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 Foreword 
 We knew we weren’t the first to live on Earth. We couldn’t overlook the towering buildings of glass and metal and artificial stone jutting from the forests and the hills; the ancient machines still whirring to the touch; the human bones and blood-stained stones lying silent in the deep places of the world. But we remembered nothing, so we didn’t spend much time asking questions. 
 We knew something had ended them. We said it was a thousand years ago, and we called it the Fall, though I couldn’t tell you who thought up that name. Whatever it was destroyed the ancients, their cities and societies, and all our collective memory - all at once. Nobody remembered. 
 Nobody except the gods, at least. They watched us from the ring, a great silver band that encircles the world high above the sky. We knew of the gods because sometimes, if we were lucky, they spoke to us. They tended to us, and so did their watchers, machines that wandered the world and kept everything from falling apart - fixing buildings, maintaining machinery, repairing each other, harvesting crops. 
 Still, there weren’t enough watchers, and nothing lasts forever. Over time most of that ancient world faded into ruin and dirt. By the time this story started, a few scattered cities still stood, some old roads and bridges still eased the long walks between settlements, but most of the ancients’ legacy was long gone, buried by the forests and deserts and oceans of the world. 
 But their descendants lived on. Us. Some of us even had a single gods-given gift, one of a many sets of skills we developed when we came of age. They made us more than mere humans - blades of hard light, healing hands, razor-sharp eyes and more. And for a thousand years, we mostly used these wondrous gifts to fight over scraps of power in a world that was slowly, imperceptibly, being swallowed into nature and forgotten. 
 Well... It’s time to remember.  
 Chapter 1 
 It was raining the first time Isavel died. Jagged, sharp white glittered against a black void. Her last sensation of pain had drained away, but the fear remained. None of this made sense, but still her mind committed the madness to memory, for whatever good that might do her. Her corpse lay cold among the dead, under faces and bodies she had known, but she was no longer in there. She was... elsewhere. 
 She was reborn to something dripping on her eyelid. Blood, water, didn’t matter - she could  move  again. For a moment she was more alive than she had ever been, screaming and thrashing her way out of the pile of bodies, stumbling, bloodied and exhausted. And, apparently, alive. 
 How? She remembered the moment it happened, the knife in her throat, the pain, the dizziness. The rain; where had the rain gone? Blood was rushing past her head and she pressed her hands against her ears as though that would hide her from the roaring wind. She fell to her knees, eyes darting around the ground. Boot prints. Blood. Shards of glass, splinters of wood. 
 She reached to her throat. Somebody was grabbing her neck, trying to strangle - no. That was her own hand. It was okay. She touched, felt around for the wound, for that gash in her jugular. Nothing. Smooth as the day she was born. Again. 
 Mother. Father. 
 “M-” 
 She slapped a hand to her mouth. Quiet. They would hear. They would come back for her, if she called for help. She didn’t want to die again. 
 Where were her parents? 
 Her eyes crossed the dead bodies, and even from the corner of her eyes she recognized friends, neighbours, her cousin Tawn -  
 Just yesterday, Tawn had been telling her about travellers come in from the north. He’d wanted to follow them back up, to dig through the old ruins they had found.  Today  that want was gone, and all that remained was blood, slashed flesh, empty eyes. 
 Isavel turned away, staggering back, trying to get the blood off. Whose blood was it? Was anyone else alive? She retched and vomited red onto the ground. She sucked cold, burning air into her lungs. She backed away, not looking, away from the bodies and the shattered place that had been home. 
 Home wasn’t a real place anymore. This was someplace else. 
 Everyone was dead. 
 Isavel looked up and saw that familiar, silvery band stretched across the sky, from one horizon to the other; the ring, the gods’ wreath hung up around the Earth. She reached up, as though the gods might reach back down and lift her into their embrace, but there was nothing to touch. Still, they must be watching her. They must be protecting her. How else could she be alive again? 
 Again. But not like last time. Where was her family? 
 She had been sorting through new clothes from the weavery - not at home. They had come from the woods, demanding the village give up everything it had. Some resisted, fighting started, Isavel ran for home. Her parents were only cooks, but at least they had knives - maybe they could help,  maybe they could fight back. 
 She had never made it home. 
 She still tasted blood. She spat onto the ground, again and again, trying to get rid of it. The taste wouldn’t go away. She was covered in it, swimming in it, afloat in chaos and violence. Where had the world gone? 
 Chaos and violence sounded a lot like they were growling. She looked up, eyes refocused on what stood before her. Grey, furry, bloodied. A coyote? Bigger than she had expected. She had never seen one so close. Growling, teeth bared, grey fur around its muzzle caked with blood. Her eyes widened, and she whimpered. 
 She didn’t want to die again. 
 Isavel had been born once, and had come of age ungifted. There were no second chances in life to be granted a gift - and yet, this was another life. Her mind roared white noise, unable to think of a way out, but a line of hot energy cut through the noise from her core to her palms. A new muscle  awoke . 
 She reached out, aiming both palms at the animal.  Stop . Of course, it couldn’t hear her silent commands.  It growled, and didn’t back away. She felt and flexed that new muscle, and a stream of shimmering blue hexagons rose from her skin, collecting in her palm like dew. With them came an urgency, a tautness, like an arrow about to fly from a bow. Her eyes widened. The hunter’s gift. Was this even possible? 
 She let it fly. 
 Something hot and  radiant  blasted out of her palms and seared the animal across the face, neck, and back, passing through flesh and thudding into the gutted homes behind it with a flash. The scavenger collapsed and so did Isavel, head spinning and stars exploding in front of her eyes. Soft, wet dirt pressed into her mouth and nose. She dragged her hands through the earth, saw her olive skin marred by blood and mud. Hunter’s hands, hands that killed. How was this possible? 
 “Please.” She whispered to the sky, and the gods beyond. “What’s going on?” 
 Isavel had come of age years ago, ungifted. And yet now… this couldn’t happen. Nothing made sense. 
 The afterlife. She must be dead, somehow, and this was what came after. But where were the others, those who had died? Why hadn’t they joined her? 
 Mother had always promised she would wait for her, after .  Where was she? 
 Isavel wasn’t dead. Why wasn't she dead? What was she supposed to do? She was nobody, without talent or title. All she ever had were well-worn  days  of harvest and trade, stories and games. Now the farmwood would grow wild, the roads and firesides would be silent, and the dice would never roll again. 
 She turned to the bodies, but every flash of recognition from the dead stabbed straight through her eyes and into her soul. She flinched and looked away. Nothing to see. Nothing in their eyes. 
 Her stomach was gnawing away at her from the inside out, unbearable. Hunger had once been a delightful anticipation, a prelude to fruit and nuts and meats, chased with wine and shared across games and stories and plays. This hunger was different - nasty, insistent, scraping the insides of her ribcage and threatening to come for her brain if not sated. She would die all over again if she didