist, rolling in.

| lean back in achair, my armsfolded, staring at the artifact on the table before me.
It's ... | don't know what it is. It has a rectangular frame with filleted corners, made
ofthreedifferent metal aloys, artlessly hammered in some places to make the pieces
fit. The frame supports a translucent spherical core in the center made of some kind
of acrylic, with aweighted bottom that always faces down. Perfectly balanced. A few
other doodads and coils connect to it. It's the most complete artifact I’ ve ever seen of
thissize.

And | have no idea how it got into my house.

It's not like other Ancient work I’ ve seen. The gyroscopic elements and the build of
the frame don’t resemble anything from the tower. And it's very piecemeal. Enough
so that | don't think itisAncient work, but Ancient scraps someone conglomerated

into ... whatever thisis.

It makes absolutely no sense, but ...I"’ mthe only person who could have made this. No



one else in Emgarden takes an interest in this sort of thing, and they certainly
wouldn’t have cut up my floor and dug out a cavity to hold it without my knowledge.
Moseus might know, but I’ m not sure how far his knowledge extends.

Machine One in pieces at my feet, strewn across the stone floor, sprockets and gears
and coils, bent and misshapen and—

| close my eyes as a sharp pain lances through my skull. I'm in over my head. | have
always prided myself on simplicity—simple work, simple life. These ...things... | see
are complicated.Thisis complicated. And nothing makes me more angry than needing
answers to questions | don’t understand.

Sighing, | push the artifact away and grab the edges of the table, shifting it off the
panel in the floor. If it’s supposed to be hidden, | might as well keep it hidden until—

The door snicks shut. His feet pad across the floor—

Every hair on my body stands on end as | whip my hands from the table and turn
around, heart racing. But the house is empty. It's a one-room house; | can see every
nook of it from where | stand. My lungs collapse on themselves with every strained
exhale. No.No.l heard someone in this house. ljust heard it, just now. Someone was
here.

Mouth dry, | march to the door and rip it open. No one loiters in the street. Slam that
shut and check the windows. No one. | can see every corner, but | physically walk to
each one, listening to my footsteps on the floorboards for the sound of other hollow
compartments. There are none.

Chills course over my arms.I’m losing my mind.A bird must have landed on the roof.
Thamton must have closed his door across the way, and it’'s so quiet, it sounded like
mine. That's the most plausible explanation.



Crouching down, | force more air into my chest. They've never followed me. All
these weird lapses I'm having ... they’ve only ever happened in the tower. Not here.
I’m losing it.

No, it was just Thamton. My mind strains and my body tenses and Thamton lives too
far—

No, he doesn’t. He closed his door hard. That's all.

| shove the table aside, pull up the weird panel, and snatch the fake artifact, wanting it
out of my sight, only to notice something that freezes me to the floor. There,
engraved on its metal edge, small and precise, glints a rhombus with one line cutting
through the top, and two smaller, parallel lines in the center. It's not an Ancient
symbol. It’s the same one | scrawled on the bottom of my plans for the water rover.

It's mine.

Heartwood is sick again.

| arrive at the tower alittle early, eager to get my mind off the machine in my house.
My attention latches on to him, desperate to focus on anything besides my discovery.
Heartwood withdraws when | arrive, but the hunch in his shoulders and the straining
of his breaths give him away. After he's gone, | ask Moseus, “What’'s wrong with
him?’
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“He' stoo long from home,” the older man replies. | don’tknowthat he's older; he just
seemsit. Though perhaps his illness ages him. “It happens from time to time. Nothing
for you to concern yourself with.”

“l didn’t intend to.” | wince at the defensiveness in my tone.
Moseus doesn’t seem to notice. “ Good.”

He makes no comment about my absence the last two mists, so neither do I. “I'm
looking more at Machines Two and Three this cycle,” | offer. | haven’'t explained my
numbering system to him, but it's not hard to figure out. Machine One is on floor
one, Machine Two on floor two, Machine Three on floor three. By that pattern, there
should be a machine each on floors four and five, but who knows what the Ancients
might have crafted up there.

He sighs. “There is much to do. | can't ... | don’t understand enough to put the third
back together.”

After | get to work trying to unstick that arm beneath Machine Two, | redlize | lied. |
do concern myself with Heartwood. Namely after he leaves his room and descends
the stairs, steps light, brow drawn, eyes focused. Extricating myself, | follow like a
scorpion tracking a beetle, until he exits the tower. | stare at the door, debating with
myself, but return upstairs and look out the window instead, his silhouette just
discernible in the mist. Heading off the same direction as before, not to a privy or a
well.

Arthen’sknife feels heavy in my pocket.Where are you going, Heartwood?



| mull over it until | successfully pull a lever—more like a brake release—for the
hinged arm, and as | suspected, Machine Two shifts away from the wall. Not by
much, but enough for a person to get back there. | follow the seams, positive they
outline a door in the wall. They’'re perfectly square, each a meter long. Butifthisis a
door, its hinges are on the reverse side, and there’ s no handle or knob. The only other
marking is a natural divot in the stone near the top seam, without real shape or
meaning.

| push, knock, and attack it with an array of tools. The stone doesn’'t even chip. Did
the Ancients make stone alloys, too? More uncertain questions with no feasible
answers.

At least nothing in this tower assaults me with waking dreams.

Frustrated, | climb the ladder to the third floor and the mess of mechanics there, my
thoughts insufferably pulling to Heartwood once more. Why did he try to stop me
before?

Trying to shake my confusion, | organize what | can. Rivets here, gears there, bars
that could be one of a dozen things over there, by size. By the time the mist nears its
end, | haven’'t gotten very far, and Heartwood hasn’t returned.

At least Moseus rewards me with another scrap bag.

The sun burns through the last of the fog as | get to Emgarden, but | pause on the way
home, seeing several people out in the streets,shouting and milling about. | hop the
broken stone wall around town and spy the doctor, Amlynn. | wave her down.

“What's going on?’ | ask, lowering my bag of goodiesto the earth.

“Casnia,” she explains, and my spine immediately stiffens. “ She’s missing.”



Chapter 9

Sometimes Casnia wanders. It's just something she does. She never gets farther than
the fields, though. And it only takes afew peopleto find her.

Half of Emgarden floods the streets.

Trying to keep rising panic down, | ask, “When?’

Amlynn shakes her head. “Gone at least an hour. Salki said she was throwing afit at
first sun, so she went on a walk to give her space. When she got back, Casnia was
gone.”

“In the mists?’ Casnia never ventures out in the mists.

Amlynn frowns. “Keep your eye out. It won't go well for Salki to lose another so
soon.”

And it won't go well for Casniato get lost in the unforgiving dust.

Abandoning my bag, | run for Salki’s home, passing several people calling Casnia's
name. | know the house will have been searched, but | let myself in. Salki isn’t home.
The single-room house isn't much bigger than mine, but | search it anyway, looking
for any clues. With so many people about, Casnia might have gotten frightened and
hid. She'sdoneit before.

| find only more of her drawings, as well as her art supplies. She didn’t take them
with her.

“Piss and Ruin,” | mutter under my breath, hurrying back outside. The last time
Casnia ran was when Ramdinee died. | can’'t fathom why she’d wander off now. |



take the ladder up to Salki’s roof and shield myeyes from the sun, scanning the town.
For a moment I’'m sure I’ ve spotted Casnia, but it’s only Balfid’'s wife, who also has
dark hair. Hurrying down, | jog through the streets, calling Casnia’ s name, pausing at
windows to see if she let herself into another home or tucked herself away in a shed.
Casnia s either exploring or settling into a quiet, safe spot.

Safe spot. Turning on my heel, | dash back to my own house. Throw open the door,
but Casnia isn’'t here. She wouldn’'t fit in the tiny cupboards, and though there's no
lump on my bed, | throw back the covers anyway. | even look beneath the panel in
the floor, though it’s too small to hold anyone larger than a baby. Nothing.

Back outside, up my ladder, onto my roof.”Cas!”| shout, looking out. Folk mill
outside the town limits, searching the dry, rusty expanse. Others retrace their steps.
They’ll have already combed through the alehouse. | try to get a better vantage point
by standing on my toes. Determine where Casnia would have gone in the mist. But |
can't even see Salki’ s house from here.

Frustrated, | curl my hands into fists, nails digging into my palmsas | turn and scan.
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In the distance, | see the tower.

And though the sun burns and the fog is hours away, | slide down the shingles, jump
to the road, and take off for Moseus' s home, sun be damned.

The somber first floor greets me without a sound. Moseus's closed door indicates
he's likely sleeping or meditating. Taking the stairs two at a time, | huff up to the
second floor, seize the ladder, and throw it out the window. Take up my rope and
hurry down, out, and around the tower. Climb. My steps are a little surer this time,
the stone a bit dryer, and | scale two and a half stories before looping my rope around
the protrusion. | climb atop it, then a little higher. | have to jump four times before |
can hook my hands over the top of the tower and pullmyself up. Y ears of dust, sticky
from years of fog, cling to the stone and to me. | stand and shield my eyes.

| can see all of Emgarden from here. It looks so small. There’s an enormous cluster of
emilies to the north, in between jutting rock formations that block my view. The
amaranthine wall is a thin, straight ribbon of pink disappearing into either horizon.
Dry earth in shades of red and brown extends for kilometers on kilometers on
kilometers, interrupted only by the occasional rock formation, which would provide a
shady sanctuary to hidein, but | don’t think Casnia could have gotten that far already.
She'sslow.

| search for anything moving farther from Emgarden. | see something in the direction
of thewall, but isthat atree, a searcher, or Casnia?

It's somewhere to start.



As | climb down, arms shaking with the effort, my sight blanks out for just a
moment,and suddenly I'm sitting on the rim of the protrusion, my feet dangling
down, wind catching my hair.l gasp, and it's gone. Just me pressed up against the
tower.

Lowering myself to the protrusion, | stare out at it.What?l want to scream.Do you
want meto sit out there? Is that a sign for something?

It seems stupid. | almost climb down. Then, with a grunt, | tighten the rope around
my waist and sidestep to the end of the protrusion, cautious, careful. Sit the way I'd

just seen. Inspect the view.

But there's nothing new to see, and there’s no breeze. Nothing. Frustrated, | pick my
way back down, forcing myself to move slowly so | don’t plummet to my death.

When | push open the door to drop off the ladder, Moseus waits inside. Wait—no.
That’'s Heartwood. The breadth of his jaw and shoulders give him away, but he's
wearing a black cloak similar to Moseus' s robe.

“Did you find something?’ he asks.

“Nothing,” | spit, ripping the rope from my body and tossing it to the ground. “1 have
to go. Casniais missing.”

I’m ready for a discourse about coming during the sun, but instead he asks, “ Someone
from Emgarden?’

| pause at the doors. “Yes. She's ... she's different. Her mind doesn’'t work the way
ours does. She can’t make it on her own. | climbed up there to seeif | could spot her.”

He glances toward the open door. “ That explains the town’s activity.”



| step out.

“What does she look like?”

Hand on the door handle, | pause. Study him. There’s no malice or treachery in his
countenance. He's fairly well masked, but a line of concern mars his forehead, and
that sadness endures in his eyes. | redlize, too, that he's hale again, standing straight,
no shadows to his face. Odd.

“1 thought you two didn’t want to be seen,” | counter, though we can use all the help
we can get.

He considersthis. “1 will be discreet.” Then, after abeat, “ Do not tell Moseus.”

My lungs push out a heavy, grateful breath. “ She's short. Shorter than me, and more
heavy-set. Round face, short black hair.”

“Like yours?’

“Shorter. If ... if you find her, bring her to the village. Or even back to the tower, just
somewhere safe. If the mist settles ... my house is just inside the northwest
perimeter.”

“I know it.”

| pause at that, but of course he does, if Moseus knew where to find me. | nod to him
once and hurry outside. Heartwood follows. He hesitates as | start east, before pulling
the hood of his cloak over his telltale white hair and heading around the tower to

search west.

| should have brought water with me, but | didn’'t. I'll deal. | pace myself, knowing



I’ll be no use to anyone if | burn out early and can’t search anymore. It's critical we
find Casnia before the turn of the fog, because we'll have to stop searching once it
fals. It's one thing to navigate Emgarden in the mist; it's another to find your way
out in the wilds, with no clear markers to guide you.

I’m able to jog for nearly half an hour before a stitch in my side and fire in my throat
force me to slow. One minute to catch my breath, then | jam a knuckle into the pain
under my rib and keep moving. “Casnial” | call between pants. Far off, | hear an echo
of the name. It sounds like Frantess, but | can’t be sure. | have nothing on me to tell
the time, but | imagine we're at mid sun, halfway through the light. Halfway to the
mists.

Sweat drips from my temples, underarms, and back. | cup swelling hands around my
mouth.

“Casl Cagl”
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The only response | get is shuddering of the earth under my feet. A few pebbles
dance, then settle, leaving the red-rock world around me eerily quiet. | trudge on. A
dry weed catches my foot, making me stumble. | skid down to one knee, hitting a
lone emily, so the damage isn’'t too bad. Picking myself up, | turn slowly, scanning,
searching for movement.

“Cagl”

A desert wren shoots off from a copse of wickwood trees. | head toward that, closer
gtill to the amaranthine wall. Hope dies when | see nothing between the skinny,
twisted trunks.

Wiping sweat from my eyes, | scream asloud as| can: “Cas!”

And hear, amost immediately, another cry: “Cas!”

Salki.

The voice echoes south of me. Pushing against the stitch, | run in that direction, over
aswell in the dry earth, avoiding a snake hole. Minutes later | see movement in the
distance, and as | close in, | see two women wrestling. The light-haired one is Salki,

the dark-haired one ... Casnia.

Thank the gods.| increase my speed, spying Maglon running out from the direction of
Emgarden. I’ m breathless when | arrive.

Casnia struggles against Salki’'s grip. She hasneverfought Salki, especialy not



physically. Salki cries, “Cas, stop! Please!” Tears stream from her eyes.

Strategically collapsing to my knees in front of Casnia, | put my hands on her
shoulders. Her eyes meet mine. My lungs desperately suck in air. | shake my head.

“But!” Casniacries, her tears matching Salki’s. “Empty, empty!”

“Cas, please,” Salki begs, and when Casnia tires, the older woman gathers her into
her arms and holds her close. “It’s not safe. Don't leave! You can't leave!” She sobs
into Casnia s shoulder, and my heart cracks at the sight. Maglon reaches us, his tunic
drenched. He stalls, unsure what to do.

“It'sokay,” | rasp, patting Casnia s back. “ She's okay.”

Maglon says, “I can carry her back.”

“Empty,” Casnia sobs, barely intelligible. “Empty, empty.”

Tears leave uneven trails on her dust-strewn face, but she allows Salki to pull her to
her feet and says nothing more when Maglon lifts her onto his back. We make the
long walk back to Emgarden together.

Once Casnia and Salki are settled, | retreat to my house for a long drink, a quick
scrub, and a change of clothes. | grab some jerky to take with me before retrieving
my bag of scraps and tossing it in the shed.

The mist has descended by the time | reach the tower. Inside, | search for Heartwood,
but he's not there, so | return to the doors to wait, chewing hard enough to make my

jaw hurt.

About fifteen minutes later, | see him.



“Did you—" he begins, out of breath.

“We found her,” | say over him, and a weariness settles into my bones. “She’s okay.
Thank you for helping us.”

Heartwood's vivid eyes shift back and forth as they study my face. He stops two
paces from me, like he's tethered to something and physically can move no closer.
We stand there, an unnameable awkwardness between us, and | feel oddly exposed. |
check my sash and belt to ensurel’m not. Several seconds pass before | thank him
again and turn inside. Pick up the ladder and drag it with me, forcing my eyes
forward.

On the third floor, | pick out larger structural pieces and start guessing at where they
fit. The pattern of joistsin the foundation helps me. The larger beams would be much
easier to maneuver with another person, and | consider asking Heartwood, but
stubbornness keeps me going, and with some shouldering, | get things where they
need to go, securing them loosely, in case I’'m wrong and need to pull them apart
again. After that, | climb down to Machine Two, shift it away from the wall, and
work on the pieces in the back, taking a few things apart, wondering at the wheel near
the power switch, and measuring parts to determine the feed rate of a spindle.

| still grip the ratchet as | lean my head against the cool door behind the machine. |
don't recall closing my eyes, but mind and body give out all at once, and I’m soon
fast asleep.

| wake to a sunlit room and an awful taste in my mouth, a crick in my neck, and a
numb backside. Carefully | sit up, hissing as my body protests. Chill bumps cover my
skin. The stone has zapped every trace of warmth from my body. Arching, my back
pops twice. | hold my breath.

That's when | hear their voices. Moseus and Heartwood, on the first floor. Pulling



myself up, | move toward the stairs, quiet on my feet. | realize Moseus, at least, does
not know I’m here.

“—dangerous to involve yourself.” Moseus's voice dips so low | can barely discern
hiswords.

“1 know,” Heartwood replies.

“We cannot repeat mistakes. No matter the reason.”

A long pause, and then, quiet as the mist, “1 know.”
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They move away from the stairs, and | can no longer hear them. | pull away, back
toward Machine Two.Repeat mistakes.What mistakes? And the involvement—did he
mean with Casnia's search, or somethingelse? My skin pebbles anew, sending a
shiver across my shoulders and down my spine.

| want to ask. |I've never shied from confrontation. And yet not knowing how either
tower keeper will react to my eavesdropping concerns me. Emgarden needs the scrap
metal. I’'m not ready to |eave these machines. Moseus made it sound like there was no
one else who could help, and while | could lean on that ... | determine it would be
better to play it safe.

Still, it’s notmyfault they didn’t keep tabs on me, so | resume my work on Machine
Two as though nothing happened.

It's not until I’ve finished my calculations that | realize they’d been speaking in
another tongue, and yet somehow, | understood every word.

Chapter 10

“l need atool.”

Moseus looks up from averyold and damaged book in hislap as | approach. | wonder
where he got it. Books are rare. Expensive and hard to make. He sits in his room, the

door propped open. A lamp gleams from the wall outside.

With araised brow, he explains, “Y ou’ re welcome to whatever you can find—"



“It's not atool either of us has.” Entering the dim room, | hand him my date. Retreat
for that lamp, but his eyes must be sharp because he reads my scrawl and diagram
just fine. “I need something in this specific shape, with a head like this.” | point. “It's
the only way I'll be able to attach the flywheel on Machine Three.” If it could
telescope, that would be even better, but I’ m not about to push my luck.

“1 haven't seen anything like this in the tower.” Moseus's words are measured, as
aways, but | detect a flare of annoyance. He passes the date back, then rubs the
space between his eyes. He must be feeling worse than usual.

“The blacksmith in Emgarden, he could make it within a cycle, | think—"

“1 do not want to involve your blacksmith. Not again.” Moseus closes his book and
setsit aside. “Show me.” A second passes. “Please.”

| walk him up to the third floor, where I’ve gotten Machine Three looking like ...
well, a shape, whereas before it was ... not as good ashape. Heartwood has come up in
my absence and studies the machine, somehow looking paler than usual. He and
Moseus exchange atense glance, and | wonder if they’ ve argued. | a'so wonder about
the words | overheard before—past mistakes—but | try not to read too much into it.
Speculating won't get me anywhere.

| show Moseus the flywheel and the frame | assembled for it, then gesture to the
pieces of machine embedded in the ceiling. Explain as best | can the mechanics of it,
and yes, I've already tried alternatives, and yes, | really do need a specia tool, and
no, | can't carve it out of wood.

“Perhaps she should spend her time elsewhere,” Heartwood murmurs. He doesn't
look my way.

“Perhaps she should fix the damn thing,” | retort, earning myself an approving look



from Moseus, and ...

Why does Heartwood always look so ... sad?

Soft feelings,| tell myself. Some people just have thicker skin than others. | probably
offended Entisa every other sun. She was like that. Soft.

| inhale slowly, letting the air fill every crevice. “If you two don't have a way to
make what | need, | can't fix it. Arthen is trustworthy. He didn’t make a fuss about
the handle for Machine One. | don't have to give him a lot of detail. Send me home
with more scrap, and he won't complain.”

“Arthen?’ Moseus repeats.

Before | can reply, Heartwood answers, “The blacksmith.”

| wonder when | told him about Arthen, then realize it was an easy deduction. | recall
the knife still weighing down my pocket. | try to school my face as | study
Heartwood, but I’'m even worse at hiding my feelings than he is, and | look away
before my stupefaction reveals me.

“Also, this.” | move to a turbine two-thirds as tall as me. Grab one end and heave so
its exposed center faces the men. “This needs to turn.” | point to an axle I've
managed to fortify with some fasteners. “But it's missing ... something that goes
here.” | point to where a belt shouldbe, or something like that, probably protected in a
box or other casing. “I’ ve dug through this mess twice and haven’t found it.”

“And you haven't taken it?” Moseus asks me, though he pointedly looks at
Heartwood as the words |eave his mouth. Heartwood' s lips pressinto athin line.

Straightening, | scowl. “Yes, Moseus. | decided to take some random pieces



necessary for fixing the machine, and then to ask you for them. No, | didn’'t take
them. The way you’ ve kept this space, | wouldn’'t be surprised if one got knocked out
the window.”

Because redlly, it samessin here.

One of the aforementioned windows now fully occupies Heartwood' s attention.
Moseus sighs. “ See what you can do. Ask your smith for the tool. Be—"

“Discreet,” | finish for him. “1 will be, though no one in Emgarden is jumping at the
chance to get their fingers in your machines.” Except me, and my fingerprints cover

every millimeter of them.

“Please do s0.” Moseus resumes his tranquility. “Before the mist lifts.”
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Slate under my arm, | nod, deciding to leave my tools here in the interim. Toes of my
shoes on the edges of the ladder, | slide down, calculating the order of what | should
fix.

I’m halfway to the stairs when theexplosionhits.

My first reaction, for a shaving of a second, is that it’s another earthquake. But the
earsplitting noise, the shaking, emanates from above. Shrieking, | drop to my knees
just as | reach the ladder, covering my head with my arms—

The piercing sound of silence drillsinto my ears, interrupted only by the thumping of
my heart. | lift my head. No rubble around me. No damage. Lowering my arms, |

twist back—

Just Machine Two and the ladder. No rubble, no smoke—just the garish hole carved
into the ceiling.

Or ... wasit blasted into it?

“Pelnophe?’ Moseus calls down from the hole in question.

My breaths are too fast. I'm light-headed. | force myself to drop my shoulders and
suck in long gulps of air. “S-Spider,” | manage. I'd wince at the awful lie, but I’'m too

distracted.

| ... Iheardan explosion. | feltit. | ... | don’t understand. My eyes water, and | don't
understand.



Heartwood descends a few rungs of the ladder. “What happened?’

Swallowing, scrounging for my voice, | ask, “Did ... did a quake pass, just now?’

His pale brows draw together. He shakes his head.

“Slipped,” | chirp, sounding young. “Slipped. Spider. Bye.”

| practically run down the stairs, grateful for the masking darkness of the first floor.
Finding peace in it, like Moseus does. | stop at the doors, my palms pressed against
them, without strength.

| never realized madness could be so loud.

| wait for Arthen to dunk a chest latch in his bucket of water before handing him my
date. My hands are still shaking, so | thrust it at him, hoping he won’t notice. “I need
this. Sooner than later. And no, I’ m not waiting my turn. I’ m the reason you can make

|atches.”

“It's a hinge.” He pulls his gloves off and takes my date. | count one, two ... ooh,
even athirdline furrows his brow. “What is thisfor?’

“Personal use.”

He glances at me.

| shrug. The long walk from the tower only settled me so much; the rest | have to
fake. “Ancients stuff. I’'m piecing together something big. Come on, Arthen. You

oweme.”

“Do I?" Hetips his head toward the back of the shop.



| scan in that direction, confused, until | see the frame of the rover. All my trepidation
washes clear, like loam in the first strike of groundwater.

“Serpent save me, you didn’'t!” | rush over and crouch on the packed-dirt floor,
running my hands over the beautiful rover. It's not refined or elegant like Ancient
work, but it's solid. “It’s not even the yearmark.”

“Don’'t give me nonsense about debts.” Setting the slate on his table, Arthen pulls his
gloves back on. “I’ll get on it before first mist. Just keep bringing me what | need.”

“You've got it, you beautiful man, you.” | rub his sweaty bald head. He elbows mein
my side. Dancing away, | practically skip my way home.

But once there, alone again, thoughts of the tower drip in. That explosion ... none of
my lapses have ever been so ... violent. And what does it mean? | swallow hard,
twice. Right where the hole up to the third floor was. Didn’t it seem to come from
that?

| wish | hadn’t asked Heartwood about the quake. If | hadn’t asked, | could believe
that’s all it was. A quake.

| should visit Salki. See how she’s doing after the scare with Casnia, and for my own
sanity. But hunger tugs my stomach and drains my limbs, so it’s only a thought in the
back of my mind as my lunch grains soak. While | wait, | move the table, open the
hidden panel in the floor, and pull out my mystery machine, studying it anew. Even
after my meal is ready, | continue my examination, noting something at the base of
the sphere in the center. Specifically, the angle at which the rod holds it up.

My lips part. | walk to the cupboard where | keep my other finds and pull out my
newest one, not counting the thing under my floorboard, nor the sundia. It's a brass
ball joint welded to a hollow metal cylinder with ridging, the same one | was studying



the mist of Entisa’s burial. The lip on the cylinder suggests it once connected to
something else. I’m certain the piece holding up the sphere in equilibrium would fit
perfectly there. Part of that strange device was harvested from this artifact.

I’d already determined this new machine was pieced together modernly. Either by
me, followed by some mystical head injury no one talks about, or by someone who
knows the symbol | invented for myself. A symbol I’ ve only used on my rover plans,
which have only been seen by Arthen, Salki, and, | suppose, Casnia.
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Did someone leave this for me? But why make it so hard to find? Perhaps | wasn’'t
meant to find it yet. But why? And ... when?

Someone was here.

| set the artifact down and stare at my door. Sorry, Salki, | won't be visiting you. I'm
heading back to the blacksmith.

Only thistime, I'm asking him for alock.

| need answers. | need to understand what’ s happening to me.

| want to know where Heartwood is going.

He's kept his distance the last seven cycles—all of which passed without any more
lapses, two of which | spent starting a new well—but I’ ve been watching. His energy
started waning a couple of cycles ago, so I’ ve been pulling long shifts, even working

afull sun, which Moseus doesn’t mind. Just means I’ m fixing the tower faster.

| can tell when Heartwood plans to leave. He wears those leathers of his and carries a
satchel. His cloak as well. When the mist settles, he leaves.

Thistime, | follow.
I’m fortunate that Moseus isn’t present to witness. | give Heartwood enough of alead

that he won't hear the heavy tower door open, then | head northwest, the direction
I’ve seen him go before. Away from the tower, away from the town. Everything



quietsin the mist, so | walk on the balls of my feet, trying to mask my presence.

| find his shadow ahead of me. Wait for him to reroute to Emgarden. Maybe to dip
into the forge and steal another knife. Y et Heartwood' s path stays true, never circling
back.

So much for that theory.

I’ve ventured all over this area looking for artifacts, though I’'ve spent most of my
time south of Emgarden, where I’ve had the most luck uncovering them, so this
terrain eventually becomes unfamiliar. After nearly an hour, | pause at a copse of
wickwood trees to gain my bearing. The moment | touch one, though, it crumbles to
ash. Not just the branch beneath my fingers, but the entire plant, leaving only a few
decimeters of narrow trunk standing. Pulling away, | rub fine umber dust between my
fingers. Gently poke the next tree, only to have a sprig of it crumble the same way.
I’ ve never seen anything fall apart like this, especially not these hardy trees. Pressing
my lips together, | don't test it more. | can’t risk the sound of disintegrating trees
giving me away, though the sight of piles of wickwood—crooked, thirsty things, but
still avaluable resource—unsettles me. Perhaps | should turn back.

The veil of fog makes the journey all the more disconcerting, pierced only by the
faint glow of the occasional emily. Doubling down, | leave the ashen corpse of the
tree and hurry forward. | lose Heartwood twice as high mist rolls in, but the moisture

helps to mark his footprintsin the ground, and for atime, | follow those instead.

The mist lightens up. It's a mercy of the gods that I'm staring at the ground. If |
hadn’t been, | might have fallen.

There' s a canyon here.

Not a large one. | can’'t determine how deep, but it's not wide, and it’s shielded by



rock formations. No more footprints. Did Heartwood climb down this?

| backtrack, squinting through the mist, but | can’t fathom where else he might have
gone. Taking arisk, | pull out the small lantern from the tower. Light it, which makes
me a beacon in the fog. But it helps me see alittle better.

There’' s a path. Uneven steps in the stone, some natural, some not.

A patient person would mark this, head back, and come again in the sun.
Unfortunately, patience has never been my forte, so down | go.

But I’'m not stupid. | move slowly, keeping one hand on the carmine rock wall. My
luck holds; it’s not terribly deep. Maybe seven meters.

| blow out the lantern. Down here, the mist lightens, and | can see better without the
light. Following the narrow path, | redlize I’ve entered a slot canyon. How it was
formed, | don't know. But the ground proves level, so | wak until | reach a fork.
Search for footprints, but there’s only stone.

Something in my gut tells me to go right. A shiver courses down my spine.

I’m not stupid. | mark the wall with charcoal and move forward.

The path dips lower, perhaps ten meters below the surface, then up again. Another
fork, but an easy one—the right path ends after ten paces. The left dips toward an

arch. | duck down to fit under it.

The mist starts to lift. Have | been wandering so long? And there’s no sign of
Heartwood. But—

| nearly drop my lamp.Serpent save me.



It's ... beautiful.

The stone walls open up to a small gorge surrounded by red rock. Brimming with
plants. Not wickwood, or kettleleaf weeds, or even emilies, but green, vibrantlife.

There are flowers, a deep pink, as vivid as the amaranthine wall. Succulent trees
sprout up along a winding path. White-centered desert roses nest in carefully tended
soil, alongside yellow-budding brush | have no name for. Round cacti pop up in
patches, and a verdant vine curtains up one of the walls, reaching for the dispelling
fog.
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And there swater.

| walk to the spring and kneel beside it. Like the stairs leading down here, it looks
half-natural, half-man-made. The rock has been chipped away to create a pool,
shaded by a sandstone outcropping. But the water sits, bizarrely, at surface level. It's
almost green, and when | reach down and brush it with my fingers, it's warm, with a
faint sulfuric smell. The green shifts to a deeper and deeper blue the deeper it goes.
One handon the outcropping, | lean forward to peer into its strange depths. |’ ve never
seen anatural well like this. Never seen water | didn’t have to dig for. Never seen this
shade of turquoise. It’s breathtaking.

“Pell.”

Heartwood's crisp voice startles me. | twist to face him, but in doing so, | lose my
footing, and there’s nothing to grip. | glimpse a dliver of leather-clad shoulder before
Tampere reaches up and swallows me. | fal headfirst, water rising up, sucking me
into its warm depth—far deeper than | realized. | kick to right myself and reach up,
only to strike my knuckles on rock. The spring dips below the crags. | can’t find the
surface, and I’'m not a good swimmer. Wells are deep, but narrow. If | dlip in one of
those, | just have to stick my foot out to catch the side ...

The first spike of panic shoots down my neck when a hand clamps around my arm,
just above my elbow, and hauls me up. Turquoise depths give way to sunlit red rock
as| fly upward nearly as swiftly asI'd fallen in. Heartwood deposits me, gasping and
blinking, right next to the lip of the pool.

He crouchesin front of me. “Areyou all right?’



| nod, water dripping from my hair. | couldn’t have been under for more than a few
seconds.

Mechanically, Heartwood releases my elbow and sits back on his haunches.

| first rub my eyes, then slick my hair back from my face. Clear my throat. Piece
together my pride. Glare from the walls of the gorge casts stark shadows on
Heartwood's face, making it hard to read his expression. So much for staying
clandestine.

| rise to my feet, my clothing heavy. He does as well, saying nothing as | wring out
the front of my shirt. | steel myself, though | didn’t technically do anything wrong. |
glance at the exit, though if Heartwood wanted to off me, he could have just let me
drown. Not that | would have. | could have felt my way out before | ran out of air.
I’'m fairly certain.

“1 wanted to know where you were going,” | say, squeezing water from fistfuls of my
soggy slacks. | expect an outburst, or perhaps a cold demand that | leave. Maybe a
sharp retort about my fall. But to my shock, Heartwood simply nods.

“You are welcome to stay, if you wish.”

I’m momentarily dumbfounded. New drops of water drizzle down either side of my
nose. “You... | can?’

Slowly, his gaze settles over the garden. “1 ask only that you approach with care. It's
difficult to cultivate these plants. I’d prefer you not share this location with your
townsfolk, if only to protect them. And, perhaps, stay away from the spring.”

Did he make gjoke? | stare at him like I’'m seeing him for the first time. “Of course.
Thank you. | ...” | take in the garden once more. It seems even more resplendent



without the mists, like the sunlight has speckled everything with gold. “I’ve never
seen anything likeit.”

Heartwood flinches. | glance at him, but he doesn’'t meet my eye. Then again, he
hasn't been feeling well, though at the moment he appears hale.

“I’ll leave you to it.” He starts for the arch.

“You can stay,” | blurt, awkwardness itching my skin. Or maybe that’s the wet
clothing. “I mean, it’ syourgarden, and | came uninvited.”

The dightest tick of his lip, and for the first time, a glimmer of warmth comes to his
eyes. “Thank you, but | think | will hunt.”

“There' s not much to hunt.”

“But there is something,” he counters. Turns for the arch. Stops of his own valition.
113 Pel I .H

| can’'t help it. Maybe it's the swift rescue, the beauty of the gully, or his utter
generosity when, if the situation were reversed, | would be raging at the invasion of
privacy. In an offer of peace, | say, “You can call meNophe, if you want.”

Heartwood'’ s expression shifts, warm and cool at the same time, like the first settling
of the fog. Sad again, as though the weight of hisown tombstone burdens his
shoulders. His voice softens as he speaks. “I would ask ... do not tell Moseus you
came here.”

That surprises me. “He doesn’t know about it?’

“He does. But ...”



And that’'s all the explanation | get. Heartwood disappears through the arch, leaving
me to the splendor of his carefully cultivated piece of paradise.

Chapter 11

| spent afull sunin Heartwood' s garden.

After he left, | walked the dirt path winding through it, ten paces to its western edge,
thirteen back to the pool. | walk it several times, drying my clothes, discovering
something new on each pass. | trace a sweet, earthy smell to aplant | don’t recognize,
with long spiky leaves and deep-violet flowers. Therearewickwood trees here—two
of them. | didn’t recognize them before because I’ve never seen wickwoods this
green. Judging by their size, they were here before Heartwood commandeered the
gorge, but they, too, have been well tended. Everything is, for none of it would
survive otherwise. Our crops alone require constant supervision and hand-watering.
He must care for this oasis agreat deal.

Comfortably damp, | find myself under one of the wickwoods, next to a budding sage
bush that fills the air with scents of spice. Outside the shadows of the few stone
outcroppings, it's the shadiest part of the garden. The sun shining through the
branches casts patterns like lace on the ground. It makes me think of the sundial, but |
put that aside and enjoy the beauty of it all, dozing off once, waking to the chirping of
adesert wren.



Page 33

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 5:59 am

| remember what Moseus had told me, about his people’ s names. They were called
after their ... what was it? Animus. Their purposes. Moseus had called himself a
peacekeeper. He sought out peace, stillness, often meditating without distraction. Did
that bolster him somehow? Heal him? If it did, perhaps Heartwood likewise needed
somethinglike this garden—something I've never seen elsewhere on Tampere—to
find the same solace. That would explain why, whenever he returned, he seemed in
good health.

What would my animus be? What recharges me? The earth? Water? The machines ...
| do have an affinity for them. And people. | like being around people. Perhaps | feel
so outside myself lately because I'm not visiting Salki as often, or conversing with
others at the alehouse, or waiting out the mists with Arthen or Maglon. Y et none of
those ring true. | am not a machine, and | don’'t want to be named after one. Neither
am | a person to be shaped by others. Which brings me back to earth and water. |
suppose, in the end, | am a digger, carving holes into the ground to bring life or hide
death. In that sense, I'm a shepherd of spirits, and | don’t mind the lofty metaphor.
Not here, where I’m surrounded by so much beauty.

Eventually | sit up, brushing an ant off my leg, and shake air into my sticky shirt,
loosening the sash. | follow the garden path to its far end, where the slot canyon
continues. Charcoal ready to mark my path, | follow it, sating my curiosity despite
knowing it must be well into late sun by now. But I’ve never seen these sandstone
channels, and everything around Emgarden is so stagnant, always the same. | want to
explore.

At one point, the way gets so narrow | can barely squeeze through sideways. It forks
again, and | choose right. Climb up a shallow rise and find myself off to the side of a



small mesa. I'm circling it, wondering if | can climb up, when | hear the tone.

It's so loud, here. In Emgarden, when | catch it, | can excuse it as a ringing in my
ears. No one else seems to notice the one-note song. Even out here, the desert wren's
call has more weight to it, but | hear the note so crisply and clearly, | cannot deny it.
It callsto me.

One hand on the mesa, | ook out to the Brume Mountains, where they curve to cradle
the country Emgarden rests upon. There must be something about the elevation, or
the angle at which | watch, but | see the mist appear over the rough peaks. Seeiit rise
from one in particular,billowing upward in a column like steam from a kettle,
measured and precise.

The thought forms so easily: the tone doesn’t match the single note Machine One
made when | got it moving, but it's similar. That sound, the formation of the mist
itself, my mind names itmachine, without any further evidence. Of course the mists
come from machines. It makes sense, doesn’t it? And yet I'm not startled by this
revelation in the sightest.

Andthatscares me.

The next time the mist comes around, | return to Machine Three.

| sketch out what | think it may look like, drawing several iterations. Some of the
loose pieces fit together, so | work on those, then sort out how they might fit into the
machine itself. It's an enormous and frustrating puzzle, but | learn more about the
Ancients' technology each cycle.

There's a coupling in this foundation, and after some searching, I’m confident I’ve
found the shafts that connect to it. Those components all attached to a gear network
that fitswhat |’ ve already installed. With a grunt, I lift the thing into place, then reach



to set the gears—

| whip my hand back. Blood poolsin my palm and trickles down my wrist. Damniit, |
should have been more careful.

| hold the hand up as | untangle myself from Machine One, trying not to get blood on
it. Great, this will make the next few cyclesreal fun. | know | shouldn’'t press a dirty
rag toit, but that’swhat | have, so that’s what it gets.

I’m choking on curses in the back of my throat when two pale hands gently take my
own injured one. Remove the rag, clean the wound, expertly wind dark bandages
around my palm—

Air rushes out of me all at once.

It takes several seconds before | realize I'm on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. A
small sprocket pokes my thigh. | don’t remember falling.

| stare, and stare alittle longer, before pushing myself upright.

My hands shake.

“What is happening to me?’ | whisper, pressing unscathed palms together. My
fingers are colder than the stone floor. My blood pumps quick and hot. My pulse
thrums beneath my skull.

Something is wrong with me. Something is wrong with these machines.

Then I'm on my feet, retreating from the half-formed behemoth, tripping over a steel

coil. I'm not tired. Thisisn't lack of sleep. | was awake when | saw...whatever | saw.
I’m always awake when | seeit. And I’ ve never seenthis muchbefore.



What isit? A mental lapse? Avision? Of what, the past? The future? It’s not nothing.
Once, it told me how to repair a piece of Machine One, and it worked.It worked.

“Ancients save me.” No, not the Ancients. They’ redoingthis to me. Somehow, their
technology is messing with my head. Theirmagic, though | hesitate to believe in such
athing.

Reaching the window, | inhale deeply, letting curls of mist into my lungs. Stiff, | turn
back to Machine Three. It'sjust as | left it. Unfinished, lifeless. A mystery.

The Ancients were powerful beings. The first created by the gods. Maybe only
powerful people were meant to work on these artifacts. Am | testing the ghosts of
those before, tinkering with the tower this way?

Don't be absurd,my mind snaps, but it's aready absurd. These machines are doing
something to me. Making me see things.

Has the same happened to Moseus? Is that why he can’t work on them anymore? |
could ask, but what if I'm wrong? What if I’'m alone in this madness? He might
dismiss me. Why does that thought make me feel sick inside? But | know the answer
even before | finish the question.

Something is missing.

This tower fills avoid in me, that empty space only ale could occupy before. There's
somethinghere, something important. | feel it in my bones. And what the machines
have shown me...none of it isbad, necessarily. | saw an injury, yes, but hardly a lethal

one. And | saw hands taking care of me.

Pale hands.
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Closing my eyes, | rack the memory for details, but | can’t recall anything definitive.
Whose hands? No one in Emgarden has the same pallor as the keepers of the tower.
So was it Moseus, or Heartwood? Or someone else entirely?

When, exactly, isthisinjury supposed to happen?

| trace my finger down my palm. | have many scars. It comes with the work. One on
my right hand could match theinjury in the vision. But it's—

| lose my train of thought.

Physically shaking, | storm back to Machine Three, imagining myself bigger and
braver than | fedl. | glare at the stedl girding, the beams and gears.

“Tell me what you are,” | whisper. Beg.

The machine does not answer.

| have to know. lhaveto know what these machines do. Why the tower was built.
There's an answer here, somewhere. | just need to piece it together. If | can finish the
work, these episodes will stop, and I’ ll know. Something. Anything.

So | climb up the machine and align the gears. They fit in place. Thisisright. | pick
up the next hunk of mechanics and try to attach it, but it's wrong. Up there, maybe?

But I’'m not ready to work that high. | need to get the base done.

So | pick through a few more pieces. Walk around the machine. | bet these roller



bearings go here. The only wheel small enough for this chain attaches over there.
There’'s nowhere to hook the chain, so | just balance it on top. If | move this
plate—yes, this three-meter strut couldconnect here with a few screws. Except it's
bent...unless | put it in backward, it’s going to interfere with those cails.

Frowning, | pick up the slender piece of metal and turn it over in my hands. It’ s light,
despite its length, and shines a dark gray. It's an odd hook-shape, bending ailmost in
the middle. But none of the other struts match that design, and Ancient tech tends to

be symmetrical, more or less. | wonder if—

Pausing, | brush my fingers over the angle where the metal bends. Not smoothly, but
in four little waves, each dlightly smaller than the next. Honestly, it lookslike a...

| pause. Form my hand into a fist and press it into the indentation. My knuckles are
too small to fill it, but the shape matches.

Chills form in my fingers and course up my arms. What kind of creature could be
strong enough to bend steel ?

And more importantly, now | know that this machine wasn't unfinished. It was
broken.

Deliberately.

Chapter 12

| don’t return to the tower, nor to Heartwood' s garden. | will, but | need time to think.

Because | know who did it.

| mull over this for the thousandth time as | sit, butt right on the dirt, in the corner of



the forge, working on the rover as Arthen melts and shapes my latest scraps. He saves
small, excess fragments and covertly sets them aside, and | know he's readying some
for a new set of darts, but most are being diverted for my pet project. If we can get
thisrover working, it will help the farmers, which will help al of us.

The rover is a machine | understand. One that doesn’t drill into my head and give me
flashes of somethingother. In my hands are pure truth: tools, grit, sweat, meta. |
made the ceramic pieces myself. They’ll wear, but they’ re supposed to. Something |
learned from the tower. A lot of what I’'m doing | learned from the tower. | based the
motor on asimplified version of the turbine system in Machine One.

| hate these pestering thoughts. They nag and bite like fire ants, and no matter how
many times | sweep them away, they return, in numbers, relentless. The earth
murmurs beneath me as another gentle quake rolls by, as if to agree with the
sentiment.

Hands. | can't remember enough detail about the hands in that ... vision. But the
imprint in the strut is no flight of fancy. Moseus and Heartwood are similar in
appearance, yes. But Moseus has a more slenderbuild, more elegant. If that didn’t
exonerate him, his utter control of his emotions would.

Heartwood left that mark in the strut. His hands are the right size. The mathematician
in me says | should measure to be sure, but | know. Iknow.

But | don't understandwhy. Which is one of the reasons | haven't returned to the
tower. But that’'s fine. Emgarden needs me, too. | have other things to do besides
tinkering around with millennia-old apparatus until the mist.

“Here.” Arthen hands me the last piece | commissioned. The one I made him redo
twice, because it didn’t fit in the rover. It's cool and still damp from the quenching
bucket as | accept it without looking up. I'm grateful. He knows I’ m grateful. I'm just



focused.

| remember the cycle when Moseus first came to my door, knocking at the height of
the mist. Remember the stir of his cool breath as he leaned close to me in the dark of
his room. How insistent he was that | help him. How important it was. The tower was
the only means he had for getting past the amaranthine wall. For reuniting with his
people.

And Heartwood had single-handedly destroyed it.

Had he done more? | dwell on the very first unwanted image the machines pressed
into my thoughts: Machine One, in far more pieces than it had been when | first saw
it. Was that something to come? Something from another lifetime? | hate trying to

sort this out. I’ d truly rather throw my head into the wall until my skull cracked.

“When was the last time you slept?’ Arthen asks.



Page 35

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 5:59 am

| merely hum in response, tightening the nut on the new piece. It’s not until then that
| realize the rover is, more or less, finished. | want a shell on it, to protect the
mechanics from the elements and provide hooks for more pails, but ... thisisit. Just
needs wheels.

| sit with the creation, numb, for along moment.

“Pell?” Arthen prods me with the toe of his boot.

Coming to myself, | shove him away. “I just need wheels.”

He helps me turn the thing over—it’s heavier than it looks—and brings the wheels
over, screwing in the one at the front while | do the two in the back. Then, with the
tip of anail, | carve my mark—a rhombus with three lines—on the underside of the
frame.

With a grunt, we right it. | grab a banged-up kettle and pour water into the intake at
the back. Wind the machine at the bottom, pull a cord to spark the simple engine. The
rover shudders, barks, and rolls forward.

“Serpent bite me.” Arthen puts his hands on his hips.

| cry. Almost. Moisture fills my eyes, my throat thickens, my head hurts. But no tears
fall. Instead, as the rover picks up speed and exits the forge, | laugh. It hurts to laugh.

Chasing after the thing, | stop it before it hits the shop across the road.

Wedid it. We built it. We made this.



| can do this.

“What in Ruin’'s hell is that?” Maglon’s voice rings down the street. He steps out
from the alehouse, wiping his hands on atowel. “Is that the ... the thing?’

“Thething,” | manage, clearing my throat and steadying myself. “Thisis the thing.”

Arthen shows Maglon how to work it while | run to Salki’s house. Casniais sleeping.
She hasn't left Salki’s side since we brought her back home. She's not all there, but
she's not irrational. Her disappearance was an emotional outburst that she didn’'t
understand. Still, Salki moves quickly as | take her to the rover, not wanting to be
away long.

Arthen has straightened out the machine and started it up again, so it heads straight
down the road. It's as high as my hip and about a meter wide. Will measure wider,
once | complete the shell.

“Wow.” Salki gapes. Reaches out to touch it as it passes by, only to whip her hand
away like it will sting her. “It’sredly ... moving on its own?’ She bends down, trying
to see under the carriage.

“With some water and wires.” | beam. I’m tired. Suddenly so very tired, but pride
fills my chest, ballooning me up on heavy legs.

More people come out to see it, curious, unconvinced. In a show of bravery, Amlynn
sits on the edge of the rover, then shrieks when it carries her off. | built it to hold alot
of weight. It can't move as fast as a man running, for now, but it can outlast one.
Future adjustments and iterations will improve the design.

Mist settlesin as we put the rover away, ready for its maiden voyage come first sun.



| accept praise and congratulations humbly, if only because I’m tired, and wend my
way home, seeing Salki to hersfirst. | barely remember to lock the door before | drop
on my bed and pass out like I’ ve just dug a grave. Which iswhy, two hours later, I'm
reluctant to peel my eyes open when someone knocks on my door.

| know it's Moseus. How | know, I’'m not sure. | haven't memorized his knock, and
he hates leaving the tower. Yet when | open the door, I'm unsurprised. Merely wave
him inside.

“1 was coming back next mist.” | stifle ayawn with the back of my hand.

“1 was concerned.” Moseus looks me over. For injury, maybe. He looks hale, like the
first mist we met. He stands straighter. His eyes are brighter, less sunken.

“1 still have work here,” | press. “I can't be at your every beck and call.”

He lifts afine white eyebrow. “I don’t recall becking, nor calling.”

| smirk, but the half-formed smile swiftly fades. Hugging myself, | peer out the
window into the high mist, which obscures nearly everything. “I ... do need to talk to
you. Better here than there.”

Moseus folds his arms, his hands disappearing into his black robe. “What isit?’

| gesture to a chair, my eyes straying to the hidden floor panel, then away. “Care to
Sit?”

“1 don’t mean to be away long. Y ou understand.”

Stepping away from door and window, | decide on straightforwardness as the best
method. | don't want to hurt Moseus, but | value truthover his relationship with



Heartwood, and | get the sense that he does, too. Still, to be sure, | extend my hand.
“May |7

Confusion limns his brow, but after a moment, he understands and reaches a hand
toward mine. His remarkably pale skin contrasts starkly with mine; his walk in the
mist has made his touch cold. | expected soft skin and a frail touch, but there's
strength in these fingers, more than meets the eye. Still, | take measure of his
knuckles, and | know I’'m right.
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Releasing his hand, | explain, “I thought Machine Three was forgotten by the
Ancients, but it wasn't. It was broken. I’ve found damage.” The literal imprint of a
fist, and what kind of a creature can cave steel with his knuckles?Squaring my
shoulders, | add, “Heartwood brokeit.”

| expect tension in his smooth features, a widening of the eyes, a step back at the
news. But Moseus exudes only calmness. “I know.”

Okay,I’llreact that way, then. Louder than | intend, | counter, “What do you
mean,you know?”’

“l need you to fix it, Pell.” He leans forward, determined, unruffled. “1 will handle
Heartwood.”

| gape. “Y ouknewhe destroyed the machine you need to reunite with your people, and
you didn’t think it necessary totell me?’ Heat flaresin my belly and licks out toward
my limbs.

“Canyou fix it?’

Grabbing a fistful of hair, | walk away from him. Release it and pace back. “I think?
There is physical damage in the struts, and who knows where else. There's a lot to
sift through!” One breath, two, three. “Why? Why would he do such athing?’

A soft frown pulls at Moseus's lips. “Heartwood can be ... volatile.”

Volatile, great. | love the idea of working in atower with a man who can just casually



snap my femur if | look at him wrong. “He's dangerous?’

“1 will worry about Heartwood,” he reiterates. “He will not harm you.”

Won't he? amost say. | might have protested further, if | hadn’t followed
Heartwood into his garden. If he hadn’t, oddly enough, welcomed my presence there.

Do not tell Moseus,he’ d said. But why?

“Though, it may bein your best interest to give him awide berth,” Moseus adds.

| take a moment to settle myself.Wide berth.Why didn’'t | get this warning sooner?
When | first came to the tower, for instance. Shouldn't one of the rules have
been,Stay away from that guy. He's volatile? And yet Heartwood seemed anything
but dangerous in the garden. He hadn’t even left a bruise on my arm when he fished

me out of that spring.

| work my jaw, my fingers. Ignore a headache blooming between my eyes. “Is there
anything else | need to know?”’

“Does knowing the reason for the machine's dilapidation ater the means you must
taketo repair it?’

| stew at that question and grind out, “Not particularly.”

“I will handle Heartwood. | need you to fix the machines.”

My neck a rusted joint, | nod, and Moseus sees himself to the door. “Next mist,” he
says, and vanishesinto the fog.

As promised, | return to the tower during the next mist. I'm glad to have had a cycle



to tamp down my anger, but it smmers around my bones, all the hotter when | get up
to the third floor and pick up that bent strut. Moseus will have to concede and let me
take it to Arthen, unless | can get the machine working without it. | don’t know if
Arthen will notice the imprint of afist. | don’t know if he'll have questions.

Always more questions, but never enough answers.

In a bout of fury, | chuck the thing across the room, the metal clamoring loudly
against the stone floor. Guess Heartwood isn’'t the only volatile one in this tower.
Repair, repair, repair, but my limitations continuously grow. My victory with the
water rover feels paltryin comparison to the dismantled beast before me. How am |
supposed to fix what | don’t understand?

“1f you want to start talking to me again and give me a hint, now’ sthetimeto do it,” |
mutter to the machine. | scoot piles of parts closer to its base, trying to map out their
relationships. I’m thinking too far ahead. | know | am. | need to stay in the present.
One little step at a time. But I’'m overwhelmed. I’'m looking at all of this, and I'm
drowning init.

Volatile. Strong enough to bend steel. Fantastic.

| work better when I’'m angry. Faster. But | can’t utilize that fuel because I'm lost,
which only frustrates me more. I’m not gentle with the pieces, but they can handle it.
The Ancients built these things strong. Just not strong enough for the people trapped
on the other side of the wall.

Maybe they’ re supposed to stay over there.
I’m grumbling to myself as | shift the entry angle for a spindle feed, wondering if this

hunk of machinery is supposed to run off of dreams and emilies, when | hear
footsteps on the ladder. | push my socket wrench too hard and it snaps a screw,



causing my hand to slam into aplate, and | curse loudly.

“Pell.”

Heartwood's voice. Oh, buddy, you donotwant to talk to me right now. Guess
Moseus' s suggestion to keep a wide berth wasn't shared with the other keeper.

Ignoring him, | shake out my hand, adjust the damn entry angle, and step back,
grabbing a coil despite having no idea where it goes.
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He pauses near the center of the room, halfway between the ladder and the machine.
“Y ou should not be gone so long without word,” he says.

My blood boils hotter. “I’'m not your slave,” | bite back, setting the coil aside and
grabbing a pile of gears. Maybe if | can fit these together on the floor, I'll figure out
how they fit in the machine.

“l never said as much. |—we—were merely concerned.”

“Concerned?’l drop a gear and stand up, glowering. “Y ou’ reconcernedfor me?’ So
many venomous words rise in my throat, | almost choke on them. Forcing my
attention back to the gears, | say, “Go away, Heartwood. | don’t want you anywhere
near me or this machine.”

He doesn't retreat. “| don’t understand.”

Now | chuck one of the gears at the wall, feeling a little satisfaction when he starts.
“Let me spell it out for you. | have to fix this garbage becauseyoubroke it. | know you
did. | don’t know what the hell you are, but | know.”

His eyes widen, but he schools his features decently well, minus the eyes and the
clenching of hisjaw.

| try to turn back to my work, but | can't. Red curls around my vision like mist.
Wielding an accusatory wrench, | advance on him. He starts heading back toward the
ladder.



“Coward,” | spit.

He flinches.

“l don't understand.” | march toward him. “If you're so desperate to get these
machines working again, why would you do something like this? What’ s your aim?’

His shoulders tense. He doesn’t turn toward me. In the back of my mind, | know I'm
walking athin line, but my fury needs an outlet, and | want answers,

“Is this some kind of sick ploy against Moseus? He's trying so hard, Heartwood. He
came and collected me himself. And he knows you're the reason the tower doesn’t
function. Even before | told him, he knew. | don’t know how he has the patience and
forgiving nature to keep you around, but | sure wouldn’t.”

I’m a pace away from him now. As usual, Heartwood remains silent, and the silence
makes me rage. Howdarehe ignore me.

“Don’'t you care?’ The thread of emotion leaking into my voice surprises me, and |
grow louder to compensate for it. “If | miraculously find some way to put this back
together, does it evenmeananything, or will you just tear it apart again—"

| don’t seeit coming.

Heartwood lunges, a blur of white and brown. His hand grabs the front of my shirt
and yanks me to the side, pressing me against the nearest wall and pinning me with
inhuman strength. One fist against my collar, his opposite arm barring both of mine,
one long leg pinning my thighs. | am helpless, and with his ghostly features looming
over me, | realize how small | am, how stupid. Fear seizes my heart in cold, clamped
fingers. Words die in my mouth.



“1 brokeit,” he hisses, “because it took you away from me.”

Hereleasesmeall at once, and | gasp in air like I’ ve forgotten how to breathe.

Heartwood's sharp eyes peel away from me, and he vanishes down the hole in the
floor, never once touching the ladder.

Chapter 13

| dideto the cool stone floor.

What ... just happened?

| sit for along time, not looking at anything, not thinking anything, because there is
too much to think. The questions cluster and fight for dominance. My emotions swirl
in adark concoction. | still have the wrench in my fist. | let it topple to the floor.

Oddly, the first clear thought that wriggles to the front of my mind is,He didn’t hurt
me.

Overwhelmed me, certainly. Terrified me, yes. It's a wonder my trousers aren’t
soaked. But I’'m unharmed. | can still feel the press of his hand against my collar, but
it was never hard enough to bruise. I'm fine.

But I’'m not fine.

Cold confusion blows out my anger like a candle. Shivers swirl circles between my
shoulder blades. My breath slows. | say the words over and over, forming them
soundlessly on my lips, but | don’t comprehend them.Took you away from me. Took
you away from me. Took you away from me.



What does it mean? All | have is an incomplete equation. The questions suffocate me.

Abandoning Machine Three, | take the ladder down, jumping past the last five rungs.
| rush to Heartwood's room, uncertain what I’m going to say, only knowing | need
more. | throw the door open.
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Heisnot here.

That sensation of being very small returns. | hate it. I’ ve fought against it my entire
life, because it’s something | can’t change. No matter how strong | get, | will always,
somehow, be small.

Machine Two watches with disinterest. | start for the stairs, intent on asking Moseus
where his counterpart went, but | pause before | reach the first floor.l will handle

Heartwood,he' d told me, very specificaly. | definitely ignored that directive.

Instead, | grab a lantern and steal out into the mist, retracing my way to the slot
canyon.

Heisn't here.
The mist lifts, and | circle the garden twice. No Heartwood.

| don’'t have the fire left to chase him. And somehow, | know he won't give me the
answers | seek. | don’t know how many he even has.

| don’tknow.

| kneel by the spring and splash my face with its warm, tangy water. Slick my short
hair back, as though it will make it easier to breathe.

| wait.



Two desert wrens descend into the garden, providing me some entertainment. They
flit between the wickwood trees, bickering. They fly away when | stand.

| follow the path once more, perching under one of the trees, looking out onto the
garden. Breathe deeply the scents of sage and rose and earth. Notice a small pail
tucked into the side of the rocky lip of the spring. So | return and fill it, watering the
plants one by one, minus the cacti. | don’'t know if I'll hurt them with water. | don’t
know that much about plants.

The sun presses heat against my back as | finish. | return to my spot. Lie down in
green ground cover of some sort. It’'s soft, comforting. Even though this gardenis his,
it's comforting.

I’'m unable to unwind my thoughts, but gradually they dissipate, offering me a
moment of respite. | should return before the mist settles in. And yet | can’'t bring
myself to move,

The wrens return, deciding I'm not a threat. | watch them for an hour, at least.
Flitting, grooming, eating. | absorb the quiet of the gully, imagining myself becoming
one with it, growing roots as deep as the emilies’, stretching my leaves toward the
sun and drinking initslight. Such asimple life. | miss simplicity.

| study the lacework of the spindly trees, following the maze of their branches. Wren
song chirps overhead. They’ ve worked out their differences, at least. | wonder—

Turning my head, | blink sunlight from my eyes and stare harder at a knot in the tree.
There' s a growth there. Thorns? But wickwoods don’t have thorns,

Curious, | prop myself up on my elbow and look harder. Then | stand, again spooking
the birds. It's only me in the garden when | reach for the growth embedded in the
bark and, with two jerks, pull it free.



It's not agrowth. It'sagear.

It's a bevel gear, dark bronze and paper thin. Just smaller than the circumference of
my hand. | marvel at it. Turn it over in my hand. Trace its teeth—

Breath escapes me. | know what this gear is. More important, | know where it goes.

How it got here is another question to add to the pile. But the gods have blessed me
with direction, and | run the entire way back to the tower.

| crawl halfway into Machine Two and loosen three screws to remove a plate
guarding the inner workings of its upper quarter. I’ve wondered about this section,
because there' s a base component and a shaft thatwould fit nicely together, but | have
nothing to connect them. But this little gear fits in perfectly—it’s made of the same
aloy, too.

It takes me just a moment to adjust the parts | need and click the bevel gear in, and
I’m grinning enough to hurt when it al fitsinto place. There's alever just next to the
components. Curious, | pull it. It resists.

Oh.l pull it again, putting my weight into it. Then again, and again. It's powering
something, functioning like awater pump.

After six pumps, | search and locate a depression just behind the gear, away from
easy sight. | push it.

That upper quarter of Machine Two whirs, and to my shock, a knot of beams near its
rear shifts. | watch that knobless door, waiting for it to open. It doesn't.

But the wall next to it does.



Chapter 14

It doesn’t grind, quiver, or groan. The stone-faced panel merely dlips downward,
revealing a room behind it—more like a closet—;just tall enough for a person to stand
upright. Just wide enough to be comfortable.
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| ogle it as | approach. The walls inside are smooth, but ... there's nothing else. No
artifacts, no writing, no knobs or levers. Just a closet, hidden away. But why?

“What is that?’

Moseus's voice startles me. “I don’'t know. It opened when | replaced a gear in the
machine.” | step inside, running my hands over the walls. Turn and see two things at
once: Moseus marveling, far more expressive than I’ ve ever beheld him, and a handle
attached to a cord just inside the lip of the closet, within easy reach. | touch it, glance
overhead to more cording, and laugh.

“What?" Moseus hurries over, pressing his hands to the smooth edges of the
doorway.

“I'salift.” My words are all breath. | wave him inside, pressing myself hard to one
wall to make room. We haven’'t been this close since meditating in his room. Stiff, |
pull the handle, and thecapsule, not a closet, shifts upward, taking us past the third
floor of the tower to the fourth, and no farther.

Machine Four steals my breath away.

She’s enormous, occupying two-thirds of the chamber and stretching diagonally from
the floor just outside the lift to the opposite wall, nearly to the ceiling, long and lithe,
like how | imagine Machine Three will be. She cuts through the room, a great
cylinder of a million components, dark silver and sate gray. There are no broken
pieces scattered across the ground, no hanging bits, no breaks that | can see.



Y et my gut tells me she’sincomplete.

“Pell, this is astonishing.” Moseus steps forward and rests a hand on the machine as |
walk under it, suffocating on my own awe. Long pistons like organ pipes stretch
across her center. She has cable assemblies, gearboxes, and flywheels similar to those
on the other machines, but here they’re bigger. Heavier. Peering between her support
beams, | see the thickest chain I’ ve ever beheld stretched taut in her center. | reach for
it, but Machine Four istoo dense, too tightly constructed.

Her togetherness will help me understand the others. | know it.

The lift recalls, but | doubt the Ancients meant to trap us up here.

“The windows.” Moseus crosses to them, and it’s only then that | realize the floor is
well lit, though when | climbed the exterior of the tower, the windows were closed
off. Pulling away from Machine Four, | approach the window next to Moseus. It's
covered by a strange material. It's not metal, it's not stone, it's not wood, but
something else entirely. Light but solid. So solid | don’t know if | could break it.
While | can’'t see through it, and from the exterior of the tower it's as opague as
stone, the sunlight filters through, offering much-needed illumination. I find no
latches, hinges, or fittings that would otherwise facilitate motion. These panels are
not meant to be moved.

“Another mystery,” | murmur, and return to Machine Four just as the lift reappears,
this time carrying Heartwood. That heaviness of his presence, the one | thought 1'd
gotten used to, washes over me, drowning me. | force air into my lungs just to prove
to myself that | can.

He doesn’'t notice me at first. The moment he arrives, his face opens like a child’s,
taking in the room and the new leviathan it holds.



“It's ... There'smore.” Heartwood fumbles over hiswords. “There's ... more.”

“We knew there had to be,” Moseus responds.

Heartwood draws his gaze down the machine until it lands on me. He swiftly looks
away.

It took you away from me,he said. That tangle of emotion and questions re-formsin
my chest, bubbling up so abruptly | fear I'll puke. So | refocus on the machine. Climb
onto her lowest end and carefully scale upward, not wanting to break her. But she's
sturdy. She's stronger than the others, having been protected up here.

Pain pulses behind my forehead. Gripping a beam, | hold my breath as my vision
blurs.

| whip my hand back. Blood poolsin my palm and trickles down my wrist. Damniit, |
should have been more careful.

| hold the hand up as | untangle myself from the machine, trying not to get blood on
it. Great, this will make work the next few cycles real fun. | know | shouldn’'t press a
dirty rag toit, but that’swhat | have, so that’s what it gets.

I’m choking on curses in the back of my throat when two pale hands gently take my
own injured one. Remove the rag, clean the wound, expertly wind dark bandages
around my palm.

“I'mfine,” | protest, though | can feel my pulse from wrist to fingertips.
“1 believe you.” Heartwood secures the bandages with a small knot, cheek twitching

as he masks his amusement. “But we can’t have you bleeding on the equipment, now
can we?’



The present rushes at me like I've fallen down a well and plummeted into the water.
Sweat forms on my temples. I’m too warm. My fingers hurt from gripping the beam;
my skin’'s turned white at the knuckles. Acid churns up my esophagus, but | swallow
it back down.

“Pelnophe?’

Heartwood notices me first. Of course he does. Shaking myself, | say, “I’'m just eager
to get started.” | mechanically pick my way backdown, not meeting either of the
keepers' eyesas| passto thelift. “I need my tools.”

| wait for them to leave before throwing myself into the work.

There are answers in these machines.

That thought stirs over and over again as | examine every centimeter of Machine
Four, taking note where anything appears crooked, broken, or missing.
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If the machines pose the questions, then they must also have the answers. If | get this
tower operating again, I’ll understand what’ s happening to me.

To another, the logic might be unsound. To me, it's faultless. Fix the machines, fix
myself.

| feel like Machine Four. Whole in appearance, yet internally broken.

I’m running. | know I’'m running. | never knew myself as an evader. | suppose I’'ve
never experienced problems this deep. This ... murky. | can’t process them, so | don't
even try. | want an empty mind, so | focus on Machine Four. Focus on my work.

Focus on the parts | understand.

I’'m beneath her belly near the lower end, sitting on my butt, when | pause. “Oh.
Y ouarefemale.”

There'salarge female piece in her middle. The thick chain linksto its back end. But |
don’t see a corresponding male counterpart, which makes no sense. But perhaps I'm
looking at it wrong—

Machine Three looms before me, wider in the center than at the ends.

A cry escapes me as | whip away from Machine Four, both hands going to my skull.
“Stop it,” | plead. Emotion burns the inside of my nose. “ Stop it. Stop it.”

That’s not what Machine Three looks like. It’sin pieces.



The vision imprintsinto my brain like a scar.

Squeezing my eyes shut, | suck in along breath, release it Slowly. In, out. In, out.

It'snot right. It’simaginary. It's not right.

The lift takes me down to the second floor. From there, | use the ladder to reach
Machine Three. It probably has alift stop | can uncover, but it’s not worth the effort.
Half the machine till litters the stone floor. But | remember a few details. Only a
few, and they’ re wrong.

Wrong,l tell myself as | pick up two beams and connect them with a bronze
fastener.Wrong,| repeat as | snap it into place and connect wires, then an axle, then a
bit shaped like a hollow trapezoid that I’ ve never been able to categorize.Wrong,l say
as | connect couplings the way | saw, and then step back, every part fitting where it
belongs. The base begins to bow outward. The Ancients designed Machine Three
thicker in the middle than at the ends.

It took you away from me.

My gut seizes, sending me to my knees.

Heartwood moves his hair over his shoulders. The mist-choked light casts shadows
across the scars on his back. No, not scars. Not like the ones on my hands and knees.
These are raised, branched, intricate, the skin no different from the rest. They branch
out at his pale shoulders and taper at his waist, taking the shape of atree.

| blink tears away to clear my vision. The tower room stands quiet around me. Again,
stinging bile courses up my throat, but | swallow it down. Swallow, swallow,
swallow, then remember to breathe.



I’m losing my sanity. | feel it. The machines are one thing; I'm learning more about
them every time | come. I'm a tinkerer. Mechanics interest me. Of course my mind
would make the jump to how to piece them together. Of course I’'m learning their

way’s.

But Heartwood ... | don’t know how anything in reality or dream could conjure up
something as strange as those scars on his back. I’ ve never witnessed anything close.
Even Arthen, with all hisforge injuries, has nothing comparable.

Inhale, exhale. Long, slow.

“I'mlosing it, Salki,” | whisper, wishing she were here to reassure me. But she’s not,
and she wouldn’t understand if she were.ldon’t understand.

I’m losing control.

“No.No.” | force myself to my feet and retreat to the window, sucking in mist-laced
ar. “l am here. | am whole. They’re only machines.”

| refuseto cry over this. I'mnot crazy. | ... 'mnot ...

| have to know.

Does Heartwood have those strange markings on his back? If he doesn’t, then I've
lost my mind entirely. I'm too susceptible to these machines. I'll have to stop my
work entirely and preserve what | have left. | can't sacrifice myself for these keepers.
I’m sorry, but | can't.

But if hedoes... then the ravings of madness haven't descended upon me. It's
something else. Something embedded within the Ancient tech I'm working on.
Something connected tothem. | don’t know what it is, but it’s not madness.



| have to know. Ineedto know.

Setting my tools aside, | plan.
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| don’t leave the tower during the next mist. | don’t leave at all.

| should rest, but my mind and body are far too alert, so | walk through the tower,
taking note of the keepers. | have afaint idea of their schedules, though Moseus's has
proven more consistent than Heartwood's. Returning to Machine Two, | work on it
until it's more or less functional, though | don’t provide a means to power it by hand
like I did with Machine One. I'm still clueless as to the machines power sources, but
| don’t think they require separate sources to function. | can’'t believe the Ancients
would build things that weren't self-contained, self-sufficient wholes. It's only
time—and angry, confusing keepers—that tears them apart.

After that, | visit Moseus, who has returned to Machine Four, watching it as one
might watch the mists descend.

“It's an excellent discovery,” | say, trying to sound casual. “We're getting close.”
“We are.” His chest puffs out with a deep breath and a dlight rattle. “Very close.”

“1 know it’s important to you.” | place a hand on one of the machine’'s spines, not
daring to meet his eyes. “It’simportant to me, too. | think | could get more work done
if | stay at the tower.”

Several seconds pass. “Y ou wish to stay here?’

“If | had accommodations.” | tread carefully. “I wouldn’t mind working longer shifts.
| know you don’t like me coming and going during the suns.”



He considers this. It sounds more than reasonable to my ears, but Moseus has proven
himself a very private person. We are alies, but | am stillotherto him, and a woman,
too. Still, the idea of finishing the work quicker entices him. “I suppose it would
speed things along,” he says somewhat reluctantly. “This fortress wasn't made for
comfort.”

“I'mwell aware.”

“Would you stay here?’ He gestures around the room. Because of Machine Four’s
angle, there's plenty of floor space for camping out.

“There’ s aroom on the second floor.” Easy, casual, nonchalant. | pull a small wrench
from my belt and spin it around my finger. “Near the stairs.” It's a small room,
maybe twice the size of the closet on the first floor. But it’s also straight across from
Heartwood' s chamber.

Though hislips pull into afrown, Moseus nods. “Very well. | don’'t have alot to offer
you for apallet.”

Heartwood might,I almost say, but | don’t risk his hame staining the conversation. |
can bring my own blanket when the mists fall. My own food, too. These two live as
bachelors. They don’'t have awell-stocked pantry.

“I'll be subtle,” | say. Moseus can piece together the rest. Changing the subject, |
report my other progress, which he seems only to half hear. Then | excuse myself and

take the lift down to the second floor.

Now that I’ ve been alowed to linger, | have to execute the second, and hardest, part
of my plan. | have to catch Heartwood undressing.

Most people sleep during the mists.



Not every mist. At least,Idon't sleep every mist. But the world cools down, and
navigating becomes difficult, so folk retreat when the mists thicken. | don’t know if
Heartwood strips down to rest, but | figure it's my best shot.

| linger at Machine Two and pretend to fiddle with it as the sun grows late. | don’t
even look at Heartwood when he comes by, though his steps slow, and | feel him
looking at me. My pulse quickens, but he says nothing and dlips inside his humble
quarters.

Gradually, the temperature drops as the fog collects. Taking my shoes off, | scan for
Moseus. Clear. | toe my way to Heartwood's door. | may or may not have tightened
up the knob’ s strike plate a bit earlier, while he was away. At the garden, most likely.

Gripping the knaob, | turn it softly. So softly. Hold my breath. Push it just a crack.
Realize | should have oiled the hinges, too. The bottom one creaks, giving me away.
Heartwood, sitting on a stool beside the window, looks up a me. He's in a loose
homespun shirt and breeches. So yes, he does change. But | misjudged my timing.
I’'m late.

He has a small book in his hands. Looks at me, then back at its pages. “I believe it's
customary for your people to knock.”

“What do you know of ‘my people’?’ | counter, realizing that I'm not helping my
case.

His brow creases. | reset. There are other stones | need to throw.

“1 want to know what you meant, before.” | open the door alittle wider now, listening
to that hinge. “Y ou said the machine took ... um, me away from you.”

He does not look up from the book. “1 misspoke.” His unhindered tone grates on me.



“Y ou misspoke.”

He doesn’t reply, merely reads.

“All right.” | can play his game. “Then why was that gear stuck in the wickwood
tree?’

Now he looks up, his confusion genuine. “What gear?’
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| hesitate, wondering whether or not to share. Heartwood seems fond of secrets.
Perhaps | should guard some of my own. “Why did you have Arthen’ s knife?’

He blanches.Caught you.He pulls his eyes back to his book, but this time it seems
forced. His shoulders stiffen. He clenches his jaw, but catches himself and releasesit.
Sighs.

“Well?’ | press.

“Wereyou in here?’ he asks quietly. Accusatory, yes, but not venomous.

“l camein when | saw my knife. You left the door open.” I'm not the best liar, but I'd
bet five cycles rationsthat I’ m better at it than Heartwood.

He turnsthe page. | wait. No answer.
“Areyou fond of tense silences?’

Heartwood lowers the book. The pages dip under his hard grip. “I do not have an
answer for you. No—Pelnophe.”

“| said you could call meNophe,” | offer.

He shakes his head. Clenches, then unclenches, his jaw. “I do not have an answer for
you,” he repeats, too much air leaking into his voice.

“1 think you do.”



“Good night, Pell.” The words are hard, final, but they give me pause.

“What does that mean?’

He glances at me, bright eyes hard. “What does what mean?’

“Good night,” | repeat, letting go of the knob. “What’s ‘night’ ?”

His expression wipes clean, like a wet rag was swiped across a chalky slate. He turns
to the window. “It’ s nothing. Please, leave.”

Gritting my teeth, | start to pull the door closed, then stop. “You'll break the book,
doing that.”

Glancing down, Heartwood seems to notice for the first time that the pages are half
folded over in his clenched hands. He releases it, letting it topple to the floor, and |
give him his privacy.

For now.

The following mist, | bring a few things to the tower. Not everything; | don’'t intend
to disappear from Emgarden completely. I'm still needed there, and my absence
could raise more questions than | have easy answers for. But | bring enough. My
moving in makes both keepers uncomfortable, but Heartwood especially. He won't
meet my eyes and swiftly vacates any area | walk into.

Which helps when | need to oil his hinges. | do so, thoroughly.
He doesn’'t sleep the next mist, and he's gone the entire next sun. Garden or foraging,

| assume. Or he ate something particularly foul and atones for it at the privy. | work
on assembling Machine Three, worried that he's somehow caught on to me already,



but he returns during the following mist. I'm quicker to follow this time. He sleeps,
but in the window alcove, sitting upright against the stone, till dressed in his
leathers, arms folded tightly across his chest. He snores, which is odd, because
Heartwood doesn’'t snore.

| fumble the handle as | retreat. Bite my lip and close the door, relieved when | don’t
wake him, disturbed at my own thought.Heartwood doesn’t snore.How would | know
that? Thisisthefirst time |’ ve ever seen him sleep.

Panic clutches my chest, because I’ m so damn sure.Heartwood doesn’t snore.

It took you away from me.

“1 can’'t do this,” | whisper, and take the lift up to Machine Four. No one can sneak up
on me here. No one will hear my frantic pacing and self-assurances. No one will see
me put my head between my knees and relearn how to breathe. My chest weighs me
down like it, too, is a machine. There's not enough air in this room.Not enough air.l
take the lift back down and climb to the third floor to press my head to the window,
trying to empty my thoughts.

Madness has a feel to it. Smooth, subtle. Like the oil nestled in those hinges, but
thinner. It doesn't leave a noticeable mark. No grease stains. When it first starts
dripping, it feels wrong, the way | imagine a knife through the gut might feel. But |
can see how one could become used to it. Even comfortable. Oiled up and slick and
satiated, forgetting there was ever anything else.

And | wonder, staring out into the migt, if I’ ve forgotten something. My theory of the
Ancients speaking to me through their work has crumbled around the edges. The

Ancients didn’t know Heartwood. He isn't part of these machines.

Steeling myself, | return to the second floor. Heartwood's earlier position wasn't



comfortable; perhaps he changed and now rests on his pallet on the floor. Maybe his
leathers are dirty. That's two reasons to unclothe. And | am desperate. The oil is
seeping in, and it terrifiesme. | have to know.

Late mist. No clock, but it will dissipate soon. Quiet as an ant, | turn Heartwood's
handle and open the door just a crack. Catch my breath before it can give me away.
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He's awake. Facing away from me. Pulling off the leathers he wears over his clothes.
He carefully folds a piece and sets it on the windowsill.

| pull back a moment. I'm ready. Whatever the answer is, | have to accept it. | will
run, if 1 have to. Leave the tower and its machines—allAncient work—forever, to
preserve myself. I’d rather have this missing piece nagging at me than lose who | am.
Ready, | peek through the crack again. But Heartwood isn’t there.

The door wrenches from my hand.

Heartwood's closeness exaggerates his size. Looking down, his eyes blaze like they
did when he pinned me to the wall by Machine Three.

“What,” he seethes, his voice low and callous, “are you doing?”’

| stand my ground, wishing my knees didn't shake. “I want answers. | want to
know—"

“Keep your voice down.”
“Tell mewhat | don’t know!” | hiss.

He lowers his face to mine. “There is nothing for you to know. There are no secrets
with me or thisroom. Y our only purpose is the machines. Y ou must—"

He stops. | don’t know why he stopped. Until | realize I’m crying.



Ruin me. | hate crying.

Wiping angry hands over my eyes, | say, “I don't understand.” | hate how my voice
shakes, but all the bottled fear twists my stomach and pushes up my throat. “I’'m
seeing things, Heartwood. | see things in the machines. Hear things. Past, present, |
don’'t know. I'm ... I'm losing my mind.” | try to suck in air, but it's a mere trickle.
“Injuries | don’t have, machines not ... not asthey are. And | see you.”

He steps back like I’ ve physically pushed him, insulted his person, his people, and his
country while setting fire to his garden.

| wipe my face again—more like a slap—before any new tears can fall. “1 see you,
and | don’t know why. | don’t know what’s real and what’s not. | have to know if I'm
going mad.”

He says nothing. | wish he'd say something. | can't tolerate the quiet, so | keep
talking.

“Y-Y ou have these things, on your back,” | add, and his expression slackens. “I don’t
know what they are. It was just a flash, redlly. Like scars, but not. And | know it
sounds absolutely absurd, but | keep seeing strange things, and | don’t know what
they are, or what they mean,or if they evenexist. | don’t know what’s happening!” |
raise my voice despite his warning. Smack away atear. “Please ... just tell me if I'm
sane or not. | need to know—"

“Stop,” he whispers, like I’m hurting him. I’'m not even touching him. “ Stop, please.”

| chew down a sob. Shake my head. A headache forms just beneath my skull, and |
wince, ready for another vision, but none comes.

Heartwood's calloused hand grasps my forearm. He pulls me into his room, then



shuts the door firmly. Pauses. “Y ou did something.”

“1 oiled the hinges,” | confess.

He sighs. Releases me. Undoes the single button at his collar, turns, and pulls off his
shirt.

| gasp.

It'sthere. It's all there.

A dozen scars—two dozen—cross his broad shoulders, raised like someone filled
them with water, though they don’t look soft. Small, medium, large. They branch off
his shoulders and join at the middle of his back, where they merge into one solid form
that disappears beneath the waist of his trousers. It looks like a tree might, if we ever
took the time to nurture one.

| reach forward, but Heartwood tugs the shirt back on, trapping his hair beneath it.
11 GO-”

| ...” My feet have gone numb. My tongue, apparently, as well.

He pushes past me and opens the door. Peers out into the open area beyond before
looking at me expectantly.

“But ... what isit?’ | ask, sounding like achild. “Why ... how did | know?’

“You must be a seeress.” His words are terse, and he doesn't meet my eyes. “Go,
Nophe. Please.”
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Dumbfounded, | shuffle from the room. The moment | clear the door, he shuts it
behind me, the latch clicking heavy and final.

Chapter 15
“Have | ever shown thisto you?’

| stand in my house in Emgarden. Salki and Casnia are visiting with another loaf of
bread, because Salki “hasn't seen” me lately and I've “seemed ill,” which is an
understatement. Moseus probably wonders why | left so suddenly. | didn't go back
last cycle, and it’s aready the sun of the next.

| dug up the little machine from my floorboards right in front of Salki. | have nothing
to hide from her, but as | show her the framework and equilibrated sphere with my
self-proclaimed symbol carved into it, she slows her darning and shakes her head.
“No, you haven’'t! Y ou made that?’ She touchesit. “What does it do?’

Disappointment pulls at my shoulders. “Nothing.” | toss it onto the table, then steady
it when afive-second earthquake passes beneath the house. “Nothing.”

“Yellow,” Casnia demands, holding out her hands without looking up. She's drawing
on the back of previous artwork. The process of pulping bark to make parchment is
tedious, and Salki often doesn’'t have time. | usually help, but as Salki stated, I've
been away, and yes, ill. Just not the kind of ill | can explain.

| see Heartwood' s scars every time | close my eyes. | can feel them under my fingers,
though he never let me touch him.



Salki sets aside her bundle of emily-root threads and searches through her satchel.
She finds anub of yellow chalk. Hands it over.Casniadraws all three of usthistime. |
only recognize Salki and myself because I’ ve seen Casnia's interpretations so many
times. | only recognize Casnia because she’'s blended colors together into a
semblance of her violet eyes. Her proportions are wildly off, but she's occupied.

“Areyou eating?’ Salki asks, poking my stomach. “You look alittle thin.”

| scoff at the insult. Salki doesn’'t mean it as one, but I’ve never liked the word to
describe me. Thinandstrongare not synonyms. “Yes, I'm eating.” To make a point, |
pinch off the corner of her perfectly executed bread loaf and shove it into my mouth.
It tastes amazing, and | take a minute to savor it.

Okay, | haven’'t been eatinggoodfood, only quick food, but that’ s beside the point.
“Have you seen any strange people around here?’ | ask suddenly.

Salki picks off thread where it’ s caught on her brooch. “ Strange how?’

“Like pae. Tall. White hair.”

She blinks. “ Entisa had white hair.”

Because she was old. “Never mind.” | rub my temples. “I think | had a weird dream
last mist.”

Salki thumbs at her metallic, misshapen brooch, then changes the subject, interesting
me in gossip. One of the farmhands was caught peeing in the well, so Maglon banned
him from the alehouse for the next hundred cycles. Maglon, who Salki thinks is sweet
on Frantess, which | find laughable.



“They’re too different,” | point out, and my chuckling fades.Different.Like me and
Heartwood.

“You'd be surprised,” Salki says. “At least he contaminated the far east well, so we'll
only useit on the plants.”

“Because the farmers never get thirsty on that end.”

She sighs. “I think it’'ll be clean soon enough, with all the water we take. He regrets
it, at least. Took my shift for me.”

“That’ s something.”

“Honestly, I'd be more upset if it weren't for that rover.” She beams. “It's really so
helpful, Pell! If we had a few more ...” She retrieves her sewing. “l can't even
Imagine.”

I’m happy the rover is helping. I'd love to make another, once | have the pieces. And
to make the present one faster. Maybe give it a track to follow. | have a few ideas.
But while the compliment was meant to bolster me, | don’'t feel it. Too much else
takes up space in my chest.

They stay and chat a little longer, then excuse themselves when Casnia needs to use
the privy. Alone, | turn back to my piecemeal machine, tracing my hands over it. |
carefully dismantle a few pieces of it, just to peer inside. The frame seems just
that—a frame. No specia wires or wiring or hidden parts. I’ d thought the translucent
orb at the center couldn’t pull apart without breaking, but | notice a seam on it that’s
similar to one on Machine Three. The right amount of pressure and a twist gets the
two halves apart.

The acrylic halves are lined with glass inside, thin and carefully blown. One half



sports hard wires jutting out of its bottom and branching out across the concave
surface. Silver leaf lines the other half. | fit the halves together, watching those wires.
Pull them apart again. The wires obviously need to connect to something. Nothing
works with free wires. But connect to what?

As | piece the thing back together, | notice a hinge on the acrylic outer shell. It's
made to peel away, like it’s only there to protect the glass within. | return the orb to
its weighted nest. Examineit alittle closer.

“If | had to make aguess,” | mutter, “I’d ...” Well, it’s stupid, but I'd think thiswas a
light.

Why else would the orb be translucent, with that glass? And the frame resembles the
frame of a lantern, though it's not freestanding. No chimney, but | can’t guess what
else the machine would be used for. There’'s no reasonable intake for oil, but | don’t
think it's meant to be lit. Not with aflame.
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My stomach hurts, followed by my head. Another unanswered question. | still don’t
know why someone left it for me. Or why it's marked like | created it myself.

I’m aligning the pistons on Machine Four when another flash overtakes me.

“It's better that |—that we—don’t involve ourselves with Emgarden,” Heartwood
says, glancing at the tower’ sdoor. “We are too ... different.”

| shrug. “Well, you're already involved with me, aren’t you?”’

Deep breaths steady me as the vision fades. | shoulder the piston into place. | had to
bring a stool up here to do it, and eventually I'll need the ladder, too, though it won't
fit in the lift. | might just set the keepers to building something new. No reason |
should be doing all the work.

As | check the last piston, my eye catches on the tension cables behind, and the
components holding them in place. “I know you.” | point a finger at the trapezoidal
frame. “And you,” to aspine.

Abandoning my work, | move to floor three, find the parts, and assemble them on
Machine Three as | saw them in Machine Four. The tasks go quickly, minus those
involving the heavier bits, and by mid sun, the internal parts of the machine are all set
for atrial run. It feels ... off, to piece it together so swiftly, but the guts are so similar
to Machine Four, which isintact.

To besure, | bring up my turning rod and set it up as | did on Machine One. Machine
Three stands easily three times the size of Machine One, so it takes some sweat, but |



manage to crank it twice, and the parts turn, puffing out a gentle, dying tone.

| pause, listening to it. That tone ... it harmonizes with Machine One. I’m not positive
... I’d have to be able to hear both at the sametime, and | only have one turning rod
and an entire story between the two machines, but | think—

| catch movement from the corner of my eye. Heartwood approaches, wearing his
leathers. He's either about to head out or he' sjust returned. His thick white braid falls
over one shoulder, dusting his lowest rib.

My gut clenches. | see those markings in my mind’'s eye, branching like a tree over
his broad shoulders. Feel his breath on my face as he says,| broke it because it took
you away from me.

His eyes aren’t sharp. The color, | mean. | thought them unnatural, even acidic, once.
But now that I’ ve seen his garden, I’ ve reassessed. They’'re merely alive, whereas so

much on Tampereis not.

| find myself suddenly self-conscious of my sweat- and grease-stained clothes. | wipe
my palms on the sides of my trousers. “Yes?’

He glances at the machine. “It’s nearly done.”

| pat the turning rod. “It doesn’t have all its outer structure, but it functions as well as
the first does.” Heartwood pauses two paces from me, studying my face. Searching
for something. That self-consciousness grows. “What?’

He hesitates. “Do you know my name?’

What kind of a question isthat? “Heartwood ...”



“ And the name of the other keeper?”’

“Moseus. What is this about?’

He raises a hand, asking for patience. “How do you get to the fourth floor?”

| narrow my eyes but play along. “Through the lift. Which is attached to Machine
Two, for some reason. Which also has a hidden door behind it.”

He shifts. “There's adoor?’

“Moseus didn’t tell you?”’

He shakes his head. “It must have dlipped his mind.” He examines the machine again.
“Thank you, for your work. It means alot to me. To us.”

“You'rewel—"

The sun hits Heartwood' s eyes, shrinking his pupils, brightening the green. There's a
deeper green, a star in the center of each, and | lean in, trying to better make out their
edges. Yet as | do, they transform before my very eyes, forming the shapes of tall,
needle-covered trees and thick boughs, of distant mountains capped in white. A
glistening stream of water crinkles past lush grasses, where an anima—a
deer?—grazes with her fawn.

| gasp. Blink the images away. | see Heartwood's chest. He's in front of me, his
hands on my shoulders, his face close to mine. This time, though, he doesn’t instill

terror. My heart pounds anyway.

“What'swrong?’ He searches my face.



“l ..” | don't know how to answer. | told him I'd been seeing things. Does he
understand now?Seeress,he called me. It sounded like an excuse.

| look into his eyes, wondering if they’ll change for me again, if I'll see a far-off
place too wonderful to recognize. He sees me searching, feels our closeness, and
releases me, his countenance stricken.
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“Forgive me,” he says, moreto the floor than to me, and leaves.
“lI don’t,” | murmur at his back, but he doesn’t hear me.

| halfheartedly piece together the exterior bits of Machine Three before slipping away
to my room to nap. | manage to sleep, but it isn't restful. | change my clothing,
throwing the soiled pieces into the corner to wash later, and pull my short hair into a
flared tail at the crown of my head. | need to think, and | can’t think the way | need to
at the tower.

So | trek to Heartwood's garden, winding down the way I'd first uncovered in the
mists. The rest of that disintegrating copse has crumbled. What portions of its umber
dust that haven’t caught on the breeze have mixed with the red-tinted soil, leaving a
mark like aburn. | avoid crossing it, still unsettled by the trees’ strange demise.

Salki hates feeling enclosed. She didlikes tight spaces. Said she'd rather be burned
and join the sky when she dies than buried like hermother. But here, in the winding
red passageways of the slot canyons, | feel safe. Protected. Private. The canyons
project anatural calm that imbues my body with peace.

| smell the garden before | pass through the stone arch guarding it. I'm greeted by
succulent trees and the buzz of insects. The desert wrens are out. | only make it afew
steps before | see a shift of white against the green. Heartwood stands from a crouch,
that water pail in his hand, and meets my eyes. My gut clenches again.

“S-Sorry,” | offer,



He glances at the roses. “I was just finishing. Y ou are welcome to stay.” He comes up
the path, giving me space as he passes, and returns the bucket to its place by the

spring.

“Stay,” | blurt. “I mean ... you can stay. It s your garden.”

“1 understand if you want privacy.”

“Just ... stay, Heartwood.” I'm not used to being embarrassed about much of
anything, and | hate the heat climbing my cheeks. He studies me, then the arch, as if
debating. | roll my eyes. “I’m notthatbad of company. | promise | won’'t ask you to
take your clothes off thistime.”

That catches him off guard, and | laugh at the chagrin enveloping his features. I'm
grateful for it; it puts me at ease. | walk up the path a little way. Heartwood stays
where heis, probably still debating whether to leave.

| point to a short bush with tiny yellow buds. “What isthis? | don’t recognizeit.”

“Retalia,” he answers softly. “It grows natively in these canyons, in the more shaded
parts.”

“Thisbig?’

“No. Tampere istoo harsh for that.”

He saysit like there’' s another option.

| gesture to the deep pink flowers. “ And these?’

“Soft hearts.”



“I wouldn’t say | have one, but thank you.”

Hislip quirks alittle. He joins me on the path. “That is the name of the flower.”

“I know.”

“Doyou?

| eye him, unsure what he means. “And these are desert roses.”

“Yes. My favorite. That iswhy there are so many.”

“Mine, t00.”

He follows me up the path. “Do you know this?’

He refersto the cluster of spiky leaves with long tongues at their centers, upon which
sprout small purple flowers. “No. Should 17?7’

“They’re rare. Particular about soil and light.” | feel his gaze on my face, but when |
turn, he refocuses on the plant. “ Chrystanus. Beautiful, but poisonous.”

| blink at the seemingly harmless plant. It has no thorns, bark, or particularly bright
coloring to warn creatures away. “Poisonous?’
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“The root only, but yes, very much so. A dermal poison.”

| study the garden with a renewed eye. The green vines are fairy wisps, and the
succulent trees have a name too long to remember. | was right about the sage, in that
it'savariety of sage.

“But not edible,” Heartwood adds.

“And this’—I sweep my arms broadly around the garden—"is your animus thing?’

Heartwood lowers himself onto a large boulder. “Moseus told you about that.” It's
not a question.

“Moreor less. It s like what you' re named after, or something.”
He tips his head. “Mineis more for the forest, but thisis the best | can make.”

Forest.I know the word, but when | try to picture it, all | see are the images from
Heartwood'’ s eyes, and that wasn't real.

No, itwasreal. Because the scars are real. Right?

Lifting my right hand, | trace the scar across my palm. “I want to talk about Machine
Three.”

Heartwood immediately risesto hisfeet. “| should go. Moseus will be expecting me.”



“You don't get to say things like that and then refuse to explain yourself.” My voice
Isquiet, but my toneisn’t.

Heartwood slows, stops. “I shouldn't have spoken.” He looks away, his jaw tight
again. He blinks afew times. “I’m sorry.”

| walk up the path to meet him. To block him from the exit, though if he wanted to,
he could easily displace me. He's Slow to meet my gaze, but he does. He has a strong
nose, broad cheeks, full lips. Trees and deer in his eyes, somehow.

“Give me your hand.” | hold mine out expectantly.

Heartwood hesitates, then lifts his right hand and places it in mine. The little zip that
rushes up my arm at the contact, like I’ve touched the steam chest on an engine,

makes me uncomfortable, to say the least. Or rather, | want it to be.

| close his hand into afist and press my palms against his knuckles. “That beam you
wrecked. It'sagood thing it’s not critical to the function of the machine.”

He doesn’t reply, only watches our hands.
“What are you, Heartwood?’ | release him gently, as though his hand is a bird
learning to fly. When he presses his lips together, | add, “You have to tell

mesomething. | deserve something.”

He exhales slowly. | think he will refuse to answer again, but he grinds out, “I am not
from here.”

“Obvioudly.”

“No, Pell. Nophe.” He takes a step back and surveys his garden. “I am not from



Tampere.”

| wrinkle my nose. “And | thoughtlwas the crazy one.” Yet my heart quickens, as
though warning me. My jest stalls him. Emboldened, | lift my hand and pressit to his
chest. He tenses, but doesn’t move away. His heart beats nearly in time with my own.
“Heartwood,” | murmur, meeting his eyes. “What are you?’

He places his hand gingerly over mine. “Moseus and | both. We are gods.”

Chapter 16

When | pull away from Heartwood, he lets me go.

“What?" A dry laugh escapes me. “That is—"

“Absurd, yes, | know,” he finishes for me, the word haf-formed on my tongue. He
looks at me almost wryly, rubbing his chest where my hand just was, as though I’ ve

burned him. “And no, | can't demonstrate.”

| was about to ask him to. To prove it.Reasonable deduction on his part,| think, but
find myself shaking my head.

It takes me a beat to find my voice again. “I'd ... I’d call blasphemy, but—"
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“You've never been particularly religious.” He looks out over his garden, again
guessing my next words. Again striking me speechless. He can’'t read my mind ... can
he? “There are many gods,” he continues, quieter. “I am not one necessitating
worship.”

| laugh again, because | don't know what else to do. | walk down the path a ways,
then come back, albeit not as close as before. “Well, maybe I'm agoddess. And | also
can’ tdemonstrate.”

Heartwood sighs, like I’'m achild, and it instantly puts me on edge.

“Okay, Heartwood”—I fold my arms—"“from some other Serpent-made world, if
we're to believe the lore. Why in the universe are you on Tampere?’

His answer softens me. “I'm searching for my sister.” He meets my eyes. “What
Moseus said about the tower, about the wall, was not false.”

My shoulders are so rigid, they start to ache. | force them to relax. “And what, is she
agod, too?’

He pauses. “1 should not have burdened you with this.” There's something else he
wants to say; | can seeit in the movement of hislips. But he adds nothing.

“Well, I'm burdened.” | stride past him to the rock he perched upon earlier and sit.
“Explain.”

He rolls his lips together, debating.



“Tell me where you come from, Heartwood. Give me that.”

He exhales long and slow. Without looking at me, he says, “We trace back—all of
us—to the Well.”

“The Well of Creation.” I've heard of it. Amlynn isreally into the legend.

He nods. “It was in the beginning. It made the fabric of the universe, the stars—"
“What are stars?’

He points to the sun. “The first life to extend from its depths was the World Serpent.”
He gestures to me, knowing I’ m aware of the great snake. | swear on it often enough.
“And after, it stemmed the gods.”

Still skeptical, | ask, “And what number are you?’

A wistful cast envelops hisface. “I do not know. After Ether.”

“Ether?’

“My sister.”

“They're ... kind of al your siblings, aren’t they?’

“In asense.” He kneels down on the path, then sits, folding his long legs before him.
Pieces of hair have loosened from his braid and catch on the subtlest breeze that
scoops into the gorge. For some reason, it ... does make him look a little godlike.

With the right lighting, he could have an etherealness about him. He's always been
lovely, in that sense.



“So the Well just spit you all out, and you, what, followed the World Serpent around
until you settled down?’

He shakes his head. “Y ou are always so matter-of-fact.”

“Am 1?7

Heartwood' s gaze turns inward. “The Well made the essence of our forebears, which
the world formed. | am not a creation of the Well itself, but a child of it. My parents,
if you will, formed me in the depths of a forest a long way from here. Thus my
animus.”

“And Moseus was formed somewhere ... like this.” | gesture widely.

He cocks an eyebrow.

“Somewhere peaceful,” | specify.

| get asmile from that, and | push back against the fluttering it ignites in my stomach.
“I"'m glad you find it peaceful.” He considers. “Moseus is very old. When he formed,
itwasvery ... quiet.”

“And this sister, Ether, she just ... formed in the air somewhere?’ It was a joke, but
Heartwood nods, which makes me feel stupid. Maybe he' s right. Maybe I'm thinking
about this too literaly. | still only half believe him. And he gets that half because
heisso other. So unlike anyone else in Emgarden. And because he bent stedl to his
hand, and not a bone on that hand looks like it’s ever been broken.
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| don’t know the names of most of the gods—there are hundreds, at least. But | know
the name of one. “I guess Ruin was real pissed when it came around.”

The ground rumbles in agreement.

Heartwood is an interesting creature. An emotional one, yet severe. To save my life, |
cannot imagine him at the counter of the alehouse. He sounds very sober when he
explains, “Ruin was the last of the first. The Well gave everything it had. Life pulled
every last drop from its recesses, until al it could do wastake. That iswhat Ruin is. A
consumer. Devourer.”

“Balance to the universe.”
He frowns. “Some have said.”

Movement across the garden catches my eye. “Moseus,” | say, less in greeting and
more in warning. He stands at the entrance of the garden. He looks off—not just from
the perturbance nesting itself on his brow, but the hollowness in his cheeks. In truth, |
don’t think I’ve ever seen him in good lighting. It's evident that while this garden
renewsHeartwood, it does not have the same effect on Moseus, no matter how
peaceful | find it.

Then | remember Heartwood asked me not to tell Moseus I'd come here, and that
Moseus told me to give Heartwood a wide berth, and my stomach sinks to my knees.

My tongue twists, trying to taste out alie, but I’ m not sure what I’ m lying about.

Heartwood doesn’t look overly worried. He stands.



“What are you telling her?” Moseus's usual serenity weaves through the question, but
| can tell he’s unhappy. Nervous.

“She asked,” Heartwood replies.

Rising to my feet, | put out my hands in surrender. “I won't share it. | don’'t even
really believeit.” I'm not sureif that qualifiesasalie. I’'m not sure of any of it.

Moseus holds Heartwood's gaze for nearly a minute. The garden air practicaly
thickens with it. The sun burns too hot. | take in the shadows of Moseus's face and
pin them to what Heartwood said earlier: that he cannot demonstrate his godhood.

He' s too weak,| realize.They both are.

| want to ask why, but | also want to keep my head on my shoulders, so | excuse
myself and venture back to the tower.

Moseus and Heartwood don’t return for along time.

| rest at home during the following mist, dreaming of gods.

It's the kind of dream that’s hard to recount:. more shapes and colors than anything
else, but my mind finds a way to twist sense into it. | see a vast, endless universe of
pale blue, and in it spins a great white ring, vomiting serpents and gods, until it turns
inside out and becomes something else entirely. Something deep and hungry and
dark. I’m eager to take my mind off the fading shapes and incomplete story. As soon
asthe next mist falls, its gentle, barely-there tone whispering on the breeze, | return to
the tower.

Machine Four looks good. Most of its problems are at the top, which means climbing
up its complex network of parts, but | enjoy it. Nearly drop my turnscrew, but |



snatch it just in time.

“Kiss my mortal ass, Heartwood.” | gesture crudely to him and storm toward the
stairs.

“You don’'t know what it could do!” he barks behind me.

| whirl toward him. “Y ou’ d better walk before | show you whatlcan do.”

He throws his hands in the air and storms away.

| blink, one hand holding tight to a beam as the vision dissipates. What are—were?
will?—we even fighting over?

Chewing on my lower lip, | lean into Machine Four. Press my forehead to its cool
metal and close my eyes, replaying the scene in my head. Heartwood so animated, so
unlike the version of him | know now. | wonder why—

“1 came to apologize.”

| sit on the protrusion from the top tier of the tower, looking up at the sun. The mists
have begun to gather across the Brume Mountains. | don’t answer. It's childish of me,
but | don’t.

A full minute passes. He sighs. “| hate it when you sit out here.”

Glad he can’'t see my smirk, | reply, “1 know.”

The vision evaporates. | wait, pressed against the machine, for another. Adjust my

position. Roll up my sleeves, wondering if skin contact might trigger something new,
but alas, the tower seems done with me, for now.



As | pull back, though, my hand brushes against ... rubber? There’'s a short bar under
this set of pistons, perpendicular to everything else. | think it’s debrislodged in there,
but when | twist and get a better grip onit, it pullsup like alever.
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Machine Four bucks.

| shriek as the whole mass twists suddenly to the left, and | yank my hand free while
simultaneously getting a better grip with the other. It’s falling, turning me under it.
I’ll be crushed. I’ l|l—

The machine clicks loudly and stops, emitting a puff of air, leaving me dangling three
meters above the floor. My tool bag, wedged between components, spills half itstools
onto the floor. The lift buzzes, and as I’ m trying to gauge how much it’ll hurt to drop,
Heartwood appears. | wonder if it's happenstance, or if he was lingering nearby and
heard me shriek.

He rushes toward me. “Hold on, I’'ll catch you.”

| adjust my sweat-slick grip. “I don’'t need to be caught.”

“Stop being difficult.”

“But you likeit,” I grunt. I'm losing my grip, so | let go, ready to bend my knees and
roll to take off some of the shock of hitting stone, but Heartwood holds true to his
word. His large hands grab my waist when | drop, slowing me down enough that |
barely feel my heels touch the floor. My tool bag comes clattering down after me.
Heartwood pulls me away from a toppling wrench, which results in my nose pressed

up against his chest.

He smells earthy. Like his garden, but richer. Like plants I’ ve never seen before.



My heart thumps hard.Forest.

Heartwood releases me first, obvious strain around his eyes. Picks up the wrench. |
glance away, and—

“Holy ...” | can’t finish the exclamation. “Heartwood ... [ook.”

The machine's rotation has revealed a perfectly circular passageway in the ceiling,
where it previously connected, and just past it, | see... light.

Rippling, silver light.

Chapter 17

Heartwood and | exchange a befuddled glance before we both dart for the low end of
Machine Four. | reach it first and climb, clumsy in my efforts since the footholds I’ ve
grown used to are now on the underside of the behemoth. | slow down when | reach
the circular passageway, brushing the ceiling, forgetting to breathe as | pass through.

Floor five measures one story tall, comprising the entire top tier of the tower, which
Is notably smaller than the floors beneath it, no more than three meters in diameter.
The windows here are made of the same tranducent material, but they’'re even
smaller, narrower. And in the center of the room flows a wide column made of liquid
mirror, cascading like water in afountain. It ripples with unseen wind, casting silvery
patterns across floor, walls, and ceiling.

| can’t wrap my head around it.

Heartwood breathes audibly behind me. “It’s ... beautiful,” he murmurs.

| step closer, reaching out my hand, but he grasps my shoulder, holding me back. “Is



it...alive?’ | ask.

“No.” He releases me and steps forward, about a pace from the silvery wall. Its soft
glow makes his pale complexion even paler. “No ... | would know if it was.”

“Because you're agod?’

He doesn’'t answer. | reach forward again. He tenses. “Nophe—"

“I’ll be careful.” | tap just the tip of my middle finger against the liquid that somehow
defies gravity, then whip it back. Hesitate, unsure if 1’d even touched it. | thought |
did, but | fedl ... nothing. | try again, lingering a second longer. Nothing. Maybe a
little coolness, but it doesn’'t even fedl like liquid. The silvery substance barely sticks
to me. The bit that does rolls off my skin like oil on water and doesn’t mark my hand
in any way.

| push my hand through it, then my forearm, then the rest of me—

A fifth machine. | knew there had to be one, but it steals my breath away all the same.

It's slender and tall, reaching the full two stories of the tier. Its pale silver workings
are made all the paler by the silver light. Its metal parts reflect the rippling silver,
making me feel like I'm underwater. | walk around it, to where it forks and juts
outward, through the wall of the tower itself, forming the protrusion outside. |
whistle, running my hand over its shape, completely different from any of its
companions. Like Machine Four, it appears whole. If anything is broken, it’swithin.

| wait for Heartwood to join me. When he doesn’'t, | pass back through the liquid
mirror, oddly dry on the other side. Heartwood still marvels at the metallic fountain,
cradling his hand to his chest.



“Are you hurt?’ | grasp his hand and pull it back, shivering at the current his skin
passes through mine.lt’s a god thing,| think.

| really am abad liar.
Just as | see the blistering burns on the tips of his first two fingers, he curls them

inward and tugs from my grasp. “I tried to follow.” His gentle voice sounds reverent.
“1 could not.”
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Brow furrowed, | approach the column of silver again. Push my hand through. It's
like water, but not wet. | circle around, the ripples following my movement,
wondering if maybe | found the one secret entrance to the machine, but | can step
through the material anywhere. And | do, coming face to face with Machine Five

again.

That’swhen it strikesme. “They’re fail-safes,” | whisper, shivering. The fortress. The
inaccessibility of floors three, four, and five. Thehidden lift. The rotating puzzle of
Machine Four. The ... whatever this is, guarding Machine Five. They're fail-safes.
They’ remeantto keep people out.

But why? What exactly isthistower trying to protect?

My mind spins, trying to piece it together, when | see something that steals my breath
entirely. An engraving on a brilliant silver strut connecting the protrusion to the rest
of the machine. A rhombus with three lines, the first cutting through the top, the other
two nestled in its center, all parallédl.

That's my symbol. The one | invented for myself, that | engraved on my rover. That |
found on the little light machine in my home.

How ... how could it possibly be here?

You're just not as clever as you think,my thoughts fill in.It's coincidence.But | know
that can't be true. I’ve never seen this symbol on any of the artifacts I’ ve dug up. |
came up with it myself. Drew various versions on my dlates until | came up with
something | liked. This can’t be happenstance. Itcan’ tbe.



That subtle ache in my core, that sense of something missing, pulses within me.
Gapes like a great maw. Consuming, hungry, empty. | have to fix this. | have to
repair this tower. It'sthe only way I'll fill this hole. The only way I'll get the answers
| seek.

Running my hands over the machine, | try to learn it, to memorize it. My tools are
still below, but | need to find what's broken before | can fix it. | move around
Machine Five slowly, gazing from bottom to top, top to bottom, though I’ll need that
ladder if I'm to reach the highest point, and the parts inside the protrusion are
inaccessible. There are pistons similar to Machine Four’s, an enormous plated
cylinder that I’'m guessing is another rotary unit, and a complex network of large
gears. Closer to the center of the machine, there's a rod, easily six decimeters in
diameter, angled above an equal-sized rubber grommet in the floor. A male piece that
must—

—fit the female piece in Machine Four.

My jaw drops. | try to measure the trgjectory of that male piece if it were extended
without any tools, then dive back through the silvery shield. Heartwood hasn’t |eft.
He says something, but | don’'t hear it as | scramble back down Machine Four. Drop

to the floor halfway down. Turn around and angle myself so ...

Yes!They would line up, if | rotated Machine Four back to its original position!
They’ d fit together. They—

Wait.

Could they all ...?

“Nophe.” Heartwood starts climbing down the machine.



“1 have to see something,” | call over my shoulder as | rush to the lift. “I'll be right
back!”

| take it down to the second floor. Scramble down the stairs. Throw open the fortified
door with renewed strength and run out into the sunlight. Turn, jogging backward,
nearly tripping over newly sprouted emilies. The tower fills my view. More, more ...
here.

Lifting my right arm, | line it up with the protrusion jutting out from the third tier.
Then lift my left, lining it up with where Ithinkthat deep piece of Machine One went,
the part Heartwood and | attempted to dig out.

The same angle. One straight line.

Slowly | lower my arms. “It's all one machine,” | whisper. “And the tower is its
shell.”

When Heartwood broke Machine Three, it broke al the rest, because
they’ reconnected.

My mind flashes to the first vision | had, of Machine One in pieces, strewn across the
floor.

Because it took you away from me.And if it did, then there's abeforel have no
recollection of.

If ... if these visions arememories, then Heartwood wasn’t the first to break the
machine. It was broken before. But who broke it the first time?

Whenwas Machine One in pieces? When did Heartwood pull apart the third?



When ... and what ... did | forget?

Heartwood emerges from the tower, out of breath, more hair pulled loose from his
braid. He slows when he sees me, turns and follows my gaze, but doesn’t grasp the
revelation.

When he catches his breath, he asks, “What’s wrong?’
Nothingforms on my tongue, but it’s not true. Everything is wrong. A few heartbeats
tick by as | struggle not to drown in the torrent of my thoughts. “What were we

fighting over?’ | ask.

| feel his eyes on the side of my face. “I ... didn’t want you to hurt yourself, when you
dropped—"
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“No, not then.” | turn toward him, studying his face like | should know it better. |
should know it better, shouldn’t I”?“Before. On the first floor. | was shouting at you.”

His eyebrows draw close. “| don’t—"

“1 told you to ‘kiss my mortal ass.”” | lick my lips. “Y ou apologized to me, there.” |
point to the protrusion. “But ... | can’t remember what we were fighting about.”

His brows release like a bowstring snapped. He leans toward me, then takes a step
back. “Nophe ... what did you see?’

“l just told you what | saw.”
His countenance crinklesin on itself, like he's going to scream, or cry, or ...

My heart misses abeat. Heis aman lost in the desert without water, a flower plucked
of petals, a machine without a motor, dripping oil in aslow, rusting death.

Irritation forgotten, | reach for him. Touch his elbow. “Heartwood ... what?
Whathappenedto me? To you?’

But he pulls away, as though I'm in a hangman’'s noose and he's the one who
sentenced me.

“Heartwood!”

“Go, please.” Gravd fills hisvoice. “Go home.”



My chest hurts. Ithurts, and I’ m suffocating beneath hundreds of meters of sand. “But
the sun—"

“It doesn't matter.” He starts back for the tower. “Come back in another cycle,
Pelnophe. But please,please, leave.”

The despondency of his request makes it impossible to refuse. Answers are within
reach, but | can’t deny him. Not thistime.

One of the wells has a collapsing wall, and | need to repair it. Y et for some reason, |
find myself locked in my house, staring at my piecemeal light machine,

Is this something I’'m supposed to remember? It doesn’'t speak to me the way the
machines at the tower do, but ...

But | have no ending for that thought. No direction.

This orb has a fuel compartment, unlike the tower machine.Machine, singular. But
what in Ruin’s hell am | supposed to power it with?

| rack my brain until my head's ready to burst. Abandoning my work, | get my
digging equipment out of the shed and trek out to the farm. It's late mist, the fog
thinning by the time | reach my destination. Before heading down, | set up a pulley
system and a harness so | don’t get stuck. | remove about half the fallen rubble before
shoring up the sides of the well—a filthy job, but someone's got to do it. Then | dig
out the rest of the rubble. At least it’s not the well someone urinated in. The water’s
dirty, but it’ swater, and plants don’t care about dirt. Good enough for now.

The next mist has falen by the time | finish, my hands and knees scratched up. |
begin marching home, tired and cranky. My new normal, apparently. But I’d rather
be tired and cranky than desperate and weepy. | think of standing in Heartwood's



doorway, tearing and scared.Madness.I’ m still not entirely sure that’s not what thisis.

Gods.No mortal has markings like those. | wonder if Moseus has something similar,
but the idea of asking makes me queasy. | don’t know why—M oseus has always been
the more reasonable of the pair. But ...

He's never in the visions| think, ignoring a chill creeping up my arm.Why is it
always Heartwood?

Glimmers like small candles light the road ahead of me. Fresh emilies, glowing in
clusters, unhindered by the mist. | watch them until I’m about to pass, then stop.

Glowing. Light. If that’s not power ...

Dropping my load, | pull out my shovel and stab it into the packed earth, right next to
a pink emily. The roots are strong and deep. | dig down about two and a half
decimeters before taking Arthen’s knife and dlicing through the thick taproot. The
glimmer lingersin the center of the flower, but noticeably dimmer. | dig up two more,
then carry the haul back to my house.

| carefully pull apart one of the flowers, trying to understand its components, but
plants and machines are very different creatures. There’'s no pollen that | can detect,
no residue left on my fingers. | grind a few broad petals in a bowl to make a paste,
which I’ ve done before for paint, but | don’t discover anything new.

| turn to the roots. We usually shred them and spin them into thread, and they hold
well. My shirt is made of emily fibers. But my mind, working overtime, now sees
them in anew light. Not as threads, but as wires.

Opening up the sphere of my light machine, | try segmenting part of the root and
attaching it to the wires. Nothing happens, even when | close the orb. Reopening it, |



tinker with the pieces, noticing aclickwhen | turn the base of the wires. Connect them,
and—

The orb flickers and illuminates, a brilliant white pouring from the glass. | gasp, eyes
watering as | stare directly into it.

Serpent save me, it works. But why? What isthisfor?
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| twist the orb, shutting the power off. | need to show—
No one.

The thought comes unbidden, like it isn't my own. | need to show no one. Not yet.
Rolling my lips together, | stash the machine below the floorboards. More questions,
but | have one answer, at least.

It'stime | get therest.
Chapter 18
| don’t wait for the next mist to trek to the tower.

| expect Moseus to be waiting for me when | arrive, to talk to me about what
happened. He was frustrated about Heartwood' s gods-talk in the garden, so | suspect
he'll be disgruntled about these memories, visions, whatever they are. But when |
find him, he’'s only pleased about the work. About the opening of the fifth floor and
the final machine, which | learn he also can’t touch. He' s thrilled with my theory that
it's all one machine, five parts working in harmony. He says nothing of visions or
past arguments.

That's how | know Heartwood didn’t tell him. And if they’re truly like brothers, as
Moseus once alluded, then why would Heartwood not tell him what | shared? What |

remember?

Hopefully Moseus is happy enough about my progress that he'll excuse another



absence. Because Heartwood isn't at the tower. Good.

It'[l be easier to corner him in the garden, anyway.

He's there, sitting under the same wickwood tree I'm often drawn to, his back to the
arch. | know he hears me—I don’t approach with any semblance of stealth—but he
doesn’'t move, doesn’t speak, even when | sit beside him, legs folded in front of me,
our knees touching.

“l have alot of questions,” | say after several minutes pass. “And you have answers.”
He closes his eyes, jaw tight. All right, then. We'll start with something easy.

“Why are you here?’

His eyes open dowly, like he's stirring from a dream. He doesn’t look at me.

Going out on alimb, | ask, “Isthisthefirst or second time you’ ve told me?’

A gentle breeze dipsinto the gorge, rustling my hair.

“A long time ago,” he begins, low and quiet, “there was a war among the gods.”

| say nothing. If he'stalking, | need as many words as | can get before he shuts down
again. | don’t look at him, only wait.

“Ruin had devoured much, good and evil alike. Many took a stance against it, saying
Ruin needed to be destroyed before the worlds as we knew them fell. Others insisted
Ruin was a balance in the universe, as shadow is to light. The gods were split. Half
went to war, and half refused. | was in the latter half.” He swallows, but | hear the
tightness of his voice, the shame lacing his words. “I clung to the argument of



balance. Ether stood against the Devourer. The gods prevailed. They ended Ruin and
returned to their domains. But Ether never did. | tracked her here, to Tampere.” He
raises his head. “But thisworld is not like the others. The moment | arrived, it trapped
me.”

“Trapped?’ So much for staying quiet.

Heartwood nods. “It sapped me of my strength. | am only a fraction of what | was.”
Opening and closing his hands, he continues, “It did the same to Moseus during the
war. He was never able to leave. He found me. And that rose ring around the planet,
the ‘“amaranthine wall,” has trapped the casualties of the battle on the other side of the
planet. We cannot pass it. No tool, weapon, or ladder can overcome it. Not as we

are.

| take afew seconds to absorb this. “And your sister, Ether, lives on the other side?”’

“I know she does.” His hands ball into fists. “I canfeelher there. I'm so close. |I've
been close for years, but never able to reach her.”

| chew the inside of my cheek. “I’ve never been able to pass it, either, though |
haven't tried very hard. Maybe if we get the people of Emgarden—"

“1 do not wish to make myself known to them.”

Pushing off the ground, | shift my seat to see him better. “Why?’

“We are outhnumbered,” he says, meeting my gaze, and | bite my tongue to stay silent.
His brow weighs heavy with regret. Despair. A lump formsin my throat. “And we are

weak,” he finishes. “ Should they deem us unfit or dangerous in any way ...”

Youaredangerous,| don’'t say. If Heartwood can bend steel with his fist in



aweakenedstate ... | can’'t imagine what hisfull glory must be like.

| guess I’ ve accepted that he’ s a god.



Page 54

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 6:00 am
“How do you know the tower will help?’ | try.
“What else could it do?’ he counters. “Moseus has been here centuries longer than I.

He experienced the war firsthand, while | cowered worlds away. If he believes it
connected, sodo |.”

“The Ancients built it.”
“And they, too, have vanished,” he affirms.

Coolness, like that of a deep well. Could the Ancients be on the other side of that
wall, too? Gods were long lived, if not immortal. Were the Ancients the same?

All the more reason to fix the tower.

“The things | told you about before,” | continue, “they feel like memories, but not all
of them make sense.”

Unclenching his hands, Heartwood knits them together and becomes incredibly
interested in the dirt. “What have you seen?’

| recount everything in as much detail as | can. Machine One, in pieces across the
floor. Machine Threg, intact. Cutting my hand, andHeartwood bandaging it. The half-
formed argument between us. Breath on my neck, footsteps in my house. | think of
the explosion | heard that wasn’'t real and worry it’s too much to share. Like it might
be the weight that tips the scale in diagnosing me as a madwoman.



He shakes his head. “That isn't much.”

A zip of heat chases away the cool. “Then why did you react that way outside the
tower? Why did you tell me to leave?’

Closing his eyes, he bows his head as if in prayer. “Because | have been away from
home along time, and I’m weary.”

“Heartwood.” | can’t hold back the exasperation in my voice.

Herisesto hisfeet.

Sodol. “That'sdrivel and you know it.”

He turns from me, as though I'm a ghost, unseen and unheard. He walks for the arch
like he's on hisway to afuneral.

“Damn it, Heartwood!” | chase him. Grab his hand, but he's strong and easily breaks
my hold. “Tell mewhat I'm missing! Tell me what you know about those machines!”

But he continues on, insufferable and silent, past the spring and out of the gorge.
Enraged, | scoop up a stone and chuck it after him, striking the archway.

“See if I'll fix your stupid machines!” | yell after him. Heneedsme, and | need
answers. “Heartwood!”

He doesn’t take the bait.
| spend the next cycle piecing together the exterior of Machine Three, made al the

more difficult by three brief, nearly consecutive earthquakes. Knowing the tower
operates as one machine, | understand what to look for now. Machines One, Two, and



Three aign in the tower. After knocking around with a wrench, | discover a hollow
internal beam in Machine Two. | ruin a hacksaw dlicing into it and drop a screw
inside, listening to it fall until it clanks off Machine One. With Machine Three,l find
a passage the width of my arm under a plate bolted at the base of its foundation. The
top of Machine Three, the part already connected to the ceiling, pierced through to
join with Machine Four, and Machine Four cuts across its chamber to join with
Machine Five, once that male piece lowers. | sketch this al out on my sate and stare
at it, wondering what it means.

| don’t see Heartwood. He' s avoiding me. Smart of him, since I’m ready to pin him to
the wall myself and claw some answers from his skin.

Moseus yearns for the end of the work. So do I, but | can't ignore my duties in
Emgarden. | bring the next batch of scrap metal straight to Arthen, saving a few
pieces for persona study. | set them out on atable in the alehouse, sipping a drink.
Not strong enough to fill the gap within me, just enough to calm my ever-growing
nerves.

Casnia comes in with Amlynn. Salki must be working, and Casnia gets impatient in
the fields. Amlynn sits Casnia down at a table and leaves to speak with Maglon.
Almost immediately Casnia picks up her things and joins me, taking a long time to
situate herself, never making eye contact. Sets up her art, but doesn’t draw.

She picks up abent metal plate, then setsit down, disinterested. “Hot,” she says.
“Mid sun,” | answer, studying a ball-joint hinge on one of the scraps. | don't
understand how it can have such breadth of motion and still connect so firmly, but

I’m afraid to take it apart.

“Hot,” Casnia repeats. She draws wide scribbles across new parchment, and | wince,
feeling the waste. “Hot, hot, hot.”



Reaching over, | pick up the bent plate. It's room temperature.

Casnia attacks the parchment with her chalk, breaking off the end. “HOT!” she
screams, alerting everyone in the alehouse. “HOT! HOT!”

“Casl” Jumping from my chair, | grasp her shoulders. “Cas, calm down! Nothing's
hot. Do you want hot food?’ | wave to Amlynn, who looks concerned, letting her
know I’ ve got it under control.
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Casnia shakes her head like bugs are crawling through her ears. Then | see her
drawing.

She’s drawn amidst the scribbles, messily made, a symbol. Three diagonal lines and a
small circle at the end.

Reaching over, | turn the plate scrap around. It has the same imprint. Three diagonal
lines, acircle at the end.

“Hot,” she cries, slapping her parchment.
“Hot,” | repeat. Guessing, | point to her symbol. “Hot.”
Casnia says nothing.

| pick up the broken chalk and draw the same lines and circle on the corner of her
parchment. “Hot,” | repeat.

She looks up, sniffs.

| pause, pulse heavy. Pull my chair over so | can sit right next to her. “Cas ... can you
read this?’

She mews.

| grab the other remnant, turning it over. One piece has faint writing along one edge.
“Casnia, what does this say?”’



But shettilts her head al the way back and stares at the ceiling.

Sighing, | set it down. “Well, it was worth a shot.”

“Beast,” she murmurs.

“What?’

“Beast!” she screams, and starts attacking her parchment again, making harsh lines,
but | can see a sloppy semblance of one of the symbols. “Beast! Core!”

“Beast core?’ | repeat, just as Amlynn comes over. “Sorry,” | apologize to her.
“She'sjust ... worked up.” An idea crosses my mind. “Will you be here a minute?’

Amlynn nods, handing Casnia a cup of water. Casniadrinksit greedily.
| walk out of the alehouse calmly enough, but once | get to the road, | run all the way
to my house. Grabbing the sundial, | hurry back. Casniaand Amlynn are just as | left

them, though Casnia has relaxed some.

“Hey, Cas.” | set the dia in front of her, keeping my back to Gethnen, who thinks |
surrendered the sundial to Arthen. “Remember this? Y ou and Salki gave it to me.”

She spits a mouthful of water back into her cup.

“Cas? Can you read this?’ | point to the numbers.

Amlynn looks at melike I’m crazy.

Casnia sets her water aside roughly, spilling the contents over the table. Amlynn
curses and goes to Maglon for a rag. Casnia stabs her finger into the metal. “Six,



seven, eight, nine.” The rest devolvesinto grunts.

Lowering myself into Amlynn’s chair, | breathe, “Y oucanread this, can’'t you?’

Salki doesn’t know any of the Ancients' language. | barely do myself. No one could
have taught Casnia. No one | can fathom.

Casnia sobers suddenly, calm as death itself. She touches one of the symbols on the
side of the sundial, the slanted line with the circle. “Morning.”

“Mourning?’ | repeat. “Mourning over who?”’

But I’ve lost her. She hunkers over her art, coloring in earnest now, and no amount of
cagjoling grabs her attention.

“Give her abreak, Pell,” Amlynn pleads, cleaning up the water. “ She’ s behaving.”
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Sighing, | gather my scraps.
Amlynn hands one to me. “ Are these from the tower?’

| stiffen. Admittedly, I'm notalwaysthe most clandestine in my journeys, but ... “No,
why?’

Amlynn shrugs. “I guess you found a cache somewhere?’

“Why do you think they’re from the tower?’

She hesitates at the sharpnessin my tone.

| clear my throat. “ Sorry.”

“It'sfine. You used to go there, isal.”

| narrow my eyes. “Used to?’

Amlynn twists the rag in her hands. “I don’t mean anything by it—"

“No, no,” | force friendliness into my voice. “But what do you mean,used to?’

She glances at Maglon. “I saw you headed that way about a year ago. Place has
always been shut up, so | wondered.”

Blood drains from my face and pools in my chest.A year ago.Seven hundred fifty



cycles. But | only met Moseus about forty cycles ago.

“You're mistaken,” | mutter halfheartedly.

She shrugs. “Probably.”

I’m making her uncomfortable. Without another word, | leave the alehouse, dump the
scraps at the forge, and take the sundial back home. At least, | reassure myself as| lie
in my bed and wait for the mist to fall, if lamcrazy, I’m not the only one.

| consider asking Moseus straight out, but he’'s meditating when | arrive. He's deep
into it, too. Doesn’'t even budge when | open the door, and | never bothered to
oilhishinges.

| don’t search for Heartwood. | don’t have the courage to. | need to think.

The tower machines don’'t have any notable compartments to put emiliesin. | know
that already, but | check again anyway, even investigating those hollow beams in
Machines Two and Three. It would take a lot of the flowers to power this fortress, but
if that’s one of its secrets, | don’t know how to utilize it. | could rig something up,
maybe, the same way | could rig up steam power, but the machines weren’t meant to
be added to.

| notice something, however, as | move through the tower. The machines al line up
... and so do their aggravating power switches. Discovering that, | sketch out more
components and conclude that each machine has large wheels that align as well. After
a few measurements, | confirm that it’s an enormous pulley system, minus the cable.
The tower’s rope isn’'t long enough, so | make a note to bind extra wiresand emily
roots into a cord that will stretch clear from Machine Three to Machine One and
back. The movement of Machine Three should power Machines Four and Five, if
I’ ve calculated it correctly.



| tighten a few nuts at the top of Machine Four, which | rolled back into place earlier,
then realize I’ m finished with it. All it needs now isthe cord for the pulley system—

Breath on my neck.

| freeze, lungs seizing. I’'m alone, but that ... it feelsjust like before. Steeling mysalf, |
slowly peer behind me—

I’m wiring Machine Two when Heartwood comes behind me, one arm around my
waist, nuzzling my neck.

“You'reback.” | grin and lean into him, head against his shoulder. “ Anything?’

“No.” But he'snot upset by it. “I had no expectations.”

“Still.”

The room returnsto me, just as |’ d left it. My hands, gone cold, shake. My lungs suck
in air, protesting time without breath.

That ... that wasreal. Denying it is pointless. | felt his arm around me, his lips against
my throat. Istill feel it.Even the leap of my heart at his return—he' d been gone a

while. A leap, and then comfort. Contentment.

Reaching up, | touch the side of my neck. Then my cheek.
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Why am | crying? | swipe the tears away and stare at the streaks they leave on my
hands, as though |’ ve never seen tears before.

A year ago,Amlynn said.
| can’t do this anymore.

Leaving my tools, | pick my way down the machine, my grip tentative, my quivering
limbs pebbling. | step into the lift and numbly pull the cord. Second floor.

My instinct is right. Heartwood' s there, in his chamber, sitting at the window again. |
don’t bother knocking. | never did knock, did 1?

He looks up, his body language soft and open for a split second, then closed and hard
the next. “Pell—"

“Tell me,” | interrupt.Pell,he said. NotNophe.

He pushes off the windowsill. His unbound hair, slightly damp, waves around his
shoulders and waist as he moves to push past me.

| shove both heelsinto the corners of the doorway, barring him.

“Tell me.” | want to demand, to threaten, but rising emotion chokes and breaks my
words. | step forward, and Heartwood retreats like I'm a viper, his hard fagade
melting until he's just as he was that first time, standing on the stairs, hurt and
despairing and limned with regret.



| shut the door behind me, closing off his escape. “I remember,” | whisper, blinking
back a tear, “but | don't. It's all pieces and shards and fragments that don't fit
together. But you know, don’t you? Someone in Emgarden said she saw me coming
to the tower ayear ago. | wasn’t here ayear ago. Or was 1?7’

Through gritted teeth, Heartwood says, “| have nothing for you.” And pushes past me
for the door.

| grab his wrist, holding tight because | know his strength. “Heartwood, please.” |
swallow a sob. “Did | know you, before all this?’ | tug, but he's unyielding. “Didn’t
you ... love me?’

That's what does it. His arm goes limp in my grasp. He turns toward me, vibrant
emerald eyes darting back and forth in short movements as he studies my face. |
wonder what he sees there. Whatever it is, it’s enough.

“Ether, forgive me,” he whispers, breaking my grasp and seizing my wrist, pulling
me to him, chest to chest, hand to hair, nose to nose.

And he kisses me.

Chapter 19

Heartwood’ s warm lips press, tilt, demand. The scents of earth and grass andgreenfill
my senses, and | startle at the familiar shape of his mouth against mine. Nerves pop
beneath my skin and bleed into my chest. When | respond, his touch turns hungry, his
lips and tongue insistent. He releases my wrist and coils his arm behind my back,
bending me to him, claiming me entirely. He isroot and | am water. He is ail, and |
am machine.

My lungs empty as | arch into him, desperate to be closer. My hands run down his



bare shoulders and over the prints of his godhood, memorizing every dip and facet as
he murmurs my name into my hair.

| jerk back, breaking the spell, though his arms are reluctant to release me. Another
vision, another memory, and in the moment, it was every bit as visceral as the kiss
that just transpired between us.

Heartwood steps back, the pink amor of our kiss evident across his lips. “Forgive
me,” he says. He'd said it before, but not to me.

| shake my head, bewildered even as my heart beats dizzying spirals beneath my ribs.
| see him anew,feelhim anew, the length of his torso, the brush of his hair. For a few
shaky breaths, there is nothing but him. No window, no tower, no unmoving sun.
“Why ... why won't you tell me? Whyhaven’'tyou told me?” When he looks away, |
press, “Y ou said Machine Three took me away. What happened at Machine Three?’

“This,” he whispers without gesture. “You lost all of it.”

My lips part, and | remember Heartwood approaching me after | used the turning rod
on Machine Three, testing my memory. “But ... but if we ... why wouldn’'t you
explain it to me sooner? How long has it been? Why would—"

“Because you betrayed us, Nophe.”

My mouth shuts so swiftly that my teeth click.

Heartwood runs his hands up his forehead and down through his hair, the left one
catching on a snag in the long, white locks. He tilts his head, and | realize he's

listening. For what? Moseus?

“It was better this way.” The coarseness in his voice makes my own throat tighten.



“You forgot me—us—and the work, and we thought enough had been done to move
on without you. We were wrong.”

“B-But—" A headache blossoms across my skull as my mind desperately tries to
loosen the knots of these revelations. “I wouldn't ... | don’'t even know what | did,

Heartwood, but I’m an honest person. Ask anyone in Emgarden—"

He casts me awithering, yet utterly despondent, look.
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“But you won't, because of all your damn secrets,” | snap.

He takes a deep breath. “ Please keep your voice down.”

| do. “Because of Moseus?’

“He ...”—Heartwood struggles—"* does not have the same bias | do.”

Bias. The press of his body against mine certainly felt like more than abias. My face
flushes at the thought, but | ignoreit.

Rubbing my eyes, | take afew seconds to orient myself. “Tell me what happened.”
“1 don’'t know.”

“Tell me how | betrayed you,” | specify, every muscle in my body tightening in self-
defense. If so much as apin drops, I'm going to burst into tears.Too much, too much,
too much.

Heartwood brushes past me, but the room gives him nowhere to retreat. Folding his
arms, he peers out the window. Sunlight pokes through fading mist, highlighting his
features in away that makes him look both young and old, both god and mortal. It is
a breath-stealingmoment. | am completely intoxicated by his beauty and wonder how
it didn’t floor me the moment | first saw him on those stairs.

But thatwasn’tthe first time | saw him. Why can’'t | remember the first?



“Theft,” he answers simply. “You’'d been stealing from the machines. And if they’re
incomplete—"

“The wall won't open,” | finish. | shake my head. “Heartwood, I'm nearly finished
here. | haven't found any missing parts, other than a cord | need to work the pulley
system. And that thing would have been far too long and too heavy to steal with any
sort of covertness.”

His focus shifts to me, and for a moment | think he'll kiss me again. My stomach
flips at the thought.

“Moseus has worked tirelessly to repair the machines,” he says. “To document what
needs to be replaced. But he doesn’t understand them the way you do.”

| try to find the best means of countering. “But why would | take pieces of them when
| can study the machines here, whole?’

“Y our people need the metal, do they not?’

| pause. “Was | not paid, the first time?”’

He nods.

| work my mouth. Close the distance between us. Emgarden needs the metal. It's
aways needed the metal. But | would never have ... there’'s no new machines in
Emgarden! “Heartwood, you know me. Better than | know you, apparently. | would

never—”

The hidden compartment beneath the kitchen table. The frame and the equilibrated
orb.



The cog in thetree.

Serpent save me. It couldn’t possibly be ...

“We feared,” Heartwood continues, mechanical now, trying to stuff his feelings back
into whatever weathered chest he tries to keep them in, “that pressing the issue would
hurt you further. Mortal minds are ... delicate.”

“Don’t patronize me,” | hiss.

He doesn’'t react. Maybe he' s used to being snapped at. | can’t remember.

Heartwood suddenly tenses. Grabs my hand and pulls me toward the door, which
opens silently on its recently greased hinges. “He’ s aert. Y ou need to go.”

| stall in the doorway. “Heartwood, do you fear Moseus?’

That catches him by surprise. “No. But he is a passionate being, and you’ ve betrayed
him once already.”

M oseus,passionate? | would laugh, were the situation not so dire. So confounding.

“l didn’t, Heartwood,” | insist, shocked by the twisting in my own chest. | don’t want
to leave. | don’t remember him, but | don’t want to leave him.
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His brow buckles with agony, and my heart pumps a sharp pang into my core. “You
merely don’t remember it, Nophe.”

“ And that’ s not atonement enough?”’

He presses his lips together.

| pull away on feet of iron. “What does it mean?Nophe.You don’t say it right.” I'd
understood some of their language before, and yet this word eludes me completely.

My memories are still too piecemeal.

A feather of warmth touches his lips. “Nuffyis a strange name.” It’s how the end of
my nameshouldbe pronounced.

| walit.

He sighs. “Nofeisaword in my native tongue. It meansgoddess.”

And he shuts the door, leaving me to my own echoing hollowness.

| loved him,| think, elbows on the table in my home, fingers turning mushy grain over
with a spoon. The bow! of porridge sits full, oversoaked and underseasoned, waiting
to be devoured. | hear others in Emgarden, about their tasks, socializing in the road,
tending theiranimals, hollering to one another. The cacophony floats through my

windows, providing an uneven ambiance to accompany my thoughts.

| force a bite of my meal down, but it does nothing to fill this gaping hole inside



me.Something ismissing.And | think | know what it is.

I’ ve been looking at Heartwood differently the last few cycles. It would be childish to
deny it. Foolish to think that, beyond the confusion and distress, | didn’'t enjoy his
mouth on mine. But it was the vision, thememory, of so much more, that shook me. It
lasted less than a second, but in that second | was another Pell, and that other Pell
loved Heartwood with everything she was. Even cutting out the emotion of it, | know.
| do not give myself freely, nor easily. | trust that she didn’t, either.

Y ou betrayed us.

My chest hurts enough for me to double over. | need to eat, but I’'m not hungry.
Maybe Salki or Amlynn can brew me atincture to make me sleep. But you know who
would probably be the best at that? Heartwood. He knows all kinds of things about
plants.

Hey, would you mind drugging me? could ask him.I would like to not think about us
for awhile.

He' d probably do it without complaint, too.

Groaning, | push the bowl away and stab my elbows into the table, cradling my head
in my hands.

Y ou betrayed us.

Pressing my lips together until they go numb, | stand, move the table, and pry up the
floor, pulling out my hidden light machine.Did 1?1’ ve never stolen anything in my
life—it's one of the reasons Arthen’s accusations about his knife rankled me so
much. Setting down the machine, | pull the knife from my pocket, examining the
leather braiding on its hilt. Who's stealing what, Heartwood? | still don’t know why



he had this. Or why | did.

There' s something else I’'m not remembering. Something important. But ...

Sighing, | stuff the blade in my pocket and hunt around for a piece of parchment. |
don’'t have anything clean, so | rip a fresh piece from my old artifact notes. |
scrawl,Meet me in the garden.

He' ll know who it’s from.

| make myself dig up emily roots for the rest of the sun and into the mist. Moseus
helps me sort through his collected scrap for wires for the pulley cable. I've only just
started twisting them together when the mist beginsto lift.

| dlip the note under Heartwood's door before grabbing my bag and heading to the
canyon.

The mist has long dispersed by the time Heartwood comes. | sit in the shade beneath
a drape of fairy wisps, my back to the red rock, not far from a poisonous chrystanus,
my eyes closed, dozing but never truly sleeping. | open them when he approaches and
reach for my bag.

Heartwood keeps his distance. “| do not think it's wise—"

“Here.” | pull out the light machine and toss it to him. He almost drops it. “That’s
what | have. The only thing in my house | can’t account for, that I might have taken
from the tower. My blacksmith can confirm | never gave anything to him until the
first load of scraps from Moseus, if you want to talk to him. | have a feeling |
mentioned him before.”

Heartwood studies me, then the machine. Turns it over in his hands.



“There was a cog, too, but | found it here. Could have been you who took it.” | shrug.
“1 don’t know, but it’sin Machine Two now. It opened the lift.”

Running his hand over the frame, Heartwood says, “1 don’t recognize any of this.”

“Machines One through Four are working,” | add, though he already knows. “Five
was inaccessible, so it can’t be from there.”
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Heartwood hands the device back to me. “What does it do?’
“Makeslight.”
Hislip ticks. “I’m not surprised you would overcomplicate alantern.”

| slip it back into my bag. It hasto go in diagonally, or it won't fit. | grab the strap of
the satchel, but hesitate to stand. “What were we fighting about?’

He snorts. “Which time?’

| grin. | don’t know why. “Often, huh?’

Mirth softens his expression, but he's tense. | see it in his body language, reading it
the way Casnia read the Ancient scrawl on the scrap metal. Like | know part of it

intrinsically, but my understanding lacks finesse.

I’ve hurt him, and | can’'t remember how. Can it really all tie to Machine Three? |
make a mental note to watch myself around it.

Pushing off the rock, | get on my feet. Dust off my trousers. “I don’t know what this
changes,” | offer, hefting my bag, “but | wanted to show you.”

Mirth fades. “ Thank you.”

“I’ll fix the tower machines,” | promise. “I’'m nearly there. Your tower will operate,
and you’'ll seeyour kin again. I'll ... go, after that. Leave you to your people, and your



peace. | ... | never meant to hurt you, Heartwood.”

He looks away too quickly, teeth clenched, shoulders stiff. I’ m doing it again, without
any effort at all. Hurting him, and he’s doing a pathetic job of masking it. Just like
me. Sighing, | head through the arch. Heartwood doesn’t follow. He needs his garden
and his solace.

It'salong walk, but | stop at home to stow the machine before returning to the tower.
Theend is so close, but | have alot of work ahead of me, and | intend to finish what |
started.

The trip has exhausted me. | need to sleep. When | get to the second floor, | notice
the lift has been called. Moseus has gone upstairs. Might as well fill himin. | need to
dig up more emily roots. It's not easy, and it will not be happening until after a solid
mist.

| summon the lift back and step in, letting it take me up to the fourth floor. No
Moseus, and Machine Four has been rolled back to expose the passageway near the
ceiling. | try torecadl if | told him where the lever was. Curious, | climb up it, moving
silently. | want to see what he's doing. If Heartwood is a riddle, Moseus is pure
mystery.

I’m amost to the circular door, high enough to peer through it, when | nearly lose my
grip on the machine. Moseus stands there, outside the liquid mirror. He' sremoved his
heavy robe, and ...

He' s not complete.
| claw through mortification as | try to make sense of what | see. Moseus stands

before Machine Five with his arms outstretched, like he's trying to commune with it.
In his torso is an enormous, smoke-edged hole from the top of his shoulder blades to



the base of his spine. | can see the mirror shield right through it.
Mouth dry, | quickly pick my way back down, desperate to stay as quiet as possible.
Tiptoe to the lift and drop back down to floor two. By the time | reach my room, a

cold sheen of sweat covers my skin.

Heartwood said Tampere took from him, that he's only a fraction of what he was. It
took from Moseus, too. It tookalot.

If 1 didn’t believe they were gods before, | definitely do now. And as | shut my door
behind me, pressing to ensure the latch clicks, | decide to adopt Heartwood's
methods.

And say absolutely nothing.

Chapter 20

For the next several cycles, | keep to myself.

Scrounging and digging for resources lets my body take over for my mind. Coiling
and twisting roots, twine, and wires for a cable keeps me present. The Pell | was
before never got this far. She didn’t assemble a cable long enough to reach down five
stories and back up again. She has no relevant memories here.

She was a different person, one whom | do not know.

It's the truth, and that truth grounds me. Kegps me focused on work and draws my
thoughts from both Heartwood' s kiss and Moseus's dark, gaping hole. Separates me

from the literal gods | share thistower with.

| wonder what it will be like, when the others are free. | doubt they’ll stay here. If |



were a goddess, | wouldn't settle on Tampere.
Nofeis aword in my native tongue. It meansgoddess.

But I’'m not Nophe. Those words become a mantra as my fingers blister and callus,
assembling this never-ending cord, until finally, twenty cycles later, it’s finished.
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Once | replace the lever and fulcrum nestled in the heart of Machine Five, it's able to
drop down to connect with Machine Four. | make aslow walk through the tower,
inspecting each machine, al the way down to Machine One, where Moseus greets
me.

“They should all function now.” | press a hand to Machine One, to the part | earlier
rigged up for a turning rod. “We just need to figure out how to fuel it. There's
nothing | can find.” I've gathered a lot of emilies, but it’s not nearly enough. And |
don’t know how to connect a separate power source to thistower.

“Can you alter it?" Moseus asks, hands clenched beneath his long sleeves, voice
eager. | try not to look at him. When | do, | see only that gaping hole. “Like you did
when you wound it?’

| click my teeth together a few times. “I mean ... maybe. To use manpower on each
machine would have to involve Emgarden. A lot of Emgarden. But these machines
weren’'t designed to function that way. | can’t wrap my head around how the Ancients
did it.” | circle Machine One with my small lantern, as though the mechanism will
finaly revedl its last secret to me. It doesn’t. “I think emilies could also be a power
source, but ... it would take alotof emilies, and there’ s nowhere for them to go.”

| haven't yet tested how long the energy of an emily can last. | think Nophe knew, but
she hasn't deigned to tell me. The tower shivers as the earth moves below, but neither
tower nor Tampere want to tell me, either, so | ignore them.

“Hmm.” Moseus approaches Machine One until his nose nearly touches its outer
coils. “I have meditated on this a great deal, trying to expand my mind. But”—he



sighs—*“1 do not know, either.”

| guess even gods aren’t omniscient.

“I’ll do the same,” | offer. “Give my mind arest and see if something comes to me.”
I’ve been in and out of all these machines. | know every millimeter of them,
andnothinghas given me a clue as to how to power them. I’ve speculated about
everything, from the liquid mirror draining down into the tower and turning the
mechanisms itself, to all this being aruse by the Ancients to play with mortal minds. |
genuinely don’t know where else to turn.

“If Emgarden must,” Moseus grinds out the words and punctuates them with a
wearying breath, “then we will accept their help. But only if it must.”

| turn around. “Where is Heartwood?’

“I am not his overseer. He is capable of tending to himself.” Moseus rubs his
forehead. “To be so close, and yet so far.”

| hug myself, catch myself, and fold my armsinstead. “We'll figure it out.”

“See that you do.”

| guess he missed thewein that sentiment, but | don’t point it out. Moseus retires to
his meditation. | stand there, waiting for something | cannot name, another vision or
revelation, or for the tower to speak to me, but it answers with dark silence,
punctuated only by the sound of my breathing.

| fixed the machines, didn’'t |?

So why do | feel asempty aswhen | first arrived?



| don’t know what to do with myself.

When | get home, | eat and try to rest, but | can’t. My mind spins. So | bring out a
dlate and attempt to work out the tower machines, but | don’t know where to start, so
there’ s nothing to write. | decide to work on something else, but the wells are fine and
no one has died. | consider helping out on the farm, but by the time | get there,
everyone has wrapped up. It's late sun, and the mists are near, and while it’s not
impossible to tend the crops in the migt, it’s not the easiest, either. So | find my rover
to seeif it needs any maintenance—it doesn’ t—and wander home again.

| could visit the alehouse. But | feel like a wet rag wrung dry, and | don’t have it in
me to socialize. To pretend like everything is fine when it’s not. There’s no solution
to thislistlessness, plain and ssimple. | just have to endure until | ... get better.

| rub a spot between my breasts nearly to bruising.Something is missing,it sings.|
know,| counter, but what am | supposed to do? | can’t power the machines on wishes
and prayers. | can’t pack in this gap with dirt or effort or anything in between.

| pace the length of my house, then the width, back and forth, crossing and recrossing
my path. I’ ve never thought of this humble abode as claustrophobic, but with the mist
seeping through its open windows, it feels stifling. | want to cry and scream and
deep, but | settle for nearly ripping my hair out at the scalp, then throwing the door
open and climbing the short ladder to the roof. Sprawling out on the shingles, | let the
fog roll over me, claiming me as its own, merging me with the rest of Emgarden and
our little corner of Tampere. | breathe it in, Slow and deep, and let it out the same.
Close my eyes and find no rest.

Several minutes pass before | sit up, a sigh on my lips, and plant my elbows on my
knees. The solution for the tower will come to me eventually. It has to. If not me,
then Moseus or Heartwood. Someone will sort it out. We're so close. We're allso
close, and yet the task looms monumentally over us, murky and confusing and utterly



unachievable.
I’m no engineer. I'm atinkerer. A woman with too much time on her hands, who likes
to wander the dry expanses around her town looking for artifacts of a people long

past. | am nothing more, and | never will be.

Gritting my teeth, | rub the heels of my hands into my eyes. Blink away pink points
of light and let the mist fill my vision once more. And—

My mind voids thought. Breath catches.

And ... there’ s something familiar about this.

| can’t pinpoint what. I’ve been up on my roof countless times. But something about
it itches the back of my mind. Where I'm sitting? The fall of the mist? What? | want
to ask the tendrils of fog, but | fear that speaking will somehow destroy this partially
formed spell.

Leaning forward, | listen, search. Move up on the shingles, over, down—
Here.Thisiswhere| sat, before. With my toes against the eaves. And then ...
Standing, | walk across the roof. Pause. Climb down the ladder. Yes, | did this. I've

done it so many times, but | did this ... then. | start back for my door, but no—that’s
wrong. | went this way.
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Step by careful step, | wend my way west. Pause, consider, and continue. Not toward
the main road. Not toward the tower or Salki or anyone else in Emgarden, but over
this way, toward the eroded stone wall surrounding the town. It's more decorative
than anything else. Not hard to step over it. | sit, then rotate on my butt and swing my
legs over. Walk out a little farther into the mists, one hand out like I might run into
something, though | know there's nothing of note over here. It's just ... away. But
that’swhat | was trying to do, wasn't it? Beaway.

| pause, trying to gain my bearings. Trying to hold on to the dlip of memory that’s as
intangible as the vapor around me. No, | didn’t stop here. | went farther out. This
way?

| walk a little quicker, turning more south. Yes, thisisright. | went thisway. And ...
quiet steps beside me. | wasn't alone. Who, then? Salki? Heartwood? Moseus?
Arthen?

Here.l pause again. Spin slowly, but only see dull gray mist. But something happened
here. Something important. Crouching, | drop my head into my hands.Think,

Pell.What was it? What happened that’ s so important?

| suck in a deep breath. It's fading. | fed it fading, and if it leaves, I'll never get it
back.

“Think, think,” 1 whisper, pleading. “Come on, you know this.” | swallow, pams
moist. Lick my lips. Close my eyes. “Nophe, please,” | murmur. “Help me.”

Perched on the roof, | let my eyes unfocus. The subtle colors in an otherwise dreary



mist come out when | do, showing pinks and blues and greens, not unlike the emilies
sprouting across the road. | watch them for a long time, long enough for the mists to
curl the ends of my hair. Long enough for my mind to empty.

| don’t know how he saw me up on that roof. | would have missed him, had his foot
not crunched in gravel. | think he wanted me to see him. Heartwood has always been
light on his feet, when he wants to be.

Blinking the colors away, | look down. Scoot forward on the shingles so he can hear
me without yelling. He's donned his black cloak; it makes him look foreboding.

“Not like you to wander town,” | say. The mist istoo high to see for sure, but | know
he smiles at that.

“1 wanted to see you,” he confesses, and my skin pebbles. Not from the cool fog, but
| blame the weather anyway, because it’s easier. Safer.

| hold out my hands. “Here | am.”

His head tilts to one side. That beautiful hair draped over one shoulder. “Can we
talk?’

| don’'t answer, merely stand and climb down the ladder. He's there when my feet
touch the ground, and | lead the way out of town; | know how he and Moseus feel
about Emgarden. Best not to chat here. We're silent as we walk, me dliding over the
stone wall, him simply stepping over it. Needing something to do with them, | shove
my hands into the pockets of my trousers, which are thankfully clean. We walk a
little ways before the silence makes meitch.

“l just need to adjust the framework,” | say, “and the rest of Machine One should
click in. There s this one gear that—"



“I don’t want to talk about the tower.”

| glance up at Heartwood, taking in the way the mist dances around him, like he's
part of it. His hair loops in a conglomeration of plaits, and | wonder if he spent extra
time on it, and why. Probably because he was bored. The tower seems unbelievably
boring to anyone who isn’t elbow-deep in grease and metal.

“Oh?’ | ask. “What, then? Interested in starting your own crops?’ I’m goading him,
but goading him is one of my favorite pastimes, and it helps me ignore the racing of
my heart. | silently thank the fog forkeeping my skin cool. “Y ou have to dig pretty
deep for the richer soil; the stuff on top is amost entirely sand, so you have to turn it
over—’

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Y ou are tireless.”

| turn and face him. “You likeit. | dare you to tell me you don'’t.”

Those vivid green eyes study my face for a long moment. I'm sure he can hear my
pounding heart. It shakes my thighs and fills my head. “I do,” he replies, after eons
have passed. “Unfortunately, | do.”

“Unfortunately?’

He adjusts his cloak. He knows better than to offer it to me; | snapped at him pretty
good last time. “Moseus—"

“Needs some booze and avery long walk,” | offer.

He chuckles softly. “I have not been as subtle as | should be around him.”

| swallow. “Subtle how?’ But | know. I've caught his glances too many times.



Accepted his assistance fixing the machines even when there’ s little to nothing he can
help me with. I’ ve lost sleep talking to him, only to be reminded by his counterpart of
the criticalness of reparing the tower. Heartwood always sobers at the
reminders—his sister is waiting for him, after all. I'm drawn to him, always, but root
myself to the machines. He has nothing to root himself to.

He reaches forward and slides a knuckle beneath my chin, his warm touch a stark
contrast with the fog’s chill. “ Subtle in the way | no longer wish to be. Nophe—"

“That’ s the second time you' ve called me that.” My blood rushes through my veins
swiftly enough to make me faint.

He rolls his lips together. “Do you want me to explain it to you?’

“No,” | murmur, pushing his hand away and grabbing the front of his shirt. I'm too
short to reach him, but he obliges me and meets me, his lips crashing into mine. The
world around us slumbers, and yet a symphony sounds in my ears. His hands on my
waist ignite me; | can’'t help the tiny moan that escapes me, the release of want I've
been carrying cycle after cycle. My fingers entwine in that glorious mane as my
mouth demands, demands, demands, but Heartwoodgives, gives, gives, and | am
undone by his tender passion, overjoyed that this desperation has not been mine
alone. | kiss him with everything in me, content never to let him go.
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| blink, and the mist cascades around me. He was here, before. | loved him, before.

|—

| gasp so hard | nearly choke on it.
Serpent save me, Iremember.
Chapter 21

I’'m a little buzzed when | head home. We'd had a good game of dice going until
Frantess opened her big mouth and ruined everything. Now everyone feels awkward,
Gethnen especialy. But it’s probably for the best—I might have gotten carried away
and had one or two glasses too many, and then I'd get lost in the mist and have a
massive headache by late sun. I’'m too old to drink more than a glass or two at atime,
unless Maglon waters it down. Which he does, sometimes, especially when the
harvest wasn't great. We all act like we don’t notice.

I’m five paces from my door when | see a shadow in the mist. It nears, revealing too-
white skin and too-white hair; a wraith clothed in black. When it moves toward me, |
scream. Only a chirp of the sound makes it past my lips before the wraith’'s large
hand covers my mouth and presses me against the house, barring both my arms with
one of his. Not my legs, though, and | get in a swift kick on his upper thigh before he
grapples me again and maneuvers out of harm’s way.

“I"m not here to hurt you,” he hisses, an unfamiliar accent clipping his words.

Ruin’s hell he isn't there to hurt me! | kick again. Writhe, but the guy is strong.



Incredibly strong.

“Areyou the artifact collector?’ he rushes.

That pacifies me for amoment. | blink away the fog, trying to get a better look at the
stranger’s face. He has abnormally long hair, whiter than Entisa’'s, pulled back in a
braid. Several pieces have come loose and hang over his neck and face, making him
look wild. His eyes ... no one in Emgarden has eyes like that. Skin like that, strength
like that. My mind can’t wrap itself around his existence, let alone the predicament
I’ ve found myself in.

Where did he come from? There’ s no one else—

He repeats the question.

| nod as well as | can with his hand—it smells likeflowers, of all things—pressed
under my nose. How does he know about the artifacts?

Hevisibly relaxes. “Good.” Then, “What’s your name?”’

“l can't say it with your hand on my mouth, half-wit,” | mutter against his skin,
completely unintelligible. He carefully removes his hand and lets up on my shoulders,
but he stays in proximity, ready to strike if | try to run. I'm fast, but | don’t think |
can outrun those legs. So instead, | answer, “Pell.”

He searches my face. “ That doesn’t linguistically match the people here—"

“Pelnophe. Who in Ruin’s hell are you?’

He sets his jaw. “I am someone in need of your help. My comrade and | live in the
tower, and—"



“Wait, what?’ | push off the house. The stranger glances down the road, ensuring
we're alone. “That tower?’ | point in itsdirection. “No one livesin that tower.”

“It's recent,” he explains, sounding now more like a man dying than one about to
abduct me. “We need it operating again, but we ... we don’t understand the mechanics

of thisworld. You seem to.”

| gape for a moment. “What mechanics could a tower possibly have?’ My insides
squirm at the possibility.

“The machines,” he answers, and my stomach drops. “Machines built by creatures of
old. They’rein incredible disrepair.”

“The... Ancients?’

He nods.

My mind can’t picture it. All the artifacts |’ ve been able to scavenge are small, and
none are whole. What could an entire,impenetrablefortress hold? Far more than I've
ever seen, surely. The very thought of beholding true Ancient tech, let alone touching

It, sends shivers down my spine. My fingers twitch at my sides.

“1...” | try to find words, wishing | was just a smidgen more sober. “I ... You want
meto fix them?’

“Please. You can see them now, if possible. We ... we don’t want to be seen by the
others.”

“There’ s more of you?’

“One more,” he states, and | recall him saying as much earlier.



| shake my head. “Who are you? What’ s your name?’



Page 64

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 6:00 am

“My name is Heartwood.” He steps back, giving me some breathing room. “Please,
Pelnophe.”

He says my name strangely, elongating the vowels. “PEL-nuh-fee,” | correct. “Pell is
fine. Preferred. And ... how many machines?’

“Two.” He again checks the road. “But we' ve nearly reached a third.”

“Nearly reached?’

“1 will show you, if you swear secrecy.”

He has the wrong person. There's no way I’ m capable of ... but who else around here
would be? And ... | have to see for myself. Bring a kitchen knife and a hammer, in
case things get ugly. | can fight myself out of a corner if | need to, especialy if there
are only two of them. Maybe.

“How do you know about me?’ | ask.

“Not many venture out into the desert,” he says. “We've seen you coming and going,
with Ancient tech in your hands. Y ou’re our best hope at fixing the tower.”

| digest this. “And ... what do the machines do?’
He considers me for along moment. “I will explain on the way.”

Then, probably because lamalittle drunk, | agree, and let this “Heartwood” escort me



to along-forgotten, impenetrable tower.

He doesn’'t touch me again.

The machines are ... broken. Badly broken.

The first has most of a foundation, but the rest lies in pieces on the floor. The second
is similar. The third ... they’'re still burrowing through the ceiling to reach a third.
They’ ve made enough of a hole in the nearly impenetrable barrier to look through. A

machine lingers there.

| wonder who attempted to build such an incredible network of technology, only to
abandon it. And fear | can never possibly fix it.

“Heartwood is a strange name,” | quip, hanging nearly upside-down in Machine One
to attach some wires. “ A deer made out of wood? Who names their kid that?’

He scoffs. “It’ sthe center of atree.”
“Trees barely have centers.” The wickwoods make up ninety percent of the trees
around here, and they don’'t grow any thicker than my thigh. “Moseus has ... well”—I

grunt and turn a nut—"amorenormal name. Can you hold that thing higher?’

Heartwood obliges, casting light over my work. Strands of hair stick to my eyelashes,
and the blood rushing to my face makesiit feel thick.

“Moseus' s name is in a very old tongue,” Heartwood replies. “It does not trandate
well.”

“And yours does?’



| guess he nods, but | can’'t seeit. A besat later, he says, “Yes.”

“Well, what’ s youractualname then?”’

He chuckles, more to himself than at me. “Y ou would never be able to pronounce it.”

“Try me.”

He hesitates, suddenly sober. In soft tones, he confesses, “I have not heard my true
name for along time, even from my own lips.”

Grabbing a beam, | right myself. Several uncomfortable seconds pass. “You don’t
have to ... if you don’'t want to. I’'m just goading you.” Though I’m sincerely curious
now.

The barest smile curves his mouth. “Ytton’ allangjrou.That is my name in Thestean.”
It's so elegantly lyrical on hislips, | don’t dare try to repeat it.

| rest my shovel on the ground, wiping sweat before it streams into my eyes. We've

dug a sizeable hole outside the tower, yet we're getting nowhere. The root of
Machine One just keeps going, going, going.



Page 65

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 6:00 am

“Why,” | pant, “is Moseus ... hot helping?’

Heartwood swings the pickaxe once more before wiping sweat from his brow. He
stripped off his leathers to his waist and coiled his thick braid atop his head. How he
got it to stay there, | don’t know. “Heis of weak constitution.”

“Well”—I stab my shovel down, moments from giving up—“if he dies, | have a great
place to bury him.”

Moseus has been working on something for a while, keeping to himself while he
builds it, looking a little sicker every day. He doesn’'t give me any warning when he
hammers something pink into cracks and dents that he and Heartwood chipped into
the ceiling opposite Machine Two. | look away when he ignitesit.

Theboomdeafens me. It reverberates through the tower and my entire body, shaking
my bones and rattling my teeth, ten times stronger than any passing earthquake.
Shock knocks me off my heels and onto my hip. Bits of pebble-sized debris fly past
me, and | cover my head, afraid of more. Someone presses into my back, and | glance
up to see Heartwood there, shielding me. He was helping me organize screws by size
amoment ago. Now he'sawall between me and the other keeper’ s madness.

When the dust clears, he pulls away. “Moseus ...,” he starts, but doesn’t finish.
Lowering my arms, | stand and look at the wreckage. Stone and sand cover the floor.

A slow-settling layer of dust coats everything, myself included. But before the hard
words climbing up my throat reveal themselves, | notice what M oseus has done.



There's a hole in the ceiling. Blown right through the stone. Moseus sets a ladder
against it and climbs up. For thefirst time, | see him grin.

“It'sall here,” he announces triumphantly. “I knew it.”

Heartwood steps onto the second floor and pauses. “What is this?’

“It'saparty.” | sit on ablanket on the stone floor to protect myself from the cold. My
trousers are never enough, and these slegping shorts are certainly no better. Hefting
the bottle, | shake it so the ale inside splashes.

Frowning, Heartwood glances down the stairs, but Moseus is resting. |’ve aready
checked. “1 do not think thisisagood idea,” he says.

“Why?’

He has no answer for that. | pat a cushion next to me—stolen from his room—and
pour him acup.

Had | tried this, oh, thirty cycles ago, Heartwood would have shaken his head at me,
retrieved the cushion, and retired to his room. But he's been spending alot more time
with me lately. | catch him watching me from the corner of my eye. He catches me
watching him. | can’'t ignore the little spark in my chest when he accepts the
invitation and sits beside me. It makes me feel alittle guilty that | have an agenda.

I’m going to figure out, once and for all, what | find sooffabout him. Why he's so
different. Why he speaks the way he does. Why he and Moseus keep so many ...

secrets.

It takes less ale than I d planned.



“A god?’ | reply, laughing. “That is absurd.”

He cocks an eyebrow at me, which gives me the impression he isn't as inebriated as
I’ ve supposed. In fact, his expression looks entirely sober.

| reel back. “That’s not funny.”

“l wasn't jesting.”

| study his face, waiting for him to break, but he merely holds my gaze. Almost to the
point that hisirises do that weird forest-thing again, and—

“Perhaps do not tell Moseus | mentioned it,” he says offhandedly, glancing toward
the stairs.

| curse inwardly, still unable to grasp the idea. “Can you ... | don't know.
Demonstrate?’

“Demonstrate how?”

“1 .7 | genuinely try to think of a suggestion, but two straight cycles of work have
turned my mind to mush, and I’'m not as well-versed in our lore as Amlynn is. “Like
... Smite someone?’

His lip ticks up, yet the expression is somehow equally sad. “I am not what | once

was.

| look away. | have to. He gives me time to sort my thoughts. After a solid five
minutes, all | can manage is “I'd say you were being blasphemous, but I’ve never
been particularly religious.”



“That surprises me.”

| lift my gaze. His smile fuller, he mimics, “World Serpent this, gods that, Ruin
this—"
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| hit his leg. Not hard, just enough to protest. Is it bad to smack a god? Not that |
believe heis...

Heartwood takes my hand. Holds it firmly in his own. “You need to rest. You can
sleep in my room.”

“But—"

“l don't mind.” He leans forward, filling my nose with scents of earth and sage. “I
will tell you more later.” He rises to his feet and starts for the stairs. “ And Pelnophe?
You didn't have to intoxicate me. | would have told you, regardless.” He must
misread my face, because his expression darkens. “Do you fear me now?’ His voice
registers barely more than adlip of mist.

“No,” | admit, both to him and myself. “I don’t.”

Andthatis what concerns me.

“lhadto!” | bark at Heartwood, gesturing to the gutted corpse of Machine Two. “It
was wrong! How many timesdo | haveto say it?’

Moseus looms, silent as a shadow, across the room, but Heartwood |ooks ready to rip
his braid out. “ That is not areason. It was functional!”

“But it wasn't!” | counter, kicking awrench. “Itlookedfunctional, but it wasn't.”

“You'vefaled to explainhow.”



“I just ...” Anger boils so hot in meit’s giving meindigestion. “It’s justwrong. | feel it
in my bones. | meditated like Moseus said, and it just ... isn’t right. | can fix it. I'm
surel can.”

“But without alogical explanation—"

“Andifit doesn’t work, I'll put it back how it was.”

Heartwood shakes his head, color rising in his pale cheeks. “That will set us
backdays.”

“What the hell isa*day’? Stop using that word!”

He flings his hands out. “ It doesn’t matter. Moseus and | are in agreement—"

“Andl’ mthe engineer.” | strike my chest hard enough to hurt. “It won’t operate the
way it's supposed to unless | reverse al this.” | gesture to the bits and pieces strewn
between us.

Heartwood seethes. “Y ou are young, and you are foolish.”

My anger burns white. “All right, omnipotent one,youcan do whatever you want with
it.” | kick several springs out of my way.

He growls. “What are you doing?”’

“Kiss my mortal ass, Heartwood.” | gesture crudely to him and storm toward the
stairs.

“You don't know what it could do!” he barks.



| whirl toward him. “Y ou’ d better walk before | show you whatlcan do.”

Throwing his hands into the air, Heartwood storms off, but | reach the base of the
stairs before he reaches his room. All the while Moseus “ keeps the peace” in his own
stupid, tranquil way.

“1 came to apologize,” Heartwood says.

| sit on the protrusion from the top tier of the tower, looking up at the late sun. The
mists have begun to gather across the Brume Mountains. | don’t answer. It's childish
of me, but | don't.

A full minute passes. He sighs. “| hate it when you sit out here.”

Glad he can’'t see my smirk, | reply, “I know.”

An oddly comfortable silence filters between us. After several minutes, Heartwood
climbs out on the protrusion and sits behind me, letting his legs dangle over the
curved edge as mine do. Unspoken apologies weave between us until we both breathe
a littleeasier. | alow him to coax me inside when that gentle, one-note tone

announces oncoming fog.

Seven cycles later, he kisses mein the height of the mists.
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“Canl ... touch it?’

Heartwood sits by Machine Three, his back to me, his shirt pulled down to his
elbows, his hair pulled over one shoulder. First sun breaks through the mists outside,
illuminating the raised scars on his back, forking out like the branches of the trees
I’ve seenin his eyes.

The subtlest dip of his head grants me permission. Gingerly, with one finger, then
two, | touch one of the slimmer branches near his shoulders. It doesn’ tfeellike a scar,
merely healthy, raised flesh. Like the Well of Creation simply made him this way,
just asit made me with two arms and two legs and a dimple on my left cheek.

| trace the branch down to the tip of his shoulder blade, where it merges with others. |
run my hand down the length of another, to the center of his back. He shudders.

Pulling back, | ask, “Doesit ... hurt?’

He shakes his head. So | follow another branch up to his opposite shoulder where,
reaching back, he grasps my hand, knitting his fingers together with mine.

| tighten the belt, hoping that will help the rest of the mechanism turn a little better.
I’m pulling back from Machine Three when | hear the ladder shift against the hole in
the floor. | wait for a white head to pop up, but whether it will be Heartwood or
M oseus—

Heartwood.



| ease myself down from the machine. He's gone hunting again, knowing | like meat
(and Saki likes meat, though he's yet to meet her), and has been gone four full
cycles. If he caught anything, he must have left it on the first floor.

He grins as | untangle myself from the machine and mutter chastisements at him. |
told him it doesn’'t matter, and Moseus won't like it, but Heartwood is who he is, and
| love him for it. | find my way into his arms and stay there along moment, debating
whether or not to apologize for the grease I'm undoubtedly smearing on his fancy-
god leathers.

He's about to say something, but | hear Moseus approaching from below, so,
interrupting as | do, | whisper, “Do you think you could come to Emgarden again?
When the mists are high?”

His brow furrows. “Why?’ He smooths a loose lock of hair from my face, only to
have it fall right back. “What’s wrong?’

“Nothing iswrong,” | promise, splaying my hands over his chest. “I just need to see
you. Away from here. Away from him.”

He runs the pad of his thumb over my cheekbone, then kisses me chastely. “1 will
always come when you ask, Nophe. Always.”

My lungs empty as | arch into him, desperate to be closer. My hands run down his
bare shoulders and over the prints of his godhood, memorizing every dip and facet as
he murmurs my name into my hair. Together we are everything, heaven and creation
and hell, and | know in the deepest recesses of my mind, heart, and body that | will
never be the same.

Chapter 22



Tears stream from my eyes like they are two broken wells. | lift dust-covered hands
and press them to my mouth, stifling clipped breaths. My throat aches and swells. My
fingerstremble,

Oh gods, Heartwood.l forgot him. | don’t know how, or why, but | lost all of it. It's
been ... ayear? Since that last memory. And all this time he stayed cooped up in that
tower, while | went about business as though he never existed. As thoughwenever
existed.

| stand, dizzy from the blood pooling in my feet.Why didn’t you come to me?Would |
have accepted his explanation?No.l know | wouldn’t have. But he could have tried!
Why didn’'t he try?

Y ou betrayed us.

“But | didn’t,” | croak, and the tears wash anew. | have no recollection of betrayal. If
| stole something critical, | hid it somewhere even | cannot find it. And if | stole
something critical, how do the machines work?

But they don’'t work. Not yet.But | would remember dismantling the power sources
for five behemoth machines and then patching up the work to make it look like they
never had them. I’m no blacksmith, no welder. | couldn’t have possibly—

The deep hollowness in my chest echoes so emphatically that | gasp and press both
palms over it.Heartwood.l would have been so miserable, to be cut off so cleanly.
Shattered. If he forgot me, us—

| have to see him.Now.l have to fix this.

| love him.



Surely it isn't too late,l think as | sprint through the mist to the tower. His coolness
toward me, his aloofness, hispainmakes so much sense now. Bearing my presence
when | could not fathom his. Sucking it up, in part for Moseus's sake, no doubt. Our
story closed half-unwritten, with Heartwood's part left to wander between the lines
that once were.

Machine Three. Heartwood said it had something to do with Machine Three. But
what did the Ancients hide there? What did Heartwood and Moseus awaken when
they opened that hole through the floor to reach it? And why hasn’t it affected them
in asimilar manner?

Because they’re gods.My lungs start to sting. | force deeper breaths as | run, refusing
to slow.

| remember it all. Heartwood and Moseus had been alone for some time before
reaching out to me. Heartwood is a passionate creature by nature; he took an interest
in me from the start, albeit not a romantic one. | sensed he was lonely. Made an effort
to speak to him, though it was awkward at first. Heartwood conversed with me like a
toddler learning to walk. | would have given up on him, if not for the work.

He became my sounding board. Every problem, every frustration, | took to
Heartwood. We butted heads often. We were so very different. Weareso very
different. And yet his genuine nature and honesty drew me to him. His openness, his
willingness to help—
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The Heartwood | met the second time was a shadow of that man. Looking back, | can
see glimmers of his true self shining through. Searching for Casnia, because he knew
how important she was to me. Spotting me on the protrusion, worried 1'd fall. Letting
me into the garden we'd once shared. Gods, he even helped me dig that hole,
knowing it wouldn’t lead anywhere.

My legs ache as | near the tower. | imagine our roles reversed. Heartwood devoured
by the machines instead of me. It would gut me.l would hate him, and myself, and
this damnable tower. | would never recover.

He' saready lost his divinity. Already lost his sister.

| crash through the tower doors. “Heartwood?’ The first floor greets me with its usual
hush, so | rush up to the second and throw open his door. “Heartwood?’

The room is empty. | climb the ladder to the third floor. Seeing no one, | hurry to the
lift and take it up. Moseus studies the machine there, trying to learn what | have not.

Breathless, | ask, “Is Heartwood here?’

Moseus looks at me, confused. “I don’t believe so. Why? What has happened?’

But | don't take the time to convey it to him. Moseus was never a fan of our
relationship, though | doubt he knew how deep it went. | shake my head, swallow

against adry throat, and make my way back downstairs and out of the tower.

Please don’t be hunting,| plead, forcing my body to continue running toward the slot



canyons.Please be there.

The mist dissipates as | sprint. | slow to ajog in the punishing heat of the sun. When |
finaly reach the hewn stairs of the slot canyon, | trip down them, then press my back
against one of the tall red-rock walls, desperate for air. My chest heaves in protest.
My legs buzz like they’re full of flies.Water,my throat pleads, but there’ s water in the
garden. | can make it to the garden.

Pushing off the wall, | can’t convince my body to sprint, so | lumber through the
narrow canyon, steadying myself against rock walls. | understand now how | found
the garden the first time. I'd been here before. Heartwood showed me. | spent so
much time here. Time with him.Gods, let him forgive me. | didn’t know.

| stumble through the stone archway and find him, ten paces away, planting
something in overturned soil. My heart lodges in my ribs. He glances at me, then
stiffens and rises to his feet, his face knit with concern. “What’'s wrong?’

| can’t take my eyes off him. How did | not see it before? How did | not recognize
him the moment we reunited?

Despite my thirst, my eyes run again. | hate crying, but | haven't the strength to stop
the tears. That alone has him marching forward to intercept me. “I remember,” | blurt,
my voice rough.

He freezes two paces away, rooted to the ground like the wickwoods.

“Heartwood, | remember you.” | sob. “I rememberus. I'm so sorry. I'm so ... sO
sorry.” Weariness consuming me, | tilt to one side. He rushes forward to catch my
elbow, the skin around his eyes tight, his brow furrowed. | grab the fabric of his
deevein fists. “I don't ... | didn't mean to. | don’t understand how, but Heartwood,
please forgive me.Please.”



His lips part. One hand cradles my jaw and turns it toward him. His eyes dart back
and forth, searching for truths, for lies. His fingertips are cool against my hot skin, his
breaths nearly as rapid as mine. Does he not believe me? Or is there hope behind that
shimmer in his eyes?

“Nophe,” he whispers, quiet asthefog. “Do you really ...”

The question istoo delicate to finish. Too broken to voice.

| grab the sides of his face. Stare until | see the trees in his eyes. “I love you,
Heartwood,” | whisper. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, “And | was right about
Machine Two.”

The sudden openness of his expression shreds my insides to ribbons. He faters, as
though his own strength has wavered. His hands clasp my wrists, but he does not pull
me away. He whispers, “Nophe—"

But I’'m done apologizing.

Pushing onto my toes, | kiss him, tasting sage and salt andHeartwood, reclaiming him
for my own. It takes only a beat to convince him of my truth, a beat for him to
respond, and I’'m swept into his arms and off my feet, challenging him with lips and
tongue and teeth, desperate to relearn every part of him. | drink his hurt, his
loneliness, and his sorrow, choking when it mixes with my own. It is not so easily
healed. Perhaps it never will be. But these are my scars, and | claim every lastone of
them, making a weld of remorse and renewed devotion, a poorly wired atonement
and bereavement for all that we' ve lost.

Stone presses against my back. Our hands roam and pull and demand, but it's not
enough. Our sorrow becomes need becomes heat, and it rages between us, devouring
our flesh and searing our souls.



We are both entirely selfish, craving and taking, ravenous. No touch can alay the
ache of our time apart, but there's a solace in it, a temperamental peace shattered and
reforged as we remember together, until the garden and the tower and Tampere fall
away, and there exists no world but ours.

After, | lie against him in aloose bed of fairy wisps, toying with along lock of hair
from his obliterated braid. Ear to his chest, | listen to his heartbeat and take comfort
in the rhythm of his breaths. We stay long enough for the desert wrens to return, and
only when they sing does Heartwood, drawing circles on my back, whisper, “Truly,
Nophe?’

So | start from the beginning, detailing his somewhat violent manner of asking for my
assistance at the tower. | detail the state the machines had been in, far worse than my
second time around. My voice grows coarse, and | excuse myself for a drink before
returning and stretching myself over him once more. Tracing his eyebrows and nose,
| tell him of every stupid thing he ever said to me, and each rude retort | gave back,
all the way to the dismantling of Machine Two, before he stills my hand with his own
and pleads, “Enough.”

| grin at him. “Then you finally believe me?’

He lifts his head and kisses me, wiping dried tears from my cheeks with his thumbs,
marveling at me anew. “| do. But how?’

“You ask me thisafterpartaking—"
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“Nophe.”

Brushing hair from his face, | kiss his nose, then dide back to his side. “I don’t
know,” | admit, quiet enough to be ignored by the wrens. “1’ve been remembering in
fragments, but the pieces were so digointed, | could never connect them. But
whatever spell took my memories was breaking. | was on my roof in the mist when |
felt the pull to know.I followed it, and | remembered.” A lump forms deep in my
throat. | swallow, but it doeslittle good. “I’m so sorry.”

Heartwood runs a hand through my hair before guiding my mouth back to his. | kiss
him dlowly, lazily savoring him. When | pull back, he murmurs, “I’ve aways
wondered what you thought, seeing me again. The only memory you would have had
of me was pulling that knife.”

| blink. “Knife?’

“At the machine.” Seeing the confusion in my face, he props himself up on his elbow.
“After you forgot ... | didn’t understand. Istilldon’t understand. And | kept asking
you, and | scared you, and you pulled a knife on me.”

| scan his face. Nothing but sincerity. Twisting around, | find my clothes—don the
undershirt, just in case we have visitors—and pull Arthen’s blade out of my trouser
pocket. “ This one?’

He doesn’t need to examine it. He nods.

| turn the blade over in my hand. “No, | ... | didn’t know you at al. When | first saw



you, that time, | just thought you looked like Moseus. | thought you were brothers.
When Moseus came to ask me for help ... | had no recollection of either of you.”

Heartwood frowns. Tucks my hair behind my ear. “But now you remember the rest?’
“Yes.” | recount more to prove it: work on the machines, stopping to repair a well,
deegping with him in my home. “But not that knife.” | shake my head. “ Arthen kept
asking me whereit was. | told him | didn’t take it.”

Heartwood frowns.

| lower the knife. “I didn’t take anything else, either, Heartwood. | swear it. But
..." But something is missing.

Heartwood said | pulled a knife on himafterlosing my memories. So | should
remember pulling it. But | don't.

If Machine Three took my memories the first time, what took them the second?

“Perhaps time affects the Ancients malediction,” he assures me. “In time, you will
recall.”

| mumble an agreement, not because | believe it, but because there’'s no point in
arguing. Not when | can't remember. | stare at the budding retalia, the poisonous
chrystanus, and the verdant fairy wisps, as though they might reveal something to me.
My relief to be with Heartwood again, to have his forgiveness, overwhelms my
simmering frustration. | havehim.

Putting the knife away, | ask, “How often does Moseus come here?’

He considers. “ Perhaps three times since we first came to the tower. It is unlike him.”



“Good.” | push him back into the fairy wisps and climb atop him. “Because we have
alot to make up for.”

My head pressed against Heartwood' s chest, knees curled up, sleep comes easlly.

| carefully align the sprocket with its track, balance the track on my shoulder, and
twist the screw into place. It took me forever to figure out where these internal pieces
on Machine Three go. My first guess seemed correct, but it would require me to bore
new holes into the metal, which is not only difficult, but wrong. The Ancients made
these machines a certain way for areason. They functioned, long ago. | have to learn
their patterns and follow them, even if it takes more time.

My clammy hand fumbles around the turnscrew. Heartwood should return any
moment now. Over and over I’'ve rehearsed what 1’ll say to him and how I'll say it.
Prepared myself for a litany of reactions and a defense for each one. But he has to
know.

Before | act, he has to know. He'll understand it better than | do. He's a god; he has
to understand.

No, that wasn't it. I’ m missing something.

Deep breath, focus. | check behind me, scanning the room before zeroing in on the
hole in the floor. Listen, but it’s silent. Too silent? I’'m not sure. | never paid attention
to the noises of the tower before. I ve always been the loudest thing here.

| carefully align the sprocket with its track, balancing the track on my shoulder, and
push the screw into place. | miss, the first few times. My nerves are getting the better

of me. | wish Heartwood hadn’t left. If he'd been here, it'd be different. |’ d feel safer.

It took me forever to figure out where these internal pieces on Machine Three go. My



first guess seemed correct, but it would require me to bore new holes into the metal,
which is not only difficult, but wrong.

Holes. They make me think of him. Of the way her body crumpled. I'm trying not to.
| have to wait for Heartwood. | fear that lingering in Emgarden will give me away.

Focus on the work,l remind myself.

The Ancients made these machines a certain way for areason. They functioned, long
ago. | have to learn their patterns and follow them, even if it takes more time.
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My clammy hand nearly drops the turnscrew. Heartwood should return any moment
now. Over and over I’ve rehearsed what I'll say to him and how I'll say it. Prepared
myself for alitany of reactions and a defense for each one. But he has to know.

| hope I’'m wrong. | pray to the World Serpent and the Well of Creation itself that I'm
wrong. She's dead, either way, but there’'s a difference. An enormous, fundamental

difference.

Before | act, he has to know. He'll understand it better than | do. He's a god; he has
to understand.

Drawing in a deep breath, | steady myself. Step back and roll the sprocket forward,
verifying itstrack is straight.

| don’t hear Moseus behind me, but when his cold hands grab the sides of my head, |
immediately know it’s him. A scream bubbles from my chest and up my throat as |
try to beat him away and—

And ...

Wheream |?

Chapter 23

| wake gulping moist air. Despite the settled mist, heat swarms my body.

Sitting up, | pant, trying to suck in enough air. Blink and orient myself. Push hair off



my forehead. Garden, Heartwood. He's asleep beside me, curled in the fairy wisps
with one arm bent under his head, the other across my lap. | haven't slept so heavily
in along time—

That dream.It felt very real. Almost like avision. And if it was ...

Moseus did it.Every hair on my body stands on end.Moseus took my memories away.
But ... no. Wait. This was adream. Every memory |’ ve had since starting my work on
the tower ... the second time ... | had while fully alert. | was definitely not fully alert

thistime. Yet my heart thunders in my chest, and my hands are just as cold and moist
asthey were before.

It's only the mist.But the thought offers little comfort. | swallow hard. Turn to
Heartwood and lift a hand to stir him, then pause.

If | tell Heartwood what | “saw”—that Moseus somehow kindled up enough god-
power to wipe my mind, and I'mwrong—what will that do to him? To Moseus, to the
tower? To me?

Y ou betrayed us.

Think, Nophe,| plead, rubbing fingers into my forehead. I'm shaking. Gods
damnation, I'm shaking, and | can’'t breathe. I'm in this beautiful haven with this

beautiful man, and I’ m utterly terrified.

What was | going to tell Heartwood? In that dream, | was waiting for him. | was
going to tell him something. What?

Did | ... did | redly betray them?



A new thought chills me to my coreWhat if | forget again?

Very carefully, | lift Heartwood’'s arm and set it beside him. Find my feet. Pace,
grateful I’d had the forethought to dress before passing out. | should just tell him.
Maybe he would know something about it ... but if he did, he wouldn’t be so chummy

with Moseus. And what if he told M oseus?

He won't if you ask him not to.But that reasoning does nothing to calm me.
Something is missing. Serpent save me, I’ m stillmissing something.

| can’t forget again.

Crouching down, | think to rouse Heartwood, to explain | need to go, to record this,
but | stop before touching him. What if it's rea? What if Heartwood confronts
Moseus, and Moseus does the exact same thing tohim?

What if Heartwood forgets me?

Deep breath in, long breath out. | can't let that happen. | won't. I'll find out the truth
one way or another, but | will not let Heartwood suffer for it.

“I loveyou,” | whisper. “I'll be back, | promise.”

Wiping mist from my eyes, | sneak from the garden, grateful for the cover of the fog,
as though Moseus might jump out at me with his cold hands at any moment.Just a
dream just a dream just a dream.

Not adream?

The mist lifts by the time | get home. After locking the door behind me, | pull out my
notes and every spare piece of parchment | can find. Grab a charcoal pencil and start,



in very tight handwriting, from the beginning.
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Pelnophe, you' ve been asked to work on the tower before. The first time Heartwood
came for you, the second time, Moseus. Heartwood is your ally. He is your
everything. If you're reading this, you’'ve forgotten, but | (you) foresaw this, so |
wrote everything down. Listen carefully.

| put my maker’'s mark—the rhombus with three lines—at the end of the sentence,
then follow it with a few facts only | could possibly know. So future me will believe
present me.

And then | write everything, every action and thought and theory, until my hand
cramps and seizes, and | hide it away in that cubby in the floor, where no one but
Salki could possibly find it. Or me.

| massage my hand as | stare out my window at the Brume Mountains, waiting for the
mists to fall. Stress squeezes my stomach too hard for me to coax any food into it,
and nothing on Tampere could possibly distract me from the issue at hand. The earth
shakes once, then twice, while | wait, as though my nerves have found a way deep
into the sail, disrupting the entire desert.

I’ve walked to the tower in the sun a couple of times before, but Moseus prefers the
mist. | don’t want to draw hisire, just in case.Please be wrong,| think as | push on my
thumb to stretch out my cramped writing muscles. | need to be wrong. But | also need
to see Heartwood and explain. He'll wonder where | went. Perhaps | should have
woken him with a sort of explanation, but my mind wasn’'t in a good space. It still
isn’'t. I'm clueless as to what words could bridge this uncertainty, but | have to bridge
something. | have to learn the truth, one way or another.



| feel the dlightest chill on the breeze before the mists foam over the peaks like the
head on a drink. | dance restlessly, waiting for the fog to stretch its hand over
Emgarden. The moment the air gets the slightest fuzzy edge, I’ m off to the tower, too
nervous to walk, too afraid to run. If my dream held any meaning, | can’t let Moseus
suspect anything is wrong. Not one word, movement, or hair can be out of place.

It's the same mindset | had in the dream, and it didn’t help me then.

The shadow of the tower pierces the mist, growing in clarity with every step. | till
have no idea how to power the machines, but I’ ve gotto work it out, or at least put on
the air of working it out. My goal is Heartwood. | pray he hasn't said anything to
M oseus about the state of my mental retentiveness.

The first floor, shadowed save for where blue-tinged light slips down the stairs in its
center, stretches quiet as a grave. The silence makes me nervous. | push the door shut
behind me, loud and steady, as | always do. | glance toward Moseus's room. The
door is gar.

| take the stairs up. The tower’ s tool bag sits at the top of it; | grab it and carry it with
me, scanning the floor. The hairs on the back of my neck rise. Heartwood's door is
shut. | head straight for it, grateful again for its oiled hinges—

He' s not here.

My nerves double over and twist in complex knots. He wouldn’t still be in the
garden, would he? Perhaps higher in the tower?

| see the room anew. I’ve sat in the alcove of that window. | brought the pink quartz
on the top of the cairn in the corner. | found it while turning new land for the crops.
Heartwood doesn’t sleep well in here; the bed is nearly as hard as the stone floor. He
prefers being outdoors.



“Are you looking for something?’

Moseus's voice behind me screams like a giant bell, with me hanging from the
clapper asit rings. | turn around, forcing myself to relax. He looks better than usual.
Lesstired, and that sets me on edge.

| need to get good at lyingright now.

“1 was hoping Heartwood could help me out with the machines.” | mentally scramble
for details, because | know Moseus will ask.

He stands at the top of the stairs, his narrow face tilted dlightly to the right, his arms
folded. The pale fingers of one long hand rest atop his sleeve.

Cold hands grab the sides of my head—

“For what, precisely?’ he asks.

| turn toward Machine Two, taking half a second to glance over it, quietly regjoicing
when something valid comes to mind. “To move the door,” | say. I’d nearly forgotten
about the seams in the wall; I'd beenso distracted at the discovery of the lift, and
subsequently the fourth and fifth floors, that | hadn’t revisited it. | realize it probably
masks the mechanics for the lift itself, but it's something | haven't fully explored. “I
want to know what’s behind there, and | thought he might be strong enough to move
it.” | search my memories, careful not to recal anything | shouldn’t know. “No
offense; you don't really strike me as one who enjoys physical |abor.”

Moseus cocks an eyebrow at me but doesn’t dispute it. His dark green eyes shift
toward Machine Two. “I’ ve tried. We both have. It'simmovable.”

Grateful for areason to move away, | approach Machine Two, set down the tools, and



trigger the mechanism to shift it away from the wall. “Maybe if | study it a little
longer | can figure it out.” | clear my throat; my voice pitches too high.Go away, go
away."It’s got to be this or Machine Five—"

| hear steps on the stairs, and Heartwood emerges. Moseus shifts aside to give him
room. Heartwood' s gaze immediately locks on me, and a mix of confusion and relief
pulls at his features. “Nophe, where—"

“Here,” | interrupt, gesturing to the hidden door behind the machine. “Thisis where |
need you, but Moseus said you already tried.” Need a reason, a good reason ...“| want
to see if | can wedge a turnscrew in here, and if not, maybe file one down to get
between the slabs of stone. Look, 1’1l show you.”

| emphasize the last words as subtly as | can, jerking my head in the direction of the
door.Play along, Heartwood, please.

| don’'t wait for him to follow, just crouch down like I’'m getting to work, praying to
any gods outside this tower that Moseus will leave. He doesn’'t. But Heartwood
approaches and crouches down beside me just as | pull my narrowest turnscrew from
the tool bag.

| don't look at him. “Say nothing while he's here,” | whisper. Plead. | hand him the
turnscrew and point out the seams. “Hmm,” | say a little louder, “They redlly are
tight. We can’t break through like you did with the ceiling?’

“We were able to find a weak spot in that floor’s integrity,” Moseus answers. “There
are no others. I’ ve spent years searching.”

Exactly how long have you been here?l want to ask, but | can’t figure out if that's
something memory-wiped Pell would say or not. I’m overthinking this, | know | am.
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“Well.” | stand. Refuse to look at either of them and plant my fists on my hips. “Give
it agood push anyway.”

Heartwood, bless him, pulls his concerned gaze from me and gives it a valiant effort.
| direct him to try pushing against different corners of the wall, then pushing more up,
more down, and so on. Thank the Serpent, Moseus gets bored and leaves, stepping
into the lift and letting it suck him up toward the top of the tower.

My strength leaves me in one great breath. | drop to the floor.

Heartwood crouches with one hand on the door. “What happened? Why did you
leave?’

“Where were you?’ | press my palms to my eyes. “I came back here to find you,

and—
“1 went to Emgarden. To find you.”

| drop my hands. Of course he did. And he had to wait for the mist. He probably took
aroundabout way to stay off the road. We passed right by each other.

| search for words. “I’'m sorry. | ... | had a disturbing dream, and | had to leave and
document everything.”

Brow furrowed, Heartwood pushes off the wall and shifts closer to me. “Dream?
About me?’



“No, about Moseus.” | pause. “You said | lost my memories at Machine Three, right?
What happened, exactly?’

He shakes his head. “I don’'t know. | wasn’t there. You ...” He pauses to swallow, to
mask the emotion. He masks emotion about as well as | lie, though that last one
seemed to fool Moseus. “Y ou started screaming. | came as quickly as | could.”

| roll my lipstogether. “Tell me everything you remember.”

He frowns but situates himself more comfortably, leaning close. “I came up the
ladder; you were backed into the machine, and Moseus was trying to calm you.
Trying to explain where you were. You didn’t know. You remembered your name,
your work in Emgarden, but not the tower, the machines, nor ... us.”

“He got there before you?’

“He was handing you tools as you worked on the machine’s core. | rushed to your
side, trying to comprehend what was happening ... | admit, it took me longer than it
should have to understand. | kept asking what was wrong, and why you didn’t know
my name.” The softest flush crosses his nose. “I panicked. Got a little physical with

you.
“Physical?’

“1 grabbed your arm. | didn’t hurt you,” he rushes to add. Swallows. “And you pulled
that knife on me.” He gestures to my pocket. “Moseus stepped between us, managed
to settle you. At your request, he took you back to Emgarden.”

“And you didn’'t?’

He glances up at me through pale eyelashes. “| wanted to. Desperately. But you were



so frightened. I’ ve ... never seen you like that, Nophe. Not then, and not now. Moseus
thought it best that he take you. And when he returned ... he withheld information
about you on my behalf, not wanting to ... disappoint me.”

“Information,” | repeat, “of my so-called betraya.”

He presses his lips together.

“1 showed you everything | have, Heartwood—"

“You haven't remembered everything yet, Nophe,” he counters, and the truth of it
deflates me. “You don’t remember pulling the knife. You said we were strangers to
you, when we called upon you again.”

“Heartwood.” Pushing myself onto my knees, | touch the side of his face. “You said
you and Moseus ... your power has dwindled, being on Tampere. You do ... plant
stuff. You're still strong. Does Moseus ... have any special abilities?’

“He cams,” Heartwood explains. “He is a peacemaker.”

| frown. “Calming someone doesn’t feel like agodly gift.”

“1 think we' ve established that your idea of godsis dightly amiss.”

Worrying my lip, | stand up, eyeing the lift, and pace a moment.

Heartwood follows. “Nophe—"

“Don’t tell him.” I’'m whispering again, though the thick stone of these walls should
mask anything | say. “Don’t tell him | remember, Heartwood. Or have you already?’
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“1 haven’t had the chance.” His eyes narrow, but he takes my hand. | squeeze hisin
return. “Nophe, what’s wrong?’

“My dream ... | dreamed that Moseus was there, at Machine Three, when | forgot.
Like ... he was the one who did it.” The way his countenance falls, | immediately
regret the words. “But that’s the thing, Heartwood. It was a dream. Every memory
I’ve reclaimed ... I’ve had them fully awake. They press into my mind like I'm
reliving them all over again. I’ve never had any come to me while | was sleeping. So
| don’t know if it's a dream, or—"

“Or not,” he finishes for me. Jaw set, he contemplates. “I have known Moseus a
while. Several years. He doesn’t possess anything that—"

The lift hums. | release Heartwood and return to the door, crouching before it just as
Moseus steps out.Cool and solid as the marble. | am thiswall.

“Nothing | do will allow us to pass the shield,” Moseus says to Heartwood, referring
to the mirrorlike substance surrounding Machine Five. “It must be up there, perhaps
in the enclosed piece projecting from the tower. Pell, | need you to construct
something to allow us passage past the silver. Perhaps | will understand something
you do not.”

| nod, running my hands over the door seams so | won't have to turn around. So my
face won't give me away, the way Heartwood’s does him. In truth, al | want to do is
bury myself in Heartwood's arms and hide my face from the world, but this fear ties
me down like the jaws of an animal trap, and—



My hand runs over that divot in the stone near the top of the door. It's shallow and
looks like a natural formation of the stone. And yet now, as | stare at it, it seems
familiar to me. I've looked at it before, in the time I’m not supposed to remember. |
trace it now as| did then.

| look at it from afew different angles, then stand and take a step back. Gasp.

| know this shape. It's not random—I’ve seen it before. It's the exact same cut, the
exact same size, as the brooch Salki wears.

“Pell?” Heartwood asks, and behind my excitement, | thank him for withholding his
preferred nickname for me.

Straightening, | turn toward the tower keepers. “I think | know how to open this
door.”

Chapter 24

Thamton calls out to me as | race by in the mist, but | can’t make out hiswords, and |
don’t stop to ask. | race to Salki’s home, thinking that with all this running, I’m going
to need to up my food rations. | pound heavily when | reach the door. “Salki! Wake

up! It's Pell!”

Another round of rapping, and Casnia opens the door with a frown. Her short black
hair is plastered to one side of her head.

“Pell,” she says simply, and doesn’t resist when | push my way in.

Salki sits up on her cot, rubbing her eyes. “Has something happened?’

“1 need your brooch.” Sheisn’'t wearing it.



She blinks at me. “My brooch? Why?’

“l1 ...” | try to think of a good reason, but my ability to lie can only stretch so far.
“This is going to sound insane, but there's a door inside the old tower with a notch
shaped exactly like that brooch.”

Salki stares at me. “Wh-What? You ... you got into the old tower?’

| sit on the cot beside her. “Don’t tell anyone, okay? | have good reasons, and | can
explain them later, but I'd love to get back there and test my theory before the mist
lifts.” 1 have no idea what connection Salki’s brooch has to the tower, but that's a
mystery | can figure out later. She most likely discovered it while tending crops, like

the sundial. Like | have with all my Ancient artifacts, pre-tower.

Casnia starts moaning, either because | woke her up or because she’s hungry. Likely
both.

Salki grabs my arm. “What’ s in there? Can | see?’

“Uh, maybe. Listen, | can’t promise anything, but | need that brooch. I'll bring it right
back.”

Salki glances over to the little table between her cot and Casnia's. “That's where al
the scraps are coming from.”

“Yes. You'll keep it a secret, right?’

She nods absently. “What door?’

“Salki.” | grasp her shoulders. “I will spill my gutsto you later. But the mists. | have
to return before they lift.”



Rising, she moves to the table and pulls out its little drawer, picking the tin brooch
from it. Holds it tightly in her hand. “You're not going to bend it or melt it down,
right?’

| leap to my feet. “I promise.”
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Somewhat reluctantly, she hands it to me. Its shape really is peculiar: one edge of it
licks up then drops into aright triangle. The body is mostly square, with atuck at the
base like the stomach of a dog. The other “corners’ are rounded, with a cutout
between them like half a keyhole. The whole thing measures about two-thirds the size
of my palm.

“Where did you get this?’ | ask.

“Entisa had it made for me.” A hint of sorrow tilts the words, but she shakes it off. “I
hate waiting for stories,” she mourns, ignoring Casnia’ s muted whining.

“Oh, | have a story for you. An insane story.” Even before, | never told her what |
was doing. | wasn’t able to.

Cold hands on the sides of my head—

Stifling a shudder, | embrace Salki briefly and head for the door. “I'll be back, I
promise. Seeya, Cas.”

Casniadoesn’t respond, and | zip back into the mists.

Both tower keepers are waiting for me when | return. At first | think to avoid
Moseus's gaze, but then | fear that’s too obvious, so | meet it withwhat | hope is a
look of triumph. And it is. The sooner | get this tower working, the sooner I'll be

done with him.

What will become of me and Heartwood, once his people are free? That concern



hadn’t surfaced before. | didn’t get this close to finishing, before.

The intense expression of hope on Heartwood's face hurts. | want to reach for him,
but | stop myself and approach the door, spinning the brooch in my hand so it will fit
in the divot.

And it does. Perfectly.

Y et nothing happens.

| hold it there a moment longer, then, chewing my lip, pull it away and brush it off.
Try again. Reverse it so the pin side lays against the stone, even though the edges
won't align, but that likewise does nothing. “I don't understand. It's a perfect fit.
Heartwood?’

He crouches beside me. | press the brooch into its matching imprint, hard, and he
shoves into the wall as he did before. The stone doesn’t budge. There are no whistles

or tones, no shifting, no reveals.

My gut sinks into my hips. | was so sure. This brooch and this impression can’t be a
coincidence!

“Let me seeit.” Moseus holds out his hand.

| passit to him, purposefully avoiding any contact with his skin.

Lips downturned, he turns the brooch over in his long fingers. Taps his fingernail
against it, even bites it. Hums deep in his throat before pressing it to the indentation,

just as | had. Heartwood and | both push, but the door doesn’t yield.

Defeated, | sink to my backside. “1 was so sure.”



“1 will trace this and create another,” Moseus says. “ Perhaps the alloy iswrong.”

He walks off with the brooch. Heartwood slumps, defeated. | take his hand in mine
and sgueeze, trying to reassure him. Then | follow after Moseus; | promised I'd return
that brooch, and | don’t want the “ peacekeeper” to insist on keeping it.

Fortunately, he doesn’t. He traces it with a graphite pencil, right onto the stone on the
far wall, multiple times and at various angles, before handing it back to me. “Don’t
lose that.”

“I won't.” The mist startsto clear. “I’m going to try something else. I'll be back.”

| have nothing else to try, but | don’'t want to stay in the tower if my presence isn't
necessary, even if Heartwood is here. Especialy if Heartwood is here. I'll dip,
somehow.

I’m still so afraid.

Pocketing the brooch, | head down the stairs and through the dim first floor. Out the
door | didn’'t close behind me. I've only taken a few steps across the dry soil outside
when Heartwood' s voice sounds quietly behind me.

“Nophe.”

My chest constricts as | turn around. He pushes the tower door shut. Between that and
the lightening mist, we have a semblance of privacy. So | encircle his waist with my
arms and press my forehead into his chest.

“I’m sorry. | know you miss her. | thought this would work.”

“We'll figure it out.” He tilts my head up, forcing me to look at him. “Are you all



right?’
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| press my lips together. Release him, but don’t step back. In as hushed a whisper as |
can manage, | say, “Don’t leave me alone with him.”

He glances to the tower. “Moseus isn’t—"

“I know,” | interrupt. “1 have no real reason. He's been your companion for so long.
He's probably comforted you during—"

“Moseus is no comfort to me.” He speaks without animosity.
| pause, waiting for an explanation.

He exhales slowly. “His abilities have no effect on me. Either because of this planet
or because of my making”—nhis godhood, he means—*he is no comfort.”

He might as well have reached down my throat and seized my heart. This whole time,
alone without Ether and without me, and he had no balm?

“Comfort doesn’'t have to be magic,” | protest.

Heartwood's lip ticks. “1 wouldn’t call it magic.” The smile vanishes. “But yes, you
areright.”

“Let me beright alittle longer,” | plead, clutching his shirt in my hands. “Don’t leave
me alone with him. Not yet.”

Somber, he nods.



“l wrote it all down,” | continue. Heartwood leans forward to catch the words. “ After
| left the garden. | wrote down every single thing | can remember, in case it happens
again. | won't forget you twice, | swear it.”

Something is missing.l wince at that spot of emptiness in my soul. But what else is
left? What am | not seeing?

Heartwood cups the side of my face. Runs athumb over my brow. The mist fades.

Standing on my toes, | kiss him, relishing his scent and his warmth for as long as |
dare. “I'll be back.” Regretfully, | pull away. Turn toward Emgarden with the sinking
feeling that | will always be here.

But Heartwood will not.

| turn the brooch over and over in my hands as | walk, barely noticing the kilometers
go by, as though | might discover something new about it. But it remains only a
worthless piece of artistic tin.

When | enter Emgarden, | steel myself with a deep breath, trying to keep my
helplessness at bay. That dream still limns my thoughts. It doesn’'t fade, like dreams
do. | wish it would.

To my relief, Salki hasn't left her home, though she's dressed for farmwork. Casnia
holds a small parasol, ready to accompany her.

My expression must give me away. “Didn't work?’ Salki asks as she accepts the
brooch from my outstretched hand. She pinsit to her shirt.

| shake my head. Lean against the doorway. “I was so sure. | don’t know what else to
do.”



She glances at Casnia, then motions me inside. Shuts the door behind us.

| fold my arms and press my back into thewall. “You'll be late.”

“They can wait a few minutes,” she insists. “Tell me more about this tower. Is that
where you were, before?’

| meet her eyes, remembering Amlynn’s claim of my comings and goings. “Before?’

“A little over a year ago, you were busy with something. Said you were working on
your tinkering. Didn’t see you very much. Like now.”

“Yeah, that's where | was.” It's such along story, and there’s so little time. Still so
few answers. “And | figured out some things. I’ m fixing that tower, Salki. But there's
a piece missing. And there’s this door, nearly invisible, in the stone. No hinges or
latches, only seams and what looks like a natural indentation that justhappensto
matchthatexactly.” | gesture to the brooch. “It fits perfectly. Same size, same shape. |
thought it was a key. But the door won't move. | can’'t be doing itwrong... there's
only so many ways a door can open.” | throw up my hands. There's so much more |
need to tell her. | stretch my hand to relieve the soreness from all the writing | did.
“You should go.”

“Thereis...,” Salki begins, thumbing her brooch, “my mother’s necklace.”
A shiver shoots down my spine. “What?’
“Don’'t you remember?’ She studies my face intently. Casnia sits on her cot, twirling

her parasol, seemingly unaware of us. “Arthen made this for me. He modeled it after
my mother’ s necklace.”
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| move toward her. How could | have forgotten? “She wore one just like this,” |
murmur. The same shape and everything, on along chain around her neck. She never
took it off.

Salki wrings her hands. “ She never told me where she got it. | don’'t think she knew,
honestly. Family heirloom? But ... maybe that would work.”

“It has to!” | grab her shoulders. “Salki, it's aperfect fit. | knew it couldn’t be a
coincidence! Where is it?” My enthusiasm falters as Salki’s face crumples. Slow,
careful, | repeat, “Salki ... whereisit?’

She sighs. Pats one of my hands. “Pell, you buried her with it.”
Chapter 25
| am the worst friend.

We wait until the mist falls again. Fewer witnesses, fewer questions. Salki comes
with me, because she claimed Entisa as her mother and Entisa claimed her in return,
and if anyone does stumble upon us, she'll be able to turn them away. | won’'t. Salki
left Casnia and her artwork with Maglon at the alehouse and followed me, wordless,
out here.

It feels wrong, that first shovelful of dirt. | apologize to Salki again, but she just
clicks her tongue, annoyed at the repetition of my regret. It's easier to be annoyed
than hurt. I’'m hurting her. I’m hurting everyone. And yet they let me, again and again
and again.



But | have to know.Something is missing, and | have to find it. This necklace is a
literal key to that.

“Why didn’t you keep it? | asked.

“Because it was hers,” Salki replies. “ She never took it off, even when she bathed. It
felt wrong to separate them.”

And yet here we are.

I’m afew decimeters down when the guilt suffocates me. | pause. “We don’'t have to
do this. There hasto be another way.”

“Just do it, Pell. Quickly. You can make it up to me by explaining it all.”

Not while | dig. At the pace I’'m setting, I'm too breathless to talk much. “Do you
remember where | pulled out that machine?’

She hesitates. “The floor in your kitchen?’

| nod, and dig.

It's not a pretty job. | don’t measure out my perimeter or shore up the sides. | just dig,
straight down to where Entisa’s head should be, my fingers cold vises around the
shovel handle. | know I’'m getting close by the smell. | grit my teeth and bear it, but
Salki moves away, facing the road, her back to me.

I’m so sorry, I'm so sorry.

| dig carefully, not wanting to skewer the decomposing body beneath its white wrap,
which the earth has turned sepia. The moment | uncover the burial shroud, | pull out



Arthen’s knife and cut into it. It takes me along moment to figure out which part of
the rotted corpse I’ ve found—the shoulder. Turning as far away as | can, | get afew
cleaner breaths of air before digging further, revealing more of the burial cloth. | cut
it away, nicking one of my fingers and then uncovering a cluster of maggots.

My stomach seizes. Swallowing bile, | rip the cloth back, finding more beneath it ...
her dress ... and—

A silvery chain.

| grabit. I'm not gentle. I’'m bathed in the stench of death, and if | don’t pass out, I'll
surely be sick. So | yank and twist the chain up. The pendant gets stuck under the
burial cloth. | hack away at it, desperate to finish, and the tin medallion comes loose,
just like Salki’ s but with a green edging like rust.

Pulling a turnscrew from my belt, | shove its narrow end into a link and twist,
breaking the chain and freeing the pendant. Then | rebury Entisa as quickly as
possible. I'm athird done before | have to scrabble out of the grave and vomit behind
the headstone. Salki, ever generous, steps over and pats my back, then crouches and
starts filling the hole with her hands. Wiping my mouth, | grab the shovel and help
her, glad | was at least able to hide the body before Salki had to seeiit.

It's afilthy job, but we finish before the mist lifts. Anyone bothering to look will see
that the soil has been disturbed. We retreat to Salki’s home and scrub filth from our
hands—me from my entire body—thenset out rosemary and dill to purge the scent of
decay from our noses. There are emilies blooming right outside Salki’ s door, but they
don’t carry a scent. Only that soft, eerie light.

“I’ll tell you everything,” | promise once I’ m dressed, Entisa’ s pendant biting into my
closed fist. “I promise.”



“Okay,” she whispers sadly, but without judgment. And | leave her there alone,
without her mother or Casnia, hoping to make it back to the tower before the mists
lift, knowing I’ll have so much to make up for when they do.

The mist has cleared by the time | arrive at the tower, Entisa’' s pendant pressing red
lines into my fingers and palm. Heartwood watches from one of the windows, and in
aflash he’'s downstairs, pulling open the doors. | half collide with him when | arrive.

“l haveit.” | heave for breath and blow sweat-stuck hair from my forehead. It hurts to
open my hand, but | show him the flat tin piece, with its square body and curious

corners.

Three fine lines form between his drawn eyebrows. “1 thought you were returning it.”
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“Not this.” | squeeze his arm before pushing past him, grabbing the hem of his shirt
to pull him with me. “Thisis different. The other was a copy.”

My legs protest every step of that winding staircase, but my heart pumps hard,
enticing them forward. Machine Two remains pulled away from the wall. | wipe
perspiration from my eyes and race to it, crouching again before that door. A new set
of hurried footsteps sounds on the stairs, Moseus has overheard the commotion and
come to see. I'm so focused | hardly think twice about him. Thisisit. | fee it in my
bones, in that hollow chasm punched through my core.

With the tower keepers looking on, | press Entisa's pendant into the subtle
indentation of the wall.

A sudden hiss of air from the hairline cracks startles me. | whip my hands back, but
the pendant sticks to the stone like it's been suctioned there. The stone door pushes
outward. A mechanism behind it groans as it dides the heavy stone to the right,
revealing a doorway one meter tall and one meter wide. Soft pink light radiates from
within.

A laugh escapes me. Heartwood whispers my name like a prayer, and Moseus
exclaims something in a language | don’t recognize. | crawl through. The revealed
chamber is small, just large enough for two adults to stand side by side. A tall, rose-
colored crystal takes up the rest.

| gape at it. It'sastal as| am, narrow at the base and flowering out at the top, cut in
clean, symmetrical lines. Translucent, dull, quiet. | press a hand to its surface. Room
temperature.



Heartwood remembers my request not to leave me alone with Moseus and enters

before the older man. His eyes and mouth are round, his movements reverent. “Is that
e

Swallowing against adry throat, | pull my hand away. “It ... it looks like the wall.”

Just like the wall. The great amaranthine wall that spans as far as the eye can see, an
insurmountable construct without beginning or purpose, other than to separate two
peoples who never knew one another.

“It is.” Heartwood's breath stirs my hair. “This is amaranthine.” He, too, presses a
hand to it, closes his eyes, and says something in his godly tongue—words far more
lyrical than whatever vernacular Moseus had uttered. | recognize a word that means
an expression of relief or wonder, but | don’t catch the rest.

When had Heartwood taught me that word?

Moseus elbows his way in, and | press back toward the door, not wanting to touch
him. He stares at the crystal, cheeks sucked tight to his teeth.

“But how did they get amaranthine for power?’ Heartwood asks.

“Maybe it was mined?’ | squat. “Look.”

There are raised conduits stemming from the base of the crystal, matching the stone
of the walls and floor around it, jutting off instraight lines and right angles into the
surrounding walls, disappearing where we can’t reach. But they go to the other

machines. I’'m sure of it.

Keeping a wary eye on Moseus's stiff back, | say, “I'll have to study it. Understand
how it works. It might react to emilies.”



Heartwood turnsto me. “Emilies?’

“The flowers that grow here. | haven't had the opportunity to investigate them, but
they function in a circuit. They provide power, for machines built to take it.” | raise
empty hands. “Perhaps this will react to them. It's worth a shot. | have some here,
from the cording | made, but they’re old, and ... | don’t think they’ll be enough.”

Heartwood says, “| don’'t think—"

“Yes.” Moseus's response is breathy but firm. “Yes, that might work. Can you get
more now, Pell?’

Heartwood shifts between the crystal and me. “If we could—"

“No, it's incomplete.” Sweat beads on Moseus's brow. “It needs to be repaired. The
emiliesare agood idea.”

Heartwood' s uncertain eyes flick between Moseus and me. “Then let me. Pell needs
torest.”

“l can do it.” | touch his hip reassuringly where Moseus can’'t see, though Moseus's
attention remains locked on the crystal. | could strip naked and sing, and he wouldn’t
notice. Still, I lower my voice so only Heartwood can hear me. “1 couldn’t slegp now
if I tried.” | chew on the inside of my lip. “Heartwood, Ether is so close. We'reso
close.”

His countenance warms. The pad of his thumb brushes my jaw, but he lowers it,
glancing at Moseus. “I'll help you.”

“We'll both help.” Moseus finally steps back from the crystal—my cue to side out
the door to avoid being crushed by bodies. “We don’'t know how many emilies it will



take. But first, Heartwood, | need your assistance upstairs.”

“l passed a few clusters of them on my way,” | offer as Heartwood, followed by
Moseus, climbs out of the hidden room. “One had over a dozen.”

Moseus nods, his dark eyes distracted. “We may need hundreds. Fresh, not the
corpses you left here.”

“We can get hundreds,” | assure him. And then the door will open, and Moseus will
leave, and my dream will be just a dream and nothing more. And Heartwood—

| can’t think about Heartwood yet. | can’'t let myself crack when we're so close.
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Knitting my ring and pinky finger with his, | say, “I'll start. I’ll pick them in
Emgarden, and you can harvest them farther out.”

Hope dances in the whites of his eyes and across his full lips. It's only a brief
goodbye, but | want to kiss him. | want to hold him for as long as | can, to make up
for our time apart, and to steel myself against our unknown future. But this discovery
trumps everything else.

Something is missing.

| push the sensation down. “I'll be back,” | promise, and hurry down the stairs,
through the shadowed first floor and out into the stark sunlight. | passed the first
cluster of emilies about two hundred meters back, not far from the road. | really
should rest, or at least get some food into me, but | coax enough energy from my
limbs to move at alight jog. Eagerness and anxiety provide my fuel.

| find a bed of ten flowers, their glow only evident when my shadow falls across
them. | kneel and, using a turnscrew to loosen the soil, dig down several decimeters
before cutting through the tough root and lifting the flower whole from its bed. | set it
aside and cut a second, a third, a fourth. When all ten are free, | loop their stems
together and hang them off my belt, then hurry toward Emgarden, to the other cluster
| passed earlier.

I’ve nearly reached them when the ground shakes so hard it sweeps my feet from
under me. | fall hard onto my right knee, skinning it. A curse tangles on my tongue as
| wait for the quake to abate, but it doesn't. It grows stronger, bucking the earth
beneath me, throwing dust into my face. Spitting, | squeeze my eyes shut, my pulse



racing throughmy veins as my body shakes back and forth in uneven intervals.
It’ sneverbeen this bad before.

When the quake slows to a rumble, | pick myself up and look ahead. People are
milling about in the streets of Emgarden. Alarmed shouts pock the air. Then, glancing
over my shoulder, | nearly lose my balance a second time.

Steam rises from the tower windows, and the giant protrusion at the topturns.

Chapter 26

It s working. The machine isworking.

Y et blood drains from my face, neck, arms, dragging me toward the now-still earth,
leaving me feeling empty and small and scared. Why? Why does my heart beat so
hard, and so shallowly?

Abandoning the emilies, | race back for the tower. The space between my lungs burns
and my thighs ache, but | hurry until | reach its doors, knotted emilies hanging from
my hip. Leaning against the right door, | push—

It doesn’t give. | lean into it again. Dig in my heels and push with both hands, but the
door stands resolute. | switch to the left door and heave with all my might, but the
doors are locked. Barred. Impenetrable, as they were before Moseus first came to my
door. Before Heartwood did.

| stumble away from the tower.Wrong, wrong, wrong.Something is wrong. Why is it
locked? Why is the tower moving? Moseus knew how to use that crystal. He

recognized it, didn’t he? But then what are the emiliesfor?

Pounding afist on the door, | yell, “Moseus! Open up! Heartwood!”



No answer.

Holding my breath, | press my ear to the door, listening. The protrusion stops turning,
and the ensuing silence pierces.

| back away and cup my hands around my mouth. “Heartwood!” | call, then
scream.“ Heartwood!”

No answer. No movement. Nothing.

| retreat a little more, checking the windows. The second- and third-floor windows
have no covering, but | see nothing. The fortress is impenetrable. | tried so many
times before its keepers opened its doors. If | could get another rope, tie it to a
wrench like before,maybel could get it through a window and pull myself up, but |
won't be able to get in—

Fingers trembling with panic, | return to the doors and bang on them again. “Moseus!
Let me—"

Be quiet. Don't let them hear you.

| choke on my own voice, chest heaving for air. That ... | know that thought. I’ ve had
it before. Here? In a doorway—

And yet the more | try to pin it down, the more ethereal it becomes, until | lose it
completely. I'm forgetting something. Something important. | crouch down, pressing
my hands to either side of my head.Think, Pell. What isit?

That dream comes up again. The dream that’s haunted me since | reunited with
Heartwood.His cold hands on me.l was waiting for Heartwood. | needed to tell him
something important. What was it?



She' sdead, either way.

Lowering my hands, | stand, vertebra by vertebra. That sinking sensation in my gut
sours and tightens.

Someone was hurt. Someone was—is?—in danger.

Swallowing, | retreat from the tower, desperately searching its windows one more
time. Heartwood wouldn’t leave me. He is stubborn and frustrating but entirely loyal.
Perhaps to a fault. Thisisn't his doing.Oh gods, please don’'t let Moseus hurt him. |
only just got him back.

Heartwood said Moseus has no power over him. But how true was that? Moseus was
supposed to be a peacekeeper. There isn't a shred of peace alive in me. But | can’t
help Heartwood. | can’'t get into the tower. Not yet.
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Skin pebbling with an internal chill, | turn from the tower and bolt back for
Emgarden, fear my only fuel.She' s dead, either way.

| sprint for Salki’s home.

People are still in the streets, looking at the tower, murmuring to one another. “I’'m
sure it was turning,” one says. Another, “It's never shaken that hard. Look how it
broke my shutter!”

“Pell, do you know?’ Frantess asks as | pass.

| shake my head and keep running, searching faces, sidestepping Amlynn and nearly
colliding with Maglon. No Salki. My shirt sticks to my back by the time | reach her
home. | don’t bother knocking.

“Salki?’ | push the door open.

She’s not here, but Casniais, sitting at their little table, drawing furioudly. | step in, as
though Salki might suddenly appear from behind a cot or within a cupboard, but
there’ s no trace of her.

“Cas.” | put a hand on her shoulder. “Where's Salki? Is she in the fields?’ | used to
know her schedule to the minute.

Cas shakes her head back and forth, scribbling so hard that her chalk breaks. She's
drawing me and Salki again, the colors off as usual, as are our proportions. I'm nearly
ahead taller in this rendition.



“Okay, I’'m going to find her.” Releasing Casnia, | head to the door. “ Stay here.”
Casniaignores me and continues coloring with anub of yellow.

| shut the door, turn for the road—

Be quiet. Don’t let him hear you.

| freeze, my hand on the door handle. This. Something before ... It was like this. No
... likethis, and | lean into the doorjamb. Bend my knees, trying to trace the memory
theway | did with Heartwood's. Like ... this. | didn’t want to be seen.

It's slipping away again. | feel it slipping. Thiswasn't right. This—

Lifting my eyes, | notice the corner of Ramdinee’'s house across the street—not
directly, but askew, set back from the road. It’s still empty; Emgarden is so small, and
no one’'s needed the building. But in the moment my eyes glimpse the edge of the
roof, my skin tingles with electricity.

There.

| don't blink. Barely dare to breathe. Cross the street, nearly running into Balfid. He
says something to me, but | ignore him.Concentrate.lt was there. | know it was.

Reaching the small house, | press my hand to its stonework. Mist. | was here during
the mist. The high mist. Came around to the only door.

Entisa’ s been so sick and so demanding. Salki’s wearing herself thin. It's the least |
can do.

Cakes.| came here for cakes, for Salki. Ramdinee made the softest, sweetest cakes—



| approach the front door. Touch the handle. Lean back against the doorjamb. Thisis
right. | was hoping she wasn't asleep, because it was dark inside. But | heard a
shuffle. | didn’t knock, did 1? | thought she' d fallen.

Depressing the latch, | push the door open afew millimeters.

It's so dark, | can barely see. Darker than the mist could ever make it. Blacker than
any shadows the closed shutters could afford. If not for the shock of white hair, |
would have missed him. | would have walked right in—

Ramdinee’s feet don’'t touch the ground. Her knees curl in, her hands clasped around
hiswrists, her eyes wide, her mouth open in asilent scream. There’ s a pit in his torso,
a dark and empty vacuity, spiraling, growing larger as Ramdinee’s skin turns ashen.
As her grip weakens.

Whatever Moseus isdoing to her, | can’t stopit. | can't fight him. | release the handle
and tiptoe away on shaky legs. Rush back to the tower. This proves my fears in the
worst of ways.

He is no peacekeeper. Heis a sucking pit of darkness.

I’m wrong. | have to be. But all of Heartwood's stories make me think of it, until |
can’'t shake the idea from my mind.

| whip my hand back from the door and press it to my mouth. Bile burns my gut. |
dide down the jamb until | sit on my backside, staring into nothing, shaking as
though struck with fever. Sick, like Ramdinee had been a year ago. So suddenly, and
then she was gone, just like that. Sick, because | couldn’t remember otherwise.

I’d gone right to the tower, but Heartwood wasn't there. | thought Moseus hadn’t
followed me, hadn't heard me, but | was wrong. He'd suspected me, just as I'd



suspected him. For so many cycles I’ d suspected him. The obsession with the tower,
the craving for darkness, little comments he’d make that tickled at lore. But | never
shared it. Thought | was losing my mind then, too.



Page 80

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 6:00 am

A shudder courses up my spine. He took my memories, just like he took Ramdinee's
soul. Sucked them into himself like some kind of inhuman vacuum. Like some kind
ofvoid.

| don’'t dare say the name out loud, though I've cursed by it more times than | can
count. Heartwood came to Tampere in search of his sister, who had joined the war
against Ruin. The god created by the inversion of the Well of Creation. A creature
that could onlytake.

Moseus is Ruin. | knew it then, and | know it now. He made me forget. | can't be
wrong, because why would he take false knowledge from me? He took it all from me,
discarded me, until realizing he needed me for his tower.

L eaning heavily against Ramdinee’ s empty house, | manage to put my legs under me.
But ... what on Tampere does the towerdo?

| blink.Ihid that cog. The one missing from Machine Two, the one | found in
Heartwood's garden. | remember it like it just happened. I'd been skeptical of
Moseus's motivations. Off things he said, his sickness, his behavior. I’d seen through
the windows thefirsttime | climbed to the protrusion. Seen that dark pit in his center.
I’d feared, but | had no proof, and | had to be careful, for Heartwood' s sake—

| had just discovered the lift. Then | found Moseus with Ramdinee ... | went to the
garden to tell Heartwood, but he wasn’t there. He was hunting the scarce deer again.
For me. | couldn’t let Moseus access the rest of the machine. | still didn’t understand
it, but | felt in my bones | couldn’t let him useit. | hid the cog in that tree. Came back
to Emgarden and borrowed Arthen’s knife. Thought | could defend myself, if needed.



| took it, and | lost it, and Heartwood kept it after Moseus pulled us apart—

“Serpent save me,” | whisper, pushing hair out of my face with quivering fingers. “I
know why | made that machine.”

And | know why | hid it under my floorboards, too. | never voiced my fears about
Moseus, butifl wasright ...

| built the machine and hid it under my floorboards so even Heartwood wouldn’t see
it. So Moseus could never know. Just in case. A few cycles later ... Ramdinee, and

then Moseus took it all from me. But | got it back. | remember, now. How?

Because he's sick,l think, and shudder.Diminished. They both are. His magic isn’'t
holding.

| sit on Ramdinee's porch for a long time, trying to sort my thoughts, trying to
breathe beneath the weight of them. When | finally stumble away, | barely see the
street in front of me. Run into Arthen. Mutter an apology and distantly wonder why

people are still in the street. The earthquake passed. The tower sitsinert.

“Look at it, Pell.” Arthen squints skyward, one hand shadowing his eyes. “What does
that mean?’

Numb, | follow his gaze. Shield my face from the sunlight—

Wait.

Cycle after cycle, the sun has beaten down on Emgarden. | know the sun like | know
my own hands. Even in the mist, one can make out its distant orb. Never hasitmoved.

But now it's moved. Only by a fraction, but it's moved, beaming from straight



overhead. And if that sundial Salki found is any indication, it will continue to move.
My gut clenches and my eyes water, forcing me to look away and blink spots from
my vision. | seethe edge of the tower over the squat homes of Emgarden.

Heartwood isin that tower.

Onething at atime. Find Salki.

| push past the crowd and dlip into her home. Casnia throws a piece of chalk and
marches over to me, her latest piece of art, colored edge to edge, wrinkled in her tight

hand.

“I’m going to the fields to find Salki.” Salki never goes to work without Casnia. At
the very least, she leaves her in the care of another. “ Stay here.”

“Member!” Casnia shouts at me.

“Stayhere,” | repeat, and turn for the door.

Casnia's feet pound on the floorboards. She grabs my shirt and huffs, jerking me
back. “No! You! You!” She shoves the drawing into my chest.

Gritting my teeth and begging the gods for patience, | inspect the drawing. It's
supposed to be me and Salki, but I’m tall and lithe with choppy yellow hair, and Salki
boasts locks of flowing red and a white dress. I've never seen Salki wear a dress in
my life. Around us are scribbles of green, and above, long lines of black with random
blue dotsin it.

“It'svery nice, Cas.”

“Sal!” She stabs her finger at the page, screeches from deep in her throat, and grabs



fistfuls of her hair.

Sighing, | set the artwork aside and gently cup her elbows. “Cam down, Cas. Big
breaths.”

“No!” she shouts at me, so loud | freeze. She snatches back the picture and shoves it
at me. “Member, Pell!”

“Member?’ | ask. “Remember?”’

Casnia dlaps her hand against the picture, each thud reverberating through my chest.
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“1 dready have,” | whisper, though Casnia knows nothing of the tower. “1’ve already
remembered. | need to find Salki.”

| start to turn, but Casnia grips my wrist and yanks me back. Her bright violet eyes
lock with mine. Shesnarlsat me.

“No.Remember,” she snaps, jerking me off balance. As | topple forward, she presses
her palm to my forehead. Heat like the moving sun shoots through skin, muscles, and
bone.

And | remember.
Chapter 27

| duck under the bough of a tree, into the little grove that Cas raneah indicated.
Twilight deepens the colors of the sparse wood, highlighting the cluster of green and
pink emilies growing nearby. She's already here; Cas isn't one to be late. Gauzy
fabric hangs off her shoulders, and her long, messily plaited hair cascades over one
shoulder. She comes to life when she sees me, crossing the way so swiftly she barely
gives me space to enter the small clearing.

“What?' | ask. “What now?’

She looks up at me with her vibrant purple eyes. “We're going to lead it here.” She
speaks in Thestean, one of the languages of the gods.

“1t? Ruin?’ | sputter in the same tongue, and she hisses for my silence. “Y ou want it



to come to Tampere?’ | grab atree branch as the Serpent moves, rumbling the ground
beneath our feet. The glowing emilies recede back into the earth asiit does.

She nods. “It’s a newer world. Less known, and safer. Unpopulated.”

“Wepopulate it, Cas.” Our city has grown since the goddess's last visit. We have
mills and forges and an apothecary. A second cistern, even a small courthouse. Our
people aren't as numerous here as in other places, but we're thriving, building,
growing, learning. That's what she and the greater godsaskedus to do. It's why they
created us.

But Cas raneah shakes her head. “It has to be here. Ruin doesn’'t know this place, not
yet. It'ssmall and new; your Serpent hasn’t even shed it yet.”

| gawk at her. “What?’ Step back and look at the ground I'd just been standing on, as
though it might open awindow into the planet’s core. “It’s still here?’

She gestures to the emilies. “Where the flowers grow, the Serpent spins. | will—"

“You moved us to a gods-damnedunshed planet?” So many more words fight to
climb up my throat, but only afew nonsensical syllables make it past my tongue.

Holding up radiant fingers, she stalls me. “It’s perfectly safe—"

“No wonder we get so many tremors.” | knit both hands into my hair. “Our whole
city could fall when it sheds—"

“The Serpent does not destroy what it so laboriously creates.” The edge to
Cas'raneah’ s voice warns me of her thinning patience, though in truth, she should be
more concerned about mine. “1 will rehome—"



“Thisis our home.” | switch to the Ancetti language without meaning to. The
language my people formed for ourselves.

She frowns. “And Elet’ avar was your home before this.”

“That’ s not fair.”

“You complain about the Serpent and then refuse to leave it?" She clasps her fingers
under her chin, pleading, and steps closer. The top of her head only comes to my
sternum. “None of this isfair, Pelnophe. There will be no Tampere, no Elet’ avar, if
we don’'t stop Ruin. We can't destroy it—we haven't figured out how. But we can
imprison it. Far away from the other worlds. Here. |1 know I’'m asking you to leave
your city—we will imprison it far away. Preserve your city, if we can.”

| scoff. | don’t want to share a world with the Devourer, no matter how they build its
prison.

“Ruinisold and powerful,” she continues. “We need your magic to seal it.”

| gawk at her, waiting for the punch line, but none comes. A cool breeze blows gold
hair into my face; | swipe it back. Time to hack more off, | guess. “It isn’t magic,” |
explain. Again.

But the goddess merely smiles. “To Ruin, it will be.”

Cas raneah hesitantly peeks into the small vat. I've set it up in the camp that our war
party—for lack of a better term—has established in the middle of nowhere, halfway
between our evacuated city and the location the gods selected for Ruin’'s prison. But

simple bars and stone will not hold the Devourer.

She, Arthen, and | crouch around the steel pot on its little burner, watching large



bubbles form in the thin, liquid silver below. It casts a soft glow, almost like that of
the emilies, against the sides of the vat. “It's that brine silver | discovered when we
moved out here” | explain. Cas'raneah splits her time between Tampere and the
battlefront itself; | haven’'t seen her in amost fifty of Tampere's days. “That shiny
stuff at the bottom of those salt pots?”’

“You went in there?” she asks. “Are you hurt?’

“l usedmagic.” | wiggle my fingers, which earns me an eye roll. The salt pots are
filled with variations of blue and green boiling liquid. | don’t know what the World
Serpent did or ate that created such a phenomenon in its skin, but it’s unsafe to touch
bare handed. Nothing a drainage system and excavator can’'t handle.
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“There isn't much of it,” | add. “It’s a rare substance. | was studying it, doing some
experimental metallurgy with heat and aluminum chromate. Look.”

| stick my hand right into the silver.
“Pell!” Cas raneah grabs my wrist and pullsit out. Arthen laughs.

“It's only warm,” | assure her, watching the bright, silvery liquid drip off my hand
and back into the pot. And it's only warm because of the burner. Otherwise, | can’t
even tell my hand was wet, that’s how low its density is. “Look how thin it is, and
you can't see through it. It's reflective. | wonder if we can’t utilize this somehow.
Privacy, camouflage—"

Cas'raneah pokes a bead of silver as it runs down my forearm, then gasps and whips
her hand away. For a moment, | think she’'s joking—trying to get back at me for
scaring her with the pot. But she cradles her hand. Burns swell over her radiant, godly
skin. A blister startsto form on her fingertip.

Arthen and | both stare. I’ ve never seen a wounded god before. | don’t think he has,
either.

“C-Cas.” | check my hand for silver residue before reaching out. “I’m sorry, | didn’t
know—"

“What is this made of, again?’ she asks, awince still pinching the corners of her eyes
as she studies the wound.



“A handful of things. | can get you alist.”

“How much can you make?’

| hesitate.

Arthen draws a hand down his golden beard, which is even longer than Cas'raneah’s
hair. “You want it as a weapon.”

She nods. “If it can hurt me, it can hurt it.”

Ruin, she means.

“Not alot.” | hate dampening her budding hope, but | have to be honest. “The brine
silver israre, hard to find.”

“How much?’ Cas presses.

| glance at Arthen. “If we dig outallthe salt pots ... seven, maybe eight thousand
liters.”

Cas'raneah curls her finger into her fist, hiding it from us. “ The amaranthine won’t be
enough.”

| catch where she's leading. Amaranthine is a strange substance the gods alone can
create. It's pale pink in color, aimost like glass inits smoothness, but harder than
tempered steel. Unbreakable, as far as | know. And incredibly difficult to make. It
takes a lot out of the immortals, taxes them like little else does, but it also replicates
their power, their essence. It would make a fantastic battery, if | can ever convince
any of them to give me some.



They’re building Ruin’s prison out of it.

“Y ou want to flood the prison with this ... silver.” 1I’'m going to need a better name for
it.

She claps her hands. “Flood it, line it, whatever you can give me. Another line of
defense.”

“It won’t be enough,” Arthen comments, eyes unfocused. “We'll need more.”
Cas'raneah peersinto the vat. “We'll need more. But thisis a start.”

“1 know how to do it.”

My eagerness to get to the stump-table in Arthen’s forge alerts the others—Maglon,
Salki, and Cas'raneah. With chalk and a slate, | draw agiant circle, then asmaller one
within, scribbling in adiagram I’m sure only | can read.

“Cas had a point. Thisworld is new. Tampere' s Serpent hasn’t moved on yet.” | stab
chak into the smaller circle. The first World Serpent was made by the Well of
Creation, but its children continue to populate the heavens, expanding the universe
and life within. One of those children is adding its last touches to Tampere. | sketch a
great fork cutting through the first circle to the second. “So what if we trapped it
here?’

Salki pusheslong red hair from her face. “ Come again?’

“l don’'t understand,” Cas raneah says. She hovers a foot off the ground to better see
my diagram.

“Becausethis.” | draw a sun symbol to the left of the diagram and circle it three times.



“The planet turns with the motions of the Serpent. Ruin is, above all else, avoid god.
A creature created from lack, the inversion of the Well. It draws its powersfromlack.”
| turn to the goddess. “You said the prison wouldn’'t be enough, even with the
amaranthine and the acetic silver. Thiswould be enough.”



Page 83

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 6:00 am

“It draws strength from darkness,” Cas raneah murmurs, fixed on the date. “From
coldness. Emptiness.”

“From night,” | agree, marking the right side of the diagram with anX. “If there is no
night, then Ruin has no fuel.”

“Interesting.” Arthen rubs the roots of his long beard. It hangs nearly to his knees,
Used to beto his ankles, before it caught at the forge and ignited. Again.

“It can still feed, though.” Salki turnsto Cas'raneah. “Can't it?”’
The goddess meets my gaze. “It would limit Ruin, yes, but not destroy it. Should it
escape by some chance, it would need only reach the dark side of the planet to regain

its strength.”

“That's the gods problem,” | spit, ruffled by even the dlightest push against my
genius. “Your army capturesit, and we'll imprison it. Weaken it.”

Cas'raneah purses her lips. “Y ou won't survive. We'll ruin this planet.”
“Pun not intended.” Maglon winks.

His humor dies before reaching anyone else. “We were going to leave, regardless,” |
say, still chaffing at the idea.

“No.” Salki knits her hands together as though in prayer. “We should stay. If this
works, wemuststay. We can’t |eave such a prisoner to its own devices.”



Silent agreement spreads through us. “We'll need help.” | fold my arms tightly across
my chest. “The sun will burn out the land. We'll need something to cool it.”

“We'll figure that out,” Maglon assures me.

“What if it escapes?’ Cas'raneah flexes her long fingers. “What if it finds this
machine?’

“Through the amaranthine and the acetic silver? Through perpetual daylight?’ |
counter, but Cas'raneah only frowns. The longer the war stretches, the more she
doubts ... everything. “We build the machine far away,” | offer. “As far from its
prison as we can get.”

“Without touching the night?’ she counters.

“As far as we can get,” | repeat, because it's the only answer | have. “And we'll
guard it. Plus the amaranthine. Plus the acetic silver.”

The goddess rubs her arms.

“We'll do what we can,” | offer. “We can house the machine in a fortress and
physically guard it ourselves. We just need something to power it.”

After along hesitation, she nods. “Do it, then. I’ ll sort out the rest.”
The work is merciless. Constantly pumping the bellows at the forge, tinkering,
assembling, planning. Little to eat and even less sleep, but the war is nearing its peak,

and the universe shudders with it. Ruin will destroy everything, if given the chance.

The machine is enormous. It has to be, to trap a creature one can call agod in its own
right. The Serpent cannot leave; its turning, its feeding, keeps the planet rotating.



When it leaves, the power of its exit, along with the laws of the universe, will
continue Tampere' s rotation. Set it, leaving us no mode to stop it. Which means the
Serpent has to stay. We have to imprison it, along with the Devourer. We can fathom
no other way. Not in such limited time.

And so we erect the machine. Build it in five pieces, with redundancies, for a single
failure could shatter everything. War affords no mistakes.

“And this will do it?" Cas'raneah asks, looking at the half-built monstrosity beneath
the light of stars.

Raising a forearm to ssimulate the planet’s crust, | thrust my opposite hand behind it
and clench my fist, mimicking the machine's underground claw. “Just like this,” |
promise. “The drill will do most of the digging. It will be quick, if we can feed it

enough power.”

“The planet will stop, and we'll cage Ruin in the sun.” She sounds unsure, but
Cas raneah seldom thinks in absol utes.

“We need a power source.” Amaranthine is our best bet.

“I know.” The irritation in her voice isn’'t directed toward me. We're al exhausted.
“I’ll deliver it soon. A few of the others will help me.”

My hacklesrise. “I thought you weren't telling others about this.” We can't risk word
getting out to Ruin. We haveone chance.

“They’'re trustworthy.” She looks heavenward, sudden nostalgia softening her
features. “1 can’t do it alone. | am not the Well.”

| sigh and nod, though she doesn’t see it. But if a goddess herself is this concerned, |



don’t know what chance the rest of us have.
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We've nearly finished the tower; its walls and floors align snug and tight. Hagthor
and Amlynn are fantastic architects; no one will be able to get through the fortress by
the time she’'s done with it, though | worry that the speed at which we erected it will
create problems, so | put in extra fail-safes. Arthen thinks they’ re awaste of time, but
Cas'raneah’s fear pushes me to be thorough. Hide the amaranthine crystal behind a
door and entrust its only key to our most discreet citizen. Block off the top three
sections of the machine, with a hidden lift for maintenance, and a trapdoor in the
shaft for floor three. | make it so all five parts of the machine can disconnect, and we
have enough acetic silver to coat the topmost piece.

Now | have plans on a giant piece of parchment stretched out between our group.
Again Cas'raneah hovers to see over ourshoulders, for whatever reason, our gods
made us taller than themselves. At least, taller than the ones I've met. “We'll snatch
the Serpent at the last possible moment.” | point to the outline of the machine and the
great folded claw attached to the drill. “We can’t tip off Ruin or any of its spies.”

“How will you know where it is?” Cas raneah chimesin. “When to do it?’

“The emilies.” | lift my head to point them out, but none are growing here. “That’s
how the Serpent feeds.” The powerful buds suck sunlight down through their deep
roots and into the Serpent itself, which feeds aimost like a plant would. “There's a
pattern; the Serpent makes a complete rotation every twenty-six hours. The flowers
follow its path. When the flowers return here’—I point toward the tower—*we act.”

The heavens thunder, the ground groans, the stars fall. The gods have brought their
war to Tampere.



| know when Ruin arrives. Unholy darkness swallows the night of his coming. Our
lanterns and motor-powered lights barely pierce it. The darkness is a physical thing,
like dust or breath.

Maglon turns on the fog emitters early, thinking they’Il mask our work. They don’t
quite align with the movements of the sun, but if this works, that won’t matter.

When the sun dawns, | ready myself at the tower. We complete the machine. It's
massive and functional and the most beautiful thing I’ ve ever constructed. Would be
even more so, if we'd had the time. | wait, poised at the top of the tower, but the
signal doesn’t come. Ruin istoo powerful.

It devours. A scout reports an enormous crater, kilometers from Emgarden, but
whether the earth was eaten or merely crushed by the power of gods, we can’t be
sure. The forests begin to decay. Animalssense the wrongness of the void god's
presence and flee as the vegetation curls and withers. We stay, waiting, ready.

The wait hurts. | can't leep. My muscles are in a constant state of winding, ready to
spring a a moment’s notice. Fear sours my belly. What if it doesn’t work? What if
Ruin catches on and flees? What if the gods can’t pin it down? What if itwins?

“Then we'll all be dead, and it won't matter,” | tell Salki callously over thin soup. I'm
terrible at comforting, and she knows it. She shouldn’t have asked. It's an unfair
thought, but | have to be unfair. If | dwell on our demise when our people have only
just begun, | will unravel. | need to keep myself together. | need this machine to
work.

The planet rocks the day they seize the Devourer.

Our small shelters collapse. Dying trees topple, canyons open, mountains jut, and a
shrill whistle sings out across a pale sky—the gods' call.



They have it, and the emilies thrust up through the soil, drinking in sunlight, marking
the path of the Serpent.

Almost as soon as the signal sounds, the darkness spreads. It rushes from the land far
to the west, spreading out in patterns like broken glass, black and sinking and
sucking. Entire rock formations crumble atop it as it passes. Brush turns brittle and
collapses beneath its own weight, and the darkness pours into Emgarden.

My people panic and run, some not quickly enough. | watch Hagthor fall to it. Watch
his body gray in an instant, his eyes dissolve in their sockets, his hair fall from his
head. He never screams, only shrivels and wanes until there' s nothing left of him.

We are not gods. We retreat.

| desperately seek out Salki, Arthen, but there' s no time to search, only to sprint for
our lives. | don’'t know how long it will take for the gods to strip Ruin enough to
imprison it; 1 only know that it will consume everything within its reach while they
try. Maybe even the Serpent itself.

The tower.

My lungs burn. The garage has fallen; there’ s no time to free the off-world transports.
| have only the legs the gods gave me, and if they’ re not enough, then we all fail.

| bolt for the tower, sprinting on my toes, pumping my arms with the silent plea to
move faster, faster,faster. The heavens thunder and darken as | reach the heavy doors
and haul them open, slipping into the darkness of the tower.

My long legs take the stairs three at a time. To the open door of the power source. |
trace the hidden runes at its base, and the rose-colored crystal burns to life.
Backtracking, | push the door seamlessly flush with the wall, then cover it with the



second part of the machine. Only Entisa will be able to open it now, if the universe
wills that she survives.

Up, up, up to the top of the tower, to the master engine | created with my own hands.
Through the acetic silver that harmlessly cascades over me. | drop the turbine into
position and throw my weight into the lever. The tower rumbles and spits, venting
hissing steam through its windows. My body vibrates as the drill surges through the
crust, and | grip the machine with golden knuckles blanched white to keep my
balance. When the claw hits, the machine bucks me off, throwing me back through
the acetic silver and into the wall. My vision blackens for a moment, but my mind
stays dert, and | push onto my feet as the tower jerks north, then east, as the Serpent
triesto free itself.

Wedid it.The movements still. The claw struck true.

The machine settles, steam dissipating. With the clamp released, the Serpent within
the planet will be unable to turn. We' ve locked Ruin’s prison in perpetual day.

But | have to guarantee it.

Pinching my lips together, for it pains me to destroy what I’ve created, | drop to the
fourth floor and start pulling parts free, dislodging gears, cutting wires. Down
through the tower, | destroy the mechanisms that brought us hope, each a little more
than thelast. | crush, dislodge, tear, scatter. Cut and tear out the cording that links its
parts. The machine will hold, but it will never againrelease.

| stumble out of the tower, the sun frozen two hours from its zenith, but a brighter
light bursts beneath it, a star exploding outward with the power only a goddess can
possess, and | know instantly that it's Cas raneah, come to initiate the machine
herself if she hasto. But I'm still here. We're still here.



Should it escape by some chance, it would need only reach the dark side to regain its
strength.

Realizing what she's doing, | stumble at the blaze of light, my strength gone. “Oh,
Cas.” Not this. Not you, too.
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Her power bursts from her in a cascade of amaranthine. It sweeps the land, growing
and burning and hardening into a wall that seems to stretch on forever, that surely
encircles the continent in its entirety, an impenetrable guard to keep any from
climbing it and reaching to the cold abandon on the planet’s other side.

And then shefals, lifeless, toward the earth.

“Cas!” | shout. | try to run, but my weary body falters. | fal to palms and knees,
scraping them on the rough soil. Pushing up, | limp forward, desperate to reach her—

Ruin’'s black tendrils fade to little more than a shadow of gray. I'm so desperate to
reach Cas that | don’t even notice when | cross one. But | fedl it. Immediately, | feel
it.

It doesn’t devour me, as it did Hagthor. Ruin istoo weak. But even as it sinksinto its
prison, the Devourer consumes. My dwindling strength leaches out through the soles
of my feet. The golden glow seeps from my hair and skin. My bones shrink. As the
sun-bright sky blots to darknessin my vision, | collapse.

And | forget.

Lids scrape over my dry eyes, and mist-strewn sunlight fills my vision. With a groan,
| push myself up. My blood feels made of grit, and my skin, cracked leather. | take a
moment to gain my bearings. Where am 1? Why do | feel like this? Ugh ... my head

feels like the clapper of a giant bell.

Someoneis crying.



Picking myself up—it takes a few tries—I teeter toward the sound. | think it's a child
at first, but when | find the source in the hazy fog, it's a small woman, curled up on
herself, her dark hair falling over naked back and shoulders.

| crouch in front of her. “Are you okay?’

She blubbers alittle longer. “No,” shewails. “No, no, no ...”

“What’ s your name?”’

She doesn't seem to understand me. She squirms from my touch, sobbing and
muttering choppy nonsense. | stay with her along while. | have so little energy. But
eventually | hear other voices, more clear and precise, more intelligible, elsewhere in
the fog. Voices | know, somehow, but can’t quite place. | try, and ... lose my train of
thought.

“Here.” Standing, | offer my hand. “Let’s find you some clothes.” My own hang off
my frame; my trousers barely stay up. “Better to cry where it’s safe than out here.”
Whereverhereis.

It takes some goading, but | convince the naked woman to take my hand. Her body
spasms a few times, then allows me to lead her toward the others. She drags her feet
and mumbles under her breath, but | catch part of it.

“Cas... neeee.” She shudders and tries again. “Casss ... neeeel”

“Isthat your name?’ | ask, but she doesn’'t reply. Doesn’t seem like she’s ableto, like
her mind is elsewhere, connected to her body by only a thin string. After a few more

attempts, she says, “Nial”

“Casnia,” | supply for her, and she doesn’'t object. “I’'m ..."” It takes a moment for me,



too. “Pell. Pelnophe. I'll help you, okay?’

She stumbl es then, dropping into the dirt as though her strength has left her entirely. |
have alittle left, so | carry her the rest of the way.

Chapter 28

My forward momentum sends me colliding with the old planks of Salki’s floor. |
catch myself with my free hand and fall onto my hip. Casnia releases my other and
fallsinto a heap beside me.

Just like before.

“Cadl” | cry, rivers streaming from my eyes.Rivers.l remember rivers. Oh gods, |
remember rivers and trees and night and stars andCas raneah. | roll her onto her back
and smooth hair from her face. | barely recognize her like this. She's so changed, so
... mortal.

She gave everything to create that wall. She pulled the power for it right from her
mind, right from her soul. Left her like this, but it didn’'t kill her. Thank the Well it
didn’t kill her.

But she couldn’t tell me. She lost herself to the confines of her own prison.

“Cas. Cas.” Hovering over her, | pat her round cheeks. “Cas raneah, can you hear
me?’ | pull back one of her eyelids; her iris rolls back. | check her pulse. Heart
beating. Still breathing. But she doesn’t wake, no matter how hard | shake her. “Cas!”
Tears hit her collar and my knees. “Cas, I'm so sorry, I’'m so—"

Serpent save me, Ifixed the damn machine. Tampere's World Serpent is free and
turning. We're heading into night, and it will only take about six hours for



Moseus—for Ruin—to reclaim his true power.

How did it escape? How did it obtain a physical form and reach the tower?

Arthen pushes open the door just then. “What—" Seeing us, he rushes to
Cas'raneah’ s side. “What happened? | s she okay?’

Oh, Arthen.He's so different from how he used to be. So much smaller, weaker.
Aged. We used to be so much more. Strong, tall, golden. Halfway to gods. All of us,
and Ruin took it from all of us. Devoured our shadows of divinity as it was sucked
down into itsterrestrial prison.
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“She fell.” | wipe my eyes. | remember, but Arthen doesn’t. Casnia gave the last of
herself to make meremember, and she had nothing left to give. “I don’t know if she'll
wake up thistime, Arthen.”

“Thistime?’ helifts his eyes, then pauses. Blinks. “P-Pell?’
Lifting the collar of my shirt, | catch stray tears. Arthen’s never seen me cry before—
“What happened to your hair?’ he asksinstead. “Your ... eyes?’

“What do you mean?’ Panic leaks in with my renewed understanding. | rise to my
feet, turning, spying a metal spoon on Salki’s table. Rushing to it, | pick it up and
peer into the convex side. My lips part.

| expect to see my old self, to see eyes and hair turned gold. But no—my brown hair
has darkened to jet black, and my eyes ... my eyes are a brilliant violet,just like
Cas'raneah’s.

In that moment, staring at my warped reflection, | understand how Ruin did it. Why
Moseus and Heartwood look so similar. The paleness, the green eyes, the
hair—they’re not features of his people. Of gods or otherwise. They’'re all features
of Heartwood.

Cas'raneah gave her power to me and subsequently changed my appearance. When
Heartwood came here looking for his sister, Ruin must havestolen his. It had nothing
to do with the planet. The only curse upon Tampere is that bastard locked insidemy
tower.



Moseus needed Heartwood. The forest god was his damned battery, but he wasn’t
enough—thus Moseus's sickliness. The dried-out copse of wickwoods, the ruined
row of crops ... Moseus must have been siphoning life from them in attempts to hold
on to his stolen form. He needed Heartwood to remain physical, and he needed me to
fix the machines. But in six hours, he won't need either of us anymore.

| can't do thisaone. | never could.

“Get her to the bed,” | shout, storming toward the door. “And get everyone to the
alehouse,now—"

| run right into Salki, nearly knocking her over. But she steadies herself, her eyes
round as ball bearings. She, too, is adiver of her old self. Her short hair grayed, her
body wrinkled, her stature small—

She's holding a stack of papers.Mypapers. The ones | hid under my floor. The ones
with my hundreds of paragraphs of what happened to me, should | forget a second
time.

I’'m relieved. 1t will make the rest that much easier.

“Salki, I’'m ready to explaineverything. To everyone,” | promise. “And | need you to
help medoit.”

The table | stand on in Maglon’s alehouse creaks with my movement as | address the
crowd. Everyone is here but Casnia, who still lies unconscious but has been deemed
stable by Amlynn. People fill the pub, and they’ve left the doors open to
accommodate more bodies. Farmers and craftsmen alike sit hip to hip on the bar.
Every chair is taken, every disbelieving eye on me. Had they not seen the tower and
the sun move, had Casnia not overlaid her colors on me, they never would have
believed my story. But these are three witnesses that something has changed, and so



the crowd listens, albeit with athick air of skepticism.

When I'm done explaining, Frantess says, “So you want us to believe thatweare
Ancients, and we forgot because Ruin itself lives on the planet? But you remember
becauseCasniaof all people cast some sort of spell on you?’

“Casnia was changed by the war. We all were,” | repeat, struggling to keep a hold on
my temper. | could call salt salty and she would disagree with me. “I don’t have time
to debate it with you. Salki?’

Salki, in the doorway, turns away from the crowd. She's checking the sundial, which
she had lain in the street. “Five and a half hours,” she reads.

“That’s how much time we have before Ruin returns to his full power.lItsfull power.”
It's hard for me to think of the Devourer as anything buthim—Moseus. “| need help.
We have to get into that tower.”

“We' ve never been able to get into that tower, Pell.” Arthen works his hands.

“We've never gotten the whole of Emgarden to try,” | retort. “Do you not
understand? Ruin will destroyeverything, and it won’'t stop with Tampere. | can’'t give
your memories back to you, | can only tell you what | know, both before and after
this happened!” | gesture to my changed self. “Don’t you wonder why we don’t have
blood parents, or children? Why none of us can remember a place before Emgarden?’
| stop to rub a throbbing spot on my brow. “If nothing else, there’s an enormous
amount of metal in there. Enough to supply us for along time. Let greed entice you, |
don’t care. But Ineed help.”

The crowd grows silent. My gut knots.

“Arthen, you had the longest, most annoying beard.” The table creaks as | lean



toward him. “Y ou would never cut it. You accidentaly lit it on fire al the time. And
Balfid’—I twist toward the farmer—"you were the size of an ox. You thought the
gods liked you the most because of it, but you were lazy asarock.”

“Hey!” he protests.

“Amlynn”—I find her in the crowd—"*you were an architect, and a healer. You
aways have been. But you were also a brewer, and you' d come up with all sorts of
weird potionsin what | considered a very obvious attempt to impress Maglon.”

Amlynn’s face brightensto aripe shade of red.

| turn again. “Maglon, that scar on your back isn't from afall, it's from a horse. We
used to havehorses. Gethnen used to sing late into the nigh ... the mists. He could
make up a song on a whim and neverlose his meter. Frantess, you were so young, so
new, so intrigued by the world around you. So gods-damned annoying, too.”

A few chuckles echo across the room.

“Thamton.” | scan the room and find him in the corner. Oddly enough, emotion
chokes my words. “You were the oldest of us. The first. You helped us find
ourselves, our purpose, especially once the war started and called away our makers.”
| swallow, trying to regain my composure as | search the doorway. “And Salki, you
have been and always will be my best friend and greatest supporter. Ruin took so
much from you, and yet somehow you still find it in yourself to forgive, even when
I’m narrow-minded and selfish. I’ll make it up to you, somehow.”
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| don’'t have time to single out each one of them, but | do make eye contact with
every person who allows me.

“1’m going to the tower. | know more—remember more—than | did before. We built
that tower; we can tear it apart again.” Fists clenched, | continue, “I would like to
believe I’ ve never done anything that would lead any of you astray. | want to believe
I’ve earned your trust. Thisisalot. | wouldn’t believe me, either. But help me for the
next six hours, and I'll be in your service for the rest of my life.”

“Can't wejust,” Balfid treads carefully, “turn off the machine?’

“No, we' d have to re-employ it, and the Serpent won’t return for twenty-three hours,
It'll be too late.” | take a deep breath. “Everyone needs to bring a lamp. I’ll answer
any other questions on the way. Now move.”

The folk closest to the table scoot back to allow me to jump down. | start toward the
door, then turn back and, standing on a chair, pull the clock from the tavern wall.
With it under my arm, | push my way to the door. | will do this by myself, if | have
to. I'll fail, but I'll try.

The sun has passed its zenith, warning me of my dwindling time. | need to run. | must
hurry. Too many lives are at stake.

Salki, bless her, fallsinto step beside me. She says nothing. She doesn’t have to. But |
do.

“1 need you to run back to my house and get the machine in that nook.” | hand her the



emilies |ooped through my belt. “Then I’ll tell you my plan.”

She nods and runs ahead.

We pass a house, then another. I’ m about to break into a sprint when footsteps behind
me signal the arrival of Maglon, followed by Balfid and Gethnen. Behind them,
Arthen runs from the alehouse. A few more follow him, and then afew more.

| grin at the blossom of hope opening in my chest. | might not have won over all of
Emgarden, but | will have enough.

| see it before we reach it. Hope it's a trick of the moving sun. Memories aside, it's
been alongtime since | saw the natural rise and fall of daylight. | need that empty spot
at the base of the tower to be a shadow and nothing more.

Arthen slowsfirst. “What ... isit?

“A hole?” Maglon guesses.

Even before, | was never part of the war. I'm not a soldier. Even if | were, | couldn’t
fight amidst gods. Mortality binds my life to physical form, to gravity. | never saw
Ruin with my own eyes, before it took the shape of a wayward forest god and settled
into this tower.

Heartwood, I’'m coming.l take solace in the fact that Moseus still needs his battery
alive. For the next five hours, anyway.

| approach the dark spot where the doors used to be, stopping ten paces back. It hurts
my eyes to look at it—a two-dimensional rift in a three-dimensiona world. It has no
true color, just endlessness, darkness, eternity, a void, a gap in reality where nothing
Isnor can be. Just large enough to engulf the heavy double doors into the tower.



Ruin siphoned Heartwood's strength to take the form it has now, but to create
something like this should have drained Moseus immensely. But Moseus is smart. So
long as nothing disturbs him orthis tower, all he has to do is sit around meditating for
five hours and he'll have everything he wants.

Meditating.He never drew his strength from peace, but from lack. That sheltered
room was an artificial night, but never enough to truly heal him.

“Canweclimb it?’” Salki asks, my little machine in her hands. She wrings the frame.
Arthen responds, “I’ve tried before.”

“Ladder?’ Balfid suggests.

“Windows are too narrow,” Maglon says.

Crouching, | close my eyes and work my brain. | can do this. | helpedbuildthe damn
thing. Does it have another weak spot, outside that apparent gap between floors two

and three?

| would reprimand whoever constructed that floor, if | could recall who it was. Then
again, they wouldn’t remember, either.

Frantess throws a rock into the void. It makes no landing, no sound. Amlynn grabs
her elbow and pulls her away.

“Y our tools won’t work, Arthen?’ Salki asks.

He must have shaken his head. | hear no other answer.

“There's no back entrance?” Maglon shuffles, like he's going to walk around the



tower to see. Asif in al these years, we' d never bothered to check.

“Maybe if we throw in enough,” Thamton calls from the back, “that blankness will
fill in?’
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“And then what?" asks another. “Can we dig under it?’

“No,” Salki answers. She’'d know. She read it in my book.

“l say we still build aladder,” Balfid says.

“Or ... ahook? To open adoor?’ Frantess suggests.

“What door?’ Frustration leaks into Arthen’ s voice. “Thereis no door!”

Build,l think as sweat drips from my temple. The mist should be coming any time
now. Except—

| shoot to my feet so quickly it makes me light-headed. “I’ ve got it. But we need to go
back to Emgardennow. Arthen, can you run?’

His eyes widen, but he nods.

“Good.” And | take off for the town.

Back at Arthen's forge, half the water | chug spills over the front of my shirt, but |
don’t care. | toss the bladder aside and finish my slapdash sketch. “Like this. | need
you to make this as fast as you can. It needs to be thin and light.”

He stares at the crescent-shaped sketch. “1t’ |l be brittle—"

“1 only need to use it once. Go! Balfid, help him.”



Frantess, Maglon, and Salki come huffing through the falling mist, carrying my rover
between them.

“Right here!” | bark, pointing to the opposite end of the forge. They oblige. Amlynn
comes with my tools. | pull her over to help. If she had her memories back, this
would go so much swifter, but we have what we have, and only four and a half hours
to get this done.

“Hex turnscrew.” | hold out my hand. Amlynn shuffles and hands it to me. Salki
returns a moment later with a lantern. “Wrench. Thamton, see that gear over there?
It'saflywheel. Bring it to me. With the—yes, that. Just bring it al.”

With a heave | turn the rover over and pull apart its belly, wiping sweat from my
eyes. Frantess hands me abladder. | drink half of it, then dump the rest over my head,
desperate to cool off. “Make sure the others are drinking,” | insist without looking up
from my work.

“Sprocket,” | say, and Amlynn hands me one. A few minutes later, Frantess hands me
a strip of dried meat and a bar of grain. | thank her and chew while | work. “Hold
this.”

Amlynn puts her hands on the dlide head. | tighten the prongs holding it, then use
screws to make a crude shaft for steering, though I'll have to depend on the
distribution of weight for tighter turns.

“1 need water,” | say to no onein particular. “A lot of water.”

Footsteps vanish from the forge as Arthen fills the room with blistering heat and the
pealing of his hammer.

| connect a makeshift piston and seal up the rover's belly. It won't last long, but |



only need a couple of hours. More than that and we'll be doomed, anyway.

Amlynn helps me right the thing, and | make my final adjustments. Water arrives,
and | fill the cylinder with as much as it can hold, then fasten another bladder atop it.
I'll cut it loose if it weighs down the machine too much. | wedge the clock and my
tool bag between the two.

“Mag, help Amlynn carry this to the road. Salki—" | gesture to the back entrance of
the forge, and Salki follows me out into the mist.

“It'sso dark,” she says.
It's not even sunset yet, but the mist does seem darker. | worry the onset of night will
scare my help away, but there’s nothing to be done. If this next step doesn’t work, we

fail. If Salki can’t accept this final request, we fail.

| plant my hands on her shoulders and look her in the eyes. She stares in wonderment,
seeing Casniain mine.

“1 need you to listen very carefully, because | can’'t do this part,” | say in low tones,
“I’m going to show you how it works, and then what to do with it, and we only have
time to go over it once. Do you understand?’

She nods, and | begin.

Arthen finishes the crescent-shaped piece. | look over the hastily crafted part—it's
still warm—and hand it back to him. “ Get on.”

His eyes bug at me. “What?’
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“l can't lift what | need by myself.” There’ sharelyenough room for the two of us. “If
we slow down at the mountains, you'll need to get off, but we'll see what happens.”

Balfid gapes. “Y ou' re going toridethat thing?’
| ignore him. “Arthen, get on.”

He holds out the crescent-shaped piece he made, the new chamber plate. “Don’'t you
need to attach this?’

“It's not for the rover. Get on.” To the others, | say, “I want you to wait halfway
down the road to the tower. With ladders.Do notapproach the tower, do you
understand me?”’

“I"ll make sure,” Salki assures me.

| pass her a grateful look as Arthen gingerly straddles the water rover. | shove his
shoulder to seat him, wind the motor, pull a cord, and jump on just as the vehicle
pops and bolts forward. | nearly collide into a barrel as we take off down the road at
an alarming but intensely satisfying rate. Hopefully my slapdash work holds up long
enough.

Arthen yelps as we take a sharp turn out of Emgarden, grabbing my shoulder for
balance, his other arm wrapped around the chamber plate. The ground between
Tampere' s random rock protrusions is mostly flat, so the rover holds steady, kicking
up amonumental dust cloud in our wake. Without the mist, the thing would be visible
for kilometers. Regardless, | don’t care if Moseus is watching. There’s nothing he can



do to stop me. Not until nightfall, and | intend to beat him to it.

My pulse counts down the seconds.Gods let this work. Let this work.l pray my
memory of the machines proves correct. It's been a long time, but with so much of
my past having been safely stored away, maybe it didn't have the opportunity to
decay like everything else.

The earth inclines as we reach the mountains. | know the path, and it's barely wide
enough for the rover, but not entirely smooth, and the machine bucks over rocks and

dips. Arthen yelps; | hold my breath. The incline builds, and the machine slows.

“Come on, come on,” | murmur, stroking its hot sides like | would a horse. “Y ou can
doit.”

“How much farther?’ Arthen yells.

| look up the path as the rover climbs and shakes. “Not ... too far.” Come on!

“1’m going to jump off.”

| whip around and look at him, only to force my attention forward and lean hard to
avoid arock. “What?’

“You sad it’'ll go faster, right? | can run. It's just up this path, right?’ He swallows,
and his nerves carry on his breath, tangling in my hair. “I can follow the tracks.”

| nod. “Yes, thank you. Quickly.”
The rover whines up a turn, and Arthen jumps. With roughly two-thirds of its load

gone, the vehicle lurches forward with renewed life. | glance back to ensure that
Arthen hasn't injured himself before the rover zips behind a natural stone wall, ever



climbing.

The path forks. A twist of my steering stick and a lean to the right takes me up to a
ridge. The rover slows again, struggling in loose dirt. When the machine moves
slower than | can run, | reach down and shut it off. Grabb my tools and hike up the rest
of the way, pausing for a few seconds atop the ridge, giving my lungs a chance to
catch up with me.

It's here, behind a short outcropping, settled in a depression in the rock. This is the
fourth of six fog machines—the one | saw near Heartwood' s garden is six of six. It
consists of a brassy set of pipes connected to a giant metal belly. There's a pump
system under al of it, pulling water from underground, pressurizing it, and spitting it
out over our chunk of land. The mist thins here, standing beneath the pipes.

| slide down to it, quickly refamiliarizing myself. | shut off the timer first thing. The
pump halts, though the air will take awhile to clear.

Next, | gauge the pipes, select the one I’ [l have to redirect the least, and close off the
others. The farthest one's stopper is stuck open, so | sslam a hammer into it until the

aperture pinches shut.

Three hours, nine minutes.I check the clock too often; my own circadian rhythm has
been askew for ... | don’'t even know how long. And | don’t have time to dwell oniit.

L oosening the fixture holding my selected pipe in place, | twist the thing northward,
then leave it there, waiting for the mist to clear. Heavy huffing comes over the ridge.

“Perfect.” | run up to meet Arthen.

Sweat marks the front of his shirt and underarms. He holds the chamber plate to his
chest like a newborn, uttering no complaint when | relieve him of it.



“Follow me,” | direct, and he does, panting and wordless. | set the plate aside. After
climbing the body of the machine, | loosen the upper half of the pipe. This piece
alone measures two meters long. “ Can you reach this from where you are?’

Arthen wearily stretches up his hands. To my relief, he can.

“Hold it,” I instruct. “I’m going to lift it up and out. Don’t dent it.”

On the count of three, we both heave, though the angle drops the bulk of the pipe’'s
weight onto Arthen. Exhausted as he is, he has the arms of a blacksmith, and with a
stifled grunt he manages to pull the thing loose and set it ungracefully on the ground.
Scaling the remaining portion of the pipe, | grab a ruler and peer in, sighing as |
confirm my measurements.
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“Hand me that plate.”
He does, then wipes sweat from his brow as | shift, trying to get as much light from
the waning mist and setting sun as | can. “What is it?’ he asks, hands on his hips,

back hunched.

“Plate for an ignition chamber.” Tying a thin rope to it, | carefully lower it in, then
slide down the exterior of the pipe to adjust the flange bolts and secure it.

“No ... what isthis?’ He gestures to the machine as awhole.

“Thisis where the mist comes from.”

“The ... what?’ He steps back, taking in the enormity of the machine.” This?’

“I’ll explain later.”

He pauses. “What do you mean,ignition chamber?’

| work swiftly, my tools slick in my hands. “I’m going to blow a hole in the tower.”

He says nothing for several seconds. Only when | jump down and run to the back of
the machine to harvest parts does he speak. “Y ou’ re making a cannon.”

I’m glad he remembers what cannons are. “ The tanks are aready pressurized.” | pull
free parts that will obliterate the fog machine, but we won’'t need the fog after this.
“I’m going to direct all of it to one pipe and aim it at the tower.” But | chose Arthen



to assist me for more than his big arms. “We did archery, once upon atime. Y ou were
rather good at it.”

He merely stares.

“Find me good stones that will fitin that.” | point to the top half of the pipe. “Go!”

Urgency restored, Arthen rushes past me. Gods bless him.

By the time he piles up his last stones, I'm more or less set up.Two hours, forty-two
minutes.

“Give me your shirt.”

He doesn’t question me. With the way he's sweating, he's likely glad to be rid of it.
He pullsit over his head and hands it to me. Honestly, the perspiration will probably
help with the wadding. | shove it into the pipe, using a fallen branch from a
wickwood tree to tamp it down as hard as | can.

“Okay, help me with this.” | wipe sweat from my eyes and loosen the base of the pipe
a little more. With sore muscles, | grab the pipe and squint over the rise of the
mountain. | can see the top of the tower from where | am. “Arthen, your aim is good.
Tell me whereto point it.”

He stands on his tiptoes, shading his eyes from the lowering sun. “It’s far. How hard
a punch will this thing have?’

“Hard enough.” Or so | hope.

“We'll need to aim high,” he suggests, grabbing the pipe and shifting it up, to the left,
and up some more. “| think that will doit.”



“Run ahead and make sure.”

He does. Takes his time—and he should—scanning the tower and the pipe. | secure
the thing where he indicates. Two hours, twenty-nine minutes ...

“Okay.” | take a breath, steadying myself. “Can you hold this down?’ | point to the
upper half of the pipe. He does as | ask, and with a hammer, | smash the smaller end
of it, turning it every few whacks to get a point. Arthen then holds the pipe vertically,
pointed end down, while | fill it with rocks, estimating the total weight in my head.
Hesitate toward the end and take the last one out. It will have to do. | hammer the
broader end shut as well, trying to keep the makeshift closure asflat as possible.

“Help me load it.” Together we heave and groan to get my enormous, elongated
projectile into the bottom half of the pipe. My limbs feel like oversoaked grain by the
timeit'sinthere, but | can't slow down. I'll rest when I’ m dead.

Arthen huffs. “What now?’

“Get behind the machine and plug your ears.”

With renewed energy, he does so. | engage the fog machine’'s engine and hunker back
with him, knees digging into the red soil, fingers pressed into my ears. After a few
seconds, the machine startsto rattle.

Please, please,|l beseech the universe.Please let this work. Please let it miss
Heartwood and skewer that bastard instead. Please help me save them all.

The earth rumbles. Through my plugged ears | hear the machine bubble and hiss and
groan, and then a thunderousboomruptures from the unblocked pipe, spitting an
immense column of water vapor with it, blinding us with a thick vomit of mist. The
body of the cannon has cracked.
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Rushing to my feet, | feel aong the hot metal to the pipe. It's split open. The
projectile launched. But did it—

A second, distant rip of thunder echoes through the mountains, followed by a handful
of faint screams from the Emgardians.

I’m too scared to hope. | wave the mists away. The machine can no longer produce
them. Will not produce them ever again without extensive repairs. | climb higher up
the peak as the fog-propellant clears, trying to see over the mist. The mountain soon
gets too steep to climb without equipment. Steadying myself, | peer into the valley.
The fog settles there like a blanket, but aline of it has thinned, since this machine no
longer contributes. | can just make out the top of the tower. It hasn’t fallen. My bones
go limp within me.

| stand there, staring, exhaustion leaking into my limbs. Rack my brain for another
option. Arthen calls up to me, but | barely register his words. Machine five of six ... |
could try again, there. It's close enough to do some damage. | just don’'t know if we'll
have enough time.

Serpent save me, | have to try. | don’'t have another crescent piece, but ... | have to
try.

Stumbling back down to the ruined machine, | snatch my tool bag and bark at Arthen
to get back on the rover. “We missed. We have to make it to another machine.” Please
let the rover’s power last,| pray to no one, yet in the back of my mind, | see Cas's
face.



Arthen doesn’t question me. He helps me turn the rover and hops on as we take the
mountain path down, moving much more quickly with the help of gravity. There
should be a narrow trail heading north up ahead. The fifth fog machine doesn’t have
the same elevation, but—

“Pell.”

“What?’ | snap over theroar of the rover.

“Pell,stop.”

Gritting my teeth, | pull the brake. “What, Art?’

He pointsinto the valley.

| squint. The mist from this peak has dissipated even more. | can see the west edge of
Emgarden. Just make out the tower ... and the great pile of rubble at its base, to the
left of Moseus' s door-eating void.

“We...,” | start, shivers coursing up my spine. “We hit it.”

The projectile struck right where the tower meets the ground. There' s rubble, red rock
and white alike. And where there' s rubble, there’sahole.

“We hit it!” | cry, suddenly full of air and energy and need. “Hurry, we have to
hurry!”

We race back to the rover. Gravity propels the tired rover down, down, down the
mountain, toward the cluster of people waiting to strike.

One hour, fifty-eight minutes ...



Chapter 29

The dust from the impact has cleared by the time Arthen and | return, leaving us with
about two hours to find Moseus and stop him. The people of Emgarden have
forgotten their pasts, but they aren’'t stupid. In addition to having lamps and lanterns
to pierce the mist, they’ve armed themselves with shovels, hoes, knives, and other
tools, many of which, ironically, Moseus supplied the metal for. While the
Ancients—us—had been trained in knife work, archery, and the like, none of us are
soldiers. We never realized we' d need to be. To think how much more prepared we
might have been, had Ruin not reached out its claws with its last free breath before
the gods locked it in a prison kilometers away. One I’ ve never had the opportunity to
behold, but one the dwindled demon managed to escape.

| take my hammer and a wrench from my tool bag and hand them to Arthen. Pull his
knife from my pocket and squeeze the hilt. “They look very similar,” | explain to
everyone as we near, adding to the tale Salki has already shared in my absence,
gleaned from my pages of notes. “Donothurt Heartwood. He's our aly.” | detail the
differences between the two gods, which seem so obvious to me now. “Do not hurt
Heartwood,” | repeat, though only those closest to me hear it.If | haven't hurt him
aready,| think, and my blood runs cold. | should have taken him with me. I'd been
firm that Heartwood not leave me alone with Moseus. | hadn’'t considered that |
shouldn’t leave Moseus aone with him.

The projectile blew a great hole in the ground at the base of the tower, some seven
meters across and, at its deepest, three meters down. Severa of the farmers hurry
forward to move away stone, giving the rippling void a wide berth. | hang back,
sitting on my haunches, gathering my strength. Offering a silent thanks when Salki
brings me a grain bar and water, with a whisper to stay calm. She's right, but moving
the stones is slow work, and we've so little time. She and the others marvel at the
sky’s changing colors as the sun nears the mountain-edged horizon, looking larger
and darker. It makes the amaranthine wall—Cas raneah’s wall—glow. Beyond the



wall, the heavens adopt a shade of periwinkle that no one else has ever seen. Or can
remember seeing, at least.

“Pell,” Salki whispers.

| look up to see that the farmers have uncovered a hole, roughly two-thirds of a meter
in diameter, blasted into the tower. “Let me go first.” | run toit, careful not to fall into
the sandy gap in the earth where my cannon’s projectile sits half-buried. Accepting a
lantern from Frantess, | peer inside, listen, then wriggle through.

Thisis not my tower.

It is, but the cause of this darkness is more than the setting of the sun, more than the
absence of first-floor windows. It's deep and thick like at the bottom of a well,
tangible as the high mist. Across the way, Moseus's door hangs open. I’ve blown a
hole right beside Machine One, but | needn’t worry about damage. Moseus has
already seen to that. My hard work lies, for the second time, strewn across the floor. |
wonder if he tore into it before or after sucking the tower’s entrance into a pit of
nonbeing. Before, | hope. If he had enough strength to do this much
damageafterexerting his limited magic, then we' re in more trouble than | feared.

And yet, I’'m glad. We can't utilize the machine anyway. Not before nightfall.Waste
your strength, you corrupted putrescence. I’m coming for youl.

| squeeze my hands into fists to hide their trembling.
Maglon crawls through behind me, grunting as he struggles to fit through the hole.
Barely above a whisper, | warn, “Be quiet. Bring in only a few, and leave the others

outside. Leave Arthen. He' s tired.” | don’t think he'll fit through the hole, besides.

Amlynn comes in next, followed by Frantess, Gethnen, and Balfid. Salki hovers



nearby; Maglon puts out his hand to stay her, but | motion him aside and squat down,
taking my little framed lantern from her, then grasping her hand to pull her through.
To Gethnen, | whisper, “Stay at the bottom of the stairs. Send in others if we call for

help.”
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He nods. | give back my framed lantern to Salki and approach the stairs, shielding
Frantess's lantern with my hand. It seems impossibly bright in the gloom, but my
eyes are not what they used to be. | listen, hearing only my own heartbeat and the
hushed, quick breaths of the brave souls with me.

| gesture them forward, shielding the lantern so closely that | burn my hand as we
ascend the stairs. As | peek over the second floor, | see my reflection in Machine
Two's discarded beryllium copper shielding. | quickly peer around the rest of the
floor—empty. Despite the windows, it has the same thick shadow as the first floor,
like the ghost of death has chosen this tower in which to lay his head.

Passing the lantern back to Amlynn, | remove my shoes and tiptoe to Heartwood's
room, pressing my ear to the door before pushing it open on its oiled hinges. The
empty room mocks me, its window warning of every minute lost. Stepping away, |
squint at the lift. I’'m not positive, but | think it’s raised. Moseus must be in the tower
above us.

Amlynn bites down on a squeak as Maglon brushes by her. | pass them and move to
my room. The open door reveals the few belongings | left here. | motion Amlynn
toward the ladder. She hesitates, so Balfid takes the lantern and, removing his shoes
aswell, dinks toward me, the light glinting off the whites of his eyes.

Light in hand, | climb, wincing when the fourth rung creaks under my weight. I've
never tried to be quiet in this place, so | never noted itssounds. Still, | peer into the
third floor, greeted by the same black mist. It's loath to dissipate, even when | hold
my lamp high.



“Heartwood?’ | whisper, searching.

Machine Three glimmers in response. If Moseus damaged it as well, | can't make it
out from where | am, and I’ m too frightened to step off the ladder.

Returning to the second floor, | gather the others around me. “Balfid, stay at the
stairs. Be ready to relay a distress signal to Gethnen if we need it.” To the others, |
guickly explain the lift and how it works. “It can take two at atime. I’ [l go first. Salki,
come with me.”

“1 can come,” Maglon offers. | deeply appreciate his bravery, but | need Salki. “Come
with Amlynn right after,” | tell him.

He nods. Salki shivers, so | take her hand, squeezing it tightly to reassure both of us. |
approach the lift, the drum of my heart beating louder with each step.l’ll die either
way,| tell myself, and it's somehow comforting.l just have to save as many as | can
before | do.

It's arisk, but | can’'t get to the fourth and fifth floors without the lift. | built it that
way on purpose. So | call back the lift, knowing the motion and sound will alert
Moseus. | lift Arthen’s knife as | step in, bending my knees, ready to spring. Salki,
ever the good student, pulls the cord to direct the lift upward.

It moves too fast. My stomach flips inside out and lodges in my throat. The door
opens onto Machine Four—

Intact. Dark. Empty, unless Moseus is hiding.
Swallowing, | direct Salki into the shadows, then wait and scan until the lift returns

with Amlynn and Maglon. | snuff out my lantern. Blink a few times before slinking
forward, skirting the walls, searching, listening. | walk under Machine Four, peering



into its heart as though Moseus might be embedded within it, ready to drop on me
like a spider. | reach the other side, pressing the knife into the darkened corners. No
Moseus.

| curse deep in my throat and look up. Fifth floor, then.

| come around the machine. Amlynn holds the extinguished lantern. Maglon
brandishes a long cooking knife in one hand and a pickaxe in the other. | gesture
toward the tilted body of Machine Four and wait until I know he's seen me. He
murmurs something to Amlynn, perhaps telling her to be ready to pass along a
distress call.

Throat tight and fingers dlick, | climb Machine Four. | can’t see my handholds, but
I’ ve worked on the thing enough—Ibuiltit—that | find my way in the dark easily. It
will be harder for the others. Hopefully they’ re watching closely.

The silver curtain around Machine Five emits a soft, unbroken light. Good, it’s intact.
| crouch, knife ready, listening. Someone climbs onto the base of Machine Four. |
don’t pull my eyes away from the liquid mirror in front of me.

| climb off and creep into the third tier of the tower. Holding my breath, | move
around the silver cascade, keeping my back to the wall. There's little wiggle room
around Machine Five, so it's unlikely that Moseus has crouched back here, unless
he’' s run out of placesto hide and is licking his—

White hair on the floor, strewn with braids.

“Heartwood!” | gasp, rushing toward him, throwing my tool bag to the side.

Serpent save me, he' s lyinginthe acetic silver, half in, half out, the liquid wall spilling
across him diagonally from his chest to hip. Thinking of the way it burned him when



he touched it—thinking of Cas'raneah’s blister—my mind floods with white-hot
panic. | grab him under the shoulders and heave. He moves a couple of centimeters.
He' s so damnably big—

Footsteps. “Maglon!” | hiss as tears blur my vision. “Help me move him!” Maglon
comes around the other side of Machine Five, wary of the silver.

“Quickly,” 1 beg. “It won’t hurt you. Neither will he.”

Dropping to his knees, Maglon grabs one of Heartwood's arms, and | take the other,
pulling him toward the wall. Heartwood jerks to a stop, the silver seeping into the
fabric around his calves.

“Chain,” Maglon says, pointing to something on his side. “He's chained down.”

“Come here. Stand over him like this.” | get on my hands and toes and arch over
Heartwood so the silver washes over me instead. Seeing that it doesn't hurt me,
Maglon takes a similar pose. Crawling under him, | drop my ear to Heartwood' s lips,
feeling the lightest wisp of hindered breath. Relief chokes me, but he's not safe yet.
None of us is. Reaching the chain, | follow it to where it's clasped above
Heartwood'’ s knee. His pants are torn, and the iron cuff makes direct contact with his
skin.

| don't understand. Even dwindled as he is, even with his divinity leached,
Heartwood is stronger than Moseus. He ripped apart Machine Three with his bare
hands. How—

Then | smell it. Something earthy, dlightly floral—

Oh gods.Chrystanus. It grows in the garden. Heartwood told me the roots were
poisonous, even to his kind.
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M oseus took no chances.
“Give me the pickaxe!” | shout.

Awkwardly positioned, Maglon liftsit. | grab the thing, heft it with both hands, and
aim for the center of the chain. My aim is true, and the old chain snaps under the
force. It'sloud, but | don’t care.Heartwood, wake up. Please.

| grab him under his shoulders and pull. Maglon grabs his legs and pushes, still
blocking the silvery waterfall. When we free Heartwood, Maglon hurries around the
machine and hisses for Amlynn to come up.

Grabbing fistfuls of fabric, | tear Heartwood's trousers at the seam, from upper thigh
to ankle. The cuff fits snugly. Locked. Does Moseus have a key, or does he even need
one? | doubt he had plans to free the god who unwittingly gave him a second chance
at power.

“I"'m sorry,” | murmur, and wedge the tip of the pickaxe between the ends of the cuff,
where alink of chain connects them. “Thisis going to hurt.”

| try to break it, but Heartwood's body moves with the force, and | can't get good
leverage, though he's definitely taking deep bruises. Maglon, Amlynn, and Salki
appear, Amlynn quickly rushing to the patient. “Heartwood?’ she asks me.

| nod. “I need you guys to hold his leg. And the cuff, but not with bare skin. It's
poisoned.”



Salki pales, but she comes over and sits on Heartwood' s shin. Maglon straddles his
thighs. He pulls his sleeves over his hands and grasps the bottom of the cuff. Amlynn
cups her hands over Maglon's, steadying them.

With all the strength Ruin left me, | heave once, twice—

Maglon curses as | pinch his fingers, but the chain link snaps. | knock it loose with
the pickaxe, sending it under the silver fountain.

“Water.” Amlynn’s voice takes on a commanding tone. Salki fumbles with a bladder
on her belt and hands it over. Amlynn cleans the poisoned skin with a handkerchief,
as well as the puckering wound from the pickaxe. | hand the tool to Maglon, who
stands guard.

“Heartwood.” | kneel by his head and take his face in my hands. “Heartwood, can
you hear me?’

A lantern comesto life behind me, illuminating Heartwood' s injuries, and | gasp.

His clothes are torn. Burns mar the pale skin on his exposed leg. | pull up his shirt.
The parts of him that Moseus left under the acetic silver are raw and red, meaty,
running from just under his left pectoral muscle down to his right hip. Amlynn grits
her teeth.

“1 didn’t bring enough supplies for this,” she grumbles, but gets to work anyway.

“He'sagod. He |l makeit,” | say, assuring myself more than anyone else. | turn back
to him, smoothing hair from his face. “Heartwood?Can you hear me?’ Though | can
now hear his strained breathing, | press a hand to his neck to check for a pulse. It's
slow, but it’' s there.



Salki brings me back to the task at hand. “Where is Moseus?’

My gut sinks to my hips. Where is he? We ve searched everywhere ... was he hiding
behind Machine Three?

“Pell.” Maglon takes afew steps forward.

Getting to my feet, | follow his gaze. I'd missed it, in the rush to get to Heartwood.
There, camouflaged within the clinging dark, bubbles a hole like the one consuming
the tower doors, but this one glimmers aviolet so deep it borders on black.

I’ sright over Machine Five' s protrusion.

“He' s outside.” My tongue sticks to the roof of my dry mouth. The windows are too
narrow to fit him, and screened with that translucent material, so that hole must be a
portal. He must know we're here. We' ve only minutes | eft.

“Nophe.”

My thoughts crumble at Heartwood's voice. Whirling around, | drop to his side. His
eyes are open to hair-fine dits. His breath rattles up his throat.

“Heartwood, you're going to be okay,” | promise, cradling his jaw. “Will your
godhood pull you through? Y ou’ll be okay, right?’

“Ru...in," he whispers, then coughs.

“1 know. Will you be able to heal, with what it took?’

He coughs.



“Where is Moseus?’
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Weakly, Heartwood lifts asingle finger and points toward the portal.
| place a soft kiss on hislips. “Amlynn is adoctor. She’'s going to help you.” | glance
back at her as she gingerly dabs something over the worst of Heartwood's burns.

Hopefully gods respond to mortal medicine.

Heartwood blinks. For amoment | fear his consciousnessis slipping, but hislids lift a
little more, his pupils narrowing on mine.

“Heartwood?’ | grasp his hand.

In avoice rough as sand, he says, “Y ou have my sister’s eyes.”

Dizziness strikes me like a blow to the head. “Your sister?’ | squeeze his fingers.
“Heartwood. Ether. What was her real name? Her name in Thestean?’ He grunts
from Amlynn's ministrations. | pat his cheeks to keep his attention. “Heartwood.
What was her name?’

He swallows. Seemsto fall asleep for amoment, but his lips murmur, “Cas' raneah.”

Tears fill my vision. Thiswhole time. Ether is Casnia. She's been in Emgarden since
the war, and he didn’t know. None of us knew. Moseus used him. He used all of us.

“I’ll take you to her,” | promise, “if you live.” It's half promise, half threat.

He doesn’'t answer. Regretfully, | pull away from him and turn toward the purple
emptiness on the wall.



“Maglon, with me.”

He nods.

| meet Salki’ s gaze. Neither of us speaks.

| got us into this mess, so it's only fair that | pass through the portal first. Grabbing
both of my weapons, | let it suck mein. It feels cold, which | suppose | should expect.

Ruin waits for me on the other side.

Chapter 30

M oseus—Ruin—stands on the top of the tower, his gaunt face peering west to the
nearly sunken sun. He is clothed only in black shadows and smoke, and that gaping
hole in his torso spews darkness like the fog machines spew mist. It rolls off himin a
bubbling dress, cascading off the sides of the tower like the acetic silver wall. His
eyes, the same noncolor as the void at the tower door, sit atop sunken sockets. His
cheeks and throat are hollow. The whiteness of his skin has rotted to a splotchy,
ashen gray, as has his hair. A cool breeze stirs it, tossing tangled locks over his sharp
shoulders. Whether overexertion or the nearness of night caused his transformation,
I’m not sure. The fog lifts, revealing the bold colors of sunset.

As Maglon steps through the portal, Moseus says, “I’m impressed, Pelnophe.” His
voice sounds like the scratching of a dozen hands down a dlate, folding over one
another in broken harmony. “But it’stoo late.”

| lift two fingers at my side as | stand on the protrusion, the encased branch of
Machine Five. Maglon pauses before moving into Moseus's sight. His jaw tenses at
the rolling darkness. Finding a handhold, he climbs up and southward. Moseus faces
west.



| need to keep Moseus talking, but | don’t want to show my hand. Guess it’s time to
seeif | learned anything about lying. “1 don’'t understand, Moseus. What’ s happened
toyou?! ... Let me help you. You're hurt.”

He turns and grins. He actually holds my gaze and grins. A shiver courses down from
my neck to the backs of my knees at those empty, lifeless eyes. “Watch, and you will

He raises his arms as orange rays of sun dim against the sky—I’d have to move to the
end of the protrusion to see the setting star myself, but | don’t dare move. Twenty
minutes ...Hues of periwinkle and indigo swirl through the sky. That dlip of sunis a
mere candle against Ruin’s power.

A shadow shiftsto Moseus's left.Maglon.

“Where is Heartwood?’ My voice shakes. | hope hereadsit asworry or awe.

A dark cacophony with the semblance of a chuckle emanates from that gaping hole in
his torso. “You are an empty fool, Pelnophe of Emgarden.”

| grit my teeth. “Moseus, come down. Let me help—"

A sound like a snuffed fire issues from the void god's mouth as Maglon’'s hands
connect with his shoulders, shoving him toward the lip of the tower. Toward the five-
story drop.

It happensin ablink.

Moseus teeters. The darkness at his center pulses, gushes. He grabs Maglon by the

throat as he falls and twists, landing on the protrusion between me and the portal. The
god’s rotation continues, and as he releases Maglon, the barkeeper’s skin turns to



ashen dust, just like those wickwood trees. Just like Hagthor’s.

“No!”| scream, reaching for Maglon, but his body falls into the stretching shadows,
puffing into ash when it hits the ground.
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A commotion rises; the others are still down there, waiting for our signal. Waiting to
help. Will they flood the tower in an angry rampage, or cower at the death of one of
our own?

“He is nothing to you!” | scream, wiping my eyes. | need to see. | have to be able to
see. The portal ripples. | watch Moseus's dead eyes as | reach behind me, where |
folded over my shirt inside my waistband. Myhands form tight fists. | desperately try
to breathe through the shaking of my shoulders.

“It isallnothing to me,” Moseus hisses, his skin growing more hale. Tone lower,
echoing, hateful. He steps toward me. | raise my chin and ignore my trembling knees.
“I will enjoy devouring you, Pelnophe.” That sneer returns, and he looks past my
shoulder at the falling night. “My time has come.”

A tear slides down my cheek as| nod. To Moseus, it would look like capitulation. To
Salki, it'sasignal.

She charges forward, my lantern in her hands, its frame perfectly matching the
dimensions of the hole composing Moseus' s middle. She shoves it into him, spilling
more darkness over the protrusion.

Moseus grunts and spins, and I’m ready. | pull the iron cuff from the folds of my shirt
and leap onto him, clamping it around his neck. I’ve no lock to bind it, but when the
poison touches his skin, he hisses and whips toward me, throwing me off with a great
sweep of hisarm. | roll across the protrusion, clambering for a hold—

Salki twists the middle of the lantern.



The machine burns a brilliant white, powered by as many emilies as she could shove
into it while Arthen and | raced for the mountains.

The angle of the protrusion protects me from toppling off itsend; | grab itswelded lip
to steady myself. Moseus screams, scraping at his middle as his stolen form
disintegrates around the light. The emptiness of his eyes spreads into his brow,
cheeks, chin. Salki hurries back, falling once before catching herself just outside the
portal.

Moseus screams something in a thousand clashing voices. Something in a tongue
older than Cas's. He collapses to his knees and claws toward me with the stubs of his
fingers.

| pull myself up. “I remember everything, you ripe bastard,” | sneer. “This is for

Cas.

A violent shriek like thunder tears from his throat as he reaches for me, bubbling and
twisting, spewing darkness against the dimming lightof the setting sun. Then, with
one barely corporeal hand, he grabs the frame of the lantern and ripsit out.

Cold blood retreats from my skin.No.Oh gods, no. | didn’t think he’'d be able to—

The poisoned cuff, loosened from the tussle, falls to the protrusion. Standing,
teetering, Moseus crushes the lantern in his malformed hand. He's still humanoid,
stillsomething, but there is so little of Moseus left in him. He—it—is a leaning,
bleeding monster, a swirl of black and violet and colorlessemptinessthat my mind
cannot piece together. My skull throbs with the effort to understand.

Foul words in atongue | don’t recognize drip from his lips as he moves for me, slow
and uneven, reaching that hideous, murderous hand toward my neck, just as he did
with Maglon. | don’t even try to hold my ground this time; | saw what it did to my



dear friend. | retreat, my steps unsure, nearly sliding off the side of the protrusion.

“Run,” | croak to Salki, never taking my eyes off Moseus. | don’'t know what good it
will do. Stupid of me, to think a flower-powered lantern would quell the Devourer
when it required the stilling of an entire planet to manage it before. In his weakened
state, | thought—

Twilight climbs up the eastern sky.

Moseus says nothing. Nothing about how he should have killed me the first time, or
how weak | am. No gloating about my failure or his restoration. He merely stumbles
forward, his hand reaching, reaching—

| pull away. Run out of machine to stand on.

The void god' s lips crack as my balance breaks. My hands fly out, but there’ s nothing
to catch me. | fall backward, gut lurching with the sudden weightlessness. Cool air
whistling by my earsfills in the gaps between heartbeats as | plummet. My eyes take
in the growing tendrils of violet in the sky, and in the back of my mind, I’'m relieved.
Relieved that I'll dielike this, beside Maglon, but with my soul intact.

The tower floors whip by. | notice their slowing before | feel the pressure around my
waist, like a serpent coiling. My neck pops as myhead whips back at the sudden
deceleration. | can’t see what' s beneath me, but | haven't hit.

Suddenly the serpent pushes me upward with a sound like clicking and stretching and
digging. It twists, setting me upright, and only then do | see the green of the coil—not
asnake at al, but an enormous verdant vine. A massive fairy wisp, of all things.

My heart drops into my pelvis and springs back as the plant releases me onto the crest
of the tower, right beside ... not Moseus, nor Salki, but a being who hovers a hand’s



breadth above the stone.

| recognize Heartwood, yet | don't. It might be the adrenaline, which courses like hot
oil through my limbs. My pulse thunders in my ears. His back hunches with the pain
of his burns, but his vivid eyes are resolute, his skin radiant, his presence ... intense,

He is not himsdlf, no, but he is more than he was.

| realize the moment he speaks that the lantern wasn't a complete failure. It hurt
Moseus, forcing him to release part of what he stole.

Moseus, alone on the protrusion, looks at us with dead eyes.

And laughs.

The laughter echoes in that gaping hole. More heavy darkness spills from it. “You're
too late,” he says simply, his voice sootherl can barely understand it.

Only thetip of the sun’s crown remains above the horizon.

“An army of gods couldn’t stop me.” Moseus staggers forward. “And neither will
you. Y ou're only afraction of what you were.”
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Heartwood'’ s brows draw together. “ So are you, my friend.”

Moseus hisses. Darkness curls out of him, growing, growing—

Heartwood turns to me. Grabs my shoulders. “Hide, Nophe.”

Words jumble up in my throat. “But—"

“Thereisnotime.”

Heartwood leaps, and immediately the colorless, dark streak of Moseus collides with
him, knocking him off the tower. A scream rips up my throat, but they don’'t fall.

Even broken, they are not bound by the world the way mortals are.

But Moseus is about to become far more than Heartwood can manage. The Devourer
will swallow him, and us, and all of Tampere, and that will only be the beginning.

| have to do something. | can’'t let Cas and the others' sacrifices be fornothing. My
skin tingles at the thought.Nothing.That’s my only chance, if | can move quickly

enough.

Running for the protrusion, | jump down, then throw myself through the portal into
the fifth floor. I collide with Salki.

“You'restill here?’ | grab her and push her toward Machine Four. “Go, Salki!Go!”

She doesn’'t question me. With the speed of a far younger woman, she climbs onto the



head of Machine Four and starts scaling her way down, breathing hard. The entire
tower shakes; not from the movement of the freed Serpent, but from the battle of gods
overhead.

| turn back to the acetic silver. It's the only weapon | have. It hurt Cas raneah and
Heartwood; it'll hurt Moseus, too. | shove my hands into it, trying to cup the airy-
feeling liquid, but it dlips through my fingers like my hands are sieves. No matter
how tightly | press them together, | can only get a coin’s worth in my palms. | need a
bucket, a syringe,something—

The tower screeches as something slams into it, knocking me forward. | catch my
hands on Machine Five but can’t stop my momentum. My forehead smacks against a
truss. Pain bursts between my brows.

Had my hands not been gripping the machine, | would have been whipped away with
the top of the tower when it blew off.

| can't hear my own shriek over the sound of the breaking and the torrent that
follows. Sky dark as a bruise—nearly dark enough—swirls overhead, highlighting the
bodies of the two weakened gods hurling themselves at one another again and again.
Orienting myself, | take in my surroundings and the seconds | have left. | need a
bucket. | need—

A bucket.

The tower walls curve around me, the floor firm beneath my feet. A bucket.

Blinking sweat and blood from my eyes, | bolt halfway down Machine Four. Press
my body against it and reach between its beams, fumbling for the lever that rotates its

body. | pull it. Jump to my feet and run up its length as the behemoth turns. | stumble,
barely catching my balance, and dive into Machine Five's chamber just before



Machine Four seals it off.

Grabbing my tools, | duck beneath the acetic silver and drop to my knees. Memories
restored, my hands work with the practiced efficiency of decades as they remove
bolts and nuts and plating. | know exactly where the fountain is, how it works, how to
dismantleit. A wrench, aturnscrew, atwist, and | break the thing myself.

The fall of silver recedes and seeps out from the base of the machine, pooling on the
floor. | shift alever to close off the intake in the floor, and the silver begins to climb
my legs. Grabbing the machine, | heave myself up and climb to its top, blinking
blood from my vision. Heartwood has Moseus pinned to the broken lip of the tower
but struggles to hold him. The creature’s corporeality fades with the light. Any
second now, he will be the Devourer in full.

| race along the top of Machine Five, over the protrusion. Heartwood |0oks up.

And | realize there's only one way to do this. But we've all sacrificed something,
haven't we? | suppose it might as well be my turn.

Let him go,l mouth.

Heartwood does.

M oseus shoves the forest god away, reaching both hands for the night sky—

And | embrace him from behind, holding on to everything left, digging my hands into
his empty middle to chain us together. Wrenching us both backward, we fall back
into floor five, where the machine has dribbled out the last of its acetic silver into a

pool ameter deep.

| hold my breath on instinct, but the floor knocks half of it from my lungs. The silver



swallows us, muffling Moseus's screams as it eats away at him. He writhes and
claws, and | lock my legs around him andpull, forcing him against me. Holding him
under the surface of the god-searing silver.

| feel his body burn. Feel the way it liquefies and seeps into my nose and mouth,
strangling me from the inside. Slides under the cut in my forehead and tears.
Slickness dives into my ears and shouts into my brain, burying every thought buthold
him, hold him, hold him. Moseus squeezes my lungs, ripping away my last traces of
air, ravaging every part of me he can find, fighting me, hurting me, violating me.

But | am the Devourer’s prison now, and even in death, | will not let go.

His efforts begin to lose strength, but | do not relent. My body spasms, mind darkens,
chest blazes, soul hurts. | have just enough of myself left to realize the faint
sweetness amidst the bitter—that there is still something of Heartwood in the evil |
hold.
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At least I'll die embracing him.
Chapter 31
| open my eyesto light. So many lights ...

Candles and lanterns around and above me, filling the room as though the sun has
come down for a closer look. It’'s too close, too hot. Burning, aching, a sharp contrast
to the cold, swirling darknessin my core.

When | vomit, it comes up silver.

“Don’'t touch her,” snaps a voice that sounds remarkably like Amlynn’s. It hurts. Her
voice, the sound of footsteps, the rustling of clothes. Like they move inside my brain.
A hand thumps against my back, and agony blasts shock waves through my ribs. |
cough hard enough to vomit again. Less silver, thistime.

“It will not kill me,” Heartwood protests, and some of the lights dim as he moves in
front of them. His shadow mitigates the brightness and gives me a moment to orient
myself. The tower, Ruin, sunset, silver. It hurt me, in those depths. I’ m not sure how
long we fought, but Ruin didn’t steal my memories this time. They emerge
sluggishly, piecing themselves together like Ancient artifacts. My artifacts.

“ After that? Are you so sure?’

| blink silver from my eyes. Cough again. Try to ask what’'s happening, but when |
try to speak, | choke on silver.



“Let her purge,” Amlynninsists.

Farther away, Salki asks, “Is she al right?’

| don’'t hear aresponse, only a sigh of relief. And suddenly warm hands on my face,
tilting it up, smoothing wet hair back.

“l said don’'t touch!” Amlynn barks. “You want to lose a finger? Damn it, | need
more water!”

“Nophe,” Heartwood whispers.

| blink, his features coming into focus before me. Shadowed from the lanterns. So
much fire is making the room unbearably warm, but | fedl a little more myself with
each shaky breath. A little more present.

Cold water gushes over my head. | start, gasp, shake. “What—"

Droplets splash off the amaranthine beneath me.

| freeze, staring at the smooth, pink, translucent floor, and the silvery pool beneath it.
Run my hand over it, smearing water and silver droplets. It hugs the west side of
Machine Five, spanning from the machine to the wall before curving down to meet
with the floor. The other half of the space has only a few inches of acetic silver init;
Machine Four’s been rolled back, spilling the precious liquid into floor four. Pulling
my gaze back, | notice Heartwood's hand beside me, red and angry and blistered.
Burns from acetic silver.

He pulled me out.

The lights, they’re from the others. From Emgarden. The pool. | was holding Moseus



in the pool—
| look up, meeting Heartwood' s gaze. His luminescence has faded entirely. He looks
like himself again. At least, the self | know. The self that has been away from the

garden too long and grows sick with it.

My gaze crawls upward, past the lights, past the machine, to the indigo night above.
Serpent save me ... did we succeed?

“It will not hold forever,” he says, quiet, tired. “I cannot reach help as | am now. We
will have to make a beacon to summon the others.”

“Gods?” Amlynn asks.

He nods.

Gods.l examine the pink crystal beneath me. Trapping Ruin as hisfirst prison did.

“You gave up your godhood,” | croak, still coughing. “Y ou made this.”

Heartwood touches my face. Hushed enough that only | can hear, he whispers, “It
was an easy choice. Thank you, Nophe. For this, and for the chance to try again.”

| swallow. Amlynn offers me a nearly empty water bladder, but | ignore it. “Try
agan?’

He kisses the side of my forehead, avoiding the injury at its center. “To finish what
my sister started.”
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Understanding dawns on me slowly. A coward, he’'d called himself. No longer.

“The light won't hold forever,” he says to me, Amlynn. Through the doorway half-
blocked by amaranthine, | see Salki standing on Machine Four. Others congregate
below her. “We must keep the room lit at all times, even during the day.”

“Day?’ Salki repeats, more to herself than anyone else.

After ensuring I'm mostly silver-free, Heartwood gets me down to the lift on the
fourth floor. He's injured, too, and without his godhood, he'll heal slowly. How
slowly, only time will tell.

The earth quakes as we step out of the tower; Heartwood grabs the door hard enough
to splinter it. The tremor passes quickly. When | step out of the tower, | catch a
writhing shadow against the night sky, winding away from our world. The Serpent,
finaly free.

| sob. Body-shaking, throat-wrenching sobs. It isn't over—those lights, this prison,
will hold for amonth at best. But it’s finished for now. For now.

| drop to the cooling earth, mourning everything lost and celebrating everything
saved, watering the feet of my creations, my tower, with tears. Heartwood stands
sentinel, allowing me to grieve. Salki drops beside me, a steady and reassuring
presence.

A minute passes before she asks, “Pell, what are they?’



Lifting my head and wiping my nose, | find her raised eyes and peer upward. A laugh
wheedles its way past my lips.

“Oh, Salki. Those are stars.”

The gods had been many.

The Well of Creation brewed deity of all kinds, and they, in turn, created. Sometimes
they formed other gods, like Heartwood and Cas' raneah, sometimes telluric creatures,
like us. Many of these beings partook in the war to imprison Ruin. Several survived.
And so, were we to call out to them, they should answer, or so Heartwood believes.
He cannot do it himself. The divinity that once flowed through his veins, the strength
stolen by Moseus—Ruin—was destroyed imprisoning it. Heartwood will never again
be who he was. None of uswill.

He accepts the sad fact too easily as we sit outside the tower, watching the first
sunrise in many years. | never counted the years. Never thought to, thanks to the
stupor that Ruin trapped us in. But Heartwood says it's been nearly thirty since the
first imprisonment. | was eighty-six when Cas raneah brought the war to Tampere.
It's strange to think | passed my centennial mark and never realized it.

| am tired. We are all tired. The recapture of Ruin resulted in only one death, but it's
a death felt heavily by all of us. Heavier, | dare say, than Ramdinee’s, Entisa’s, and
Hagthor’s, though only | remain to remember the last. Maglon was a gatherer, a
friend of all, a connector of neighbors and balm to the mourning. Ruin consumed him
so completely ... we have nothing left to bury except a gray streak on the red-tinted
earth, but | will dig a grave for him regardless. It's the very least | can do to honor
him, for without his efforts, | don’'t think Salki or | would have reached Moseus in
time.

Heartwood is a casualty, but he will live. He is burnt and sick and bandaged, but he's



alive, and he will heal. We watch the stars crawlacross the heavens, and the rebirth of
the sun chases them away with blue, pink, and orange light.

| drift off at some point, leaning back against the tower. When | open my eyes again,
the sun beams full and yellow, the sky an easy cerulean. “A beacon, then. To call
them.”

Heartwood picks up the threads of our previous conversation. “It will have to be
large. Powerful. Tampere resides on the outskirts of our universe.”

It will have to be built quickly, too. We cannot risk Ruin freeing himself. But we built
great machines before, with little time to spare. We can do it again. | wonder if any of
the gods remember us.

| reach for Heartwood' s hand and knit my fingers with his. A bandage pokes out from
his sleeve. He squeezes, then murmurs, “Nophe.”

“Hm?’

“Take meto my sister.”

Rising, | pull him up. Our height difference makes me an awkward crutch. We
shuffle our way into Emgarden, but we make it, and once within its unassuming,
incomplete walls, others step up to help me.

Salki should be resting, but when we arrive at her door, she sits beside Cas'raneah’s
cot, caressing her hair like a mother over a child. | will tell her stories of the goddess
who saved us. | will share everything | know. | will remember what others cannot.

Cas'raneah has yet to awaken. | don't know if she will. She diminished herself so
much already, making the amaranthine wall that still stands, locking us away from



the rest of the world. She, too, lost much that she will never be able to reclaim, and |
realize our casualties are far higher than | originally counted. Our war never truly
ended.

Salki vacates her chair, and we help Heartwood into it, the others excusing
themselves in a gift of privacy. Salki moves to the far side of the room, busying
herself, her movements awkward and weary.

Bracing himself against the cot with one arm, Heartwood leans forward and traces a
thumb across his sister’s brow. “It is her,” he says, “but it is not.”

“She tied her spirit to Tampere. To the amaranthine wall.” | grasp his shoulder,
offering what little comfort | can give. “She is here, Heartwood. She is wired through
every millimeter of thisworld. She is everywhere.”

He sits silently, watching Cas raneah’s still face. Her breaths are degp and even, but

weak. | don’t speak. After a minute, Salki finds a reason to leave and does so without
asound.

“lI didn’t realize,” he says at last, “how much destruction | had caused.”

“Heartwood—"
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“Perhaps, had | heeded her call and joined the war, she would not have had to do
this,” he adds. “Perhaps, had | investigated more carefully, | would not have fallen
into Ruin’s clutches. If | had searched more diligently and feared less, | would have
found her before it was too late.”

“Tell me your name again.”

He glances up, shadows forming half moons beneath his eyes, confusion weighing his
brow.“ Y tton’ allangjrou.”

| carefully repeat it, syllable by syllable. The word tastes like power on my lips. “You
have strived for peace. You journeyed between the stars in search of her. You
suffered a mortal world, a mortal life, in pursuit of her. You let your heart break, to
choose her.” My voice drifts as my throat squeezes. “Y ou hurt yourself, and lost your
divinity, to end the war she fought. You could blame yourself. Y ou could blame the
gods for not doing more, or my people for not fulfilling our part. You can blame
Ruin, or the Well of Creation itself. And yet none of it will change our sacrifices and
our truths. We can only move forward and find joy in what’s left. And there is so
much left, Heartwood.”

| run aknuckle over his ear. He leans into my touch, letting out along, hollow breath.
“You areright. But it will take some time for meto believeit.”

“We have time.” Outside, the sun climbs steadily higher, marking the hours on our
behalf. “A littletime, at least. | might suggest you spend it recovering.”

| brace his arm. Taking the cue, he allows me to help him stand. “The aehouse is



near.” An empty pang hits my chest at the thought. “As is Ramdinee’s home, if you
want a private place to convalesce. Or we can drag your sorry body back to my bed.”

He groans, one hand pressed to his raw abdomen. “Y ou know which I’d prefer.”

| smirk at him and secure his arm around my shoulder, though my own legs are
drained of strength. | want to lie down and sleep for ten cycles ... then again, we don’t
tell time that way anymore. I’ll settle for fivedays. How utterly bizarre a thought.

But alas, Ruin has not left us with a plethora of time. My work is far from over.

“We'll build the beacon,” | say as | pull open the door. “And then we'll climb that
wall and return to our city.”

“City?’ he asks.

“Where we started. What we left.” On the other side of the planet sprawls a city that
has sat in the frigid dark for thirty years. A metropolis cut off, sentenced to die before
it could truly live.

“You can't pass the amaranthine wall,” Heartwood says. “I’ve tried.”

| allow myself to smile. “There’ s nothing yet that a god has built that our technology
can't demolish. I'll find away.”

Heartwood grunts his agreement. As we pass through the door, into a bright and east-
leaning sun, | glance one more time at Cas' raneah’s resting form. Perhaps it's an
illusion of the slowly moving shadows, but | swear on the Serpent | see her finger
twitch.



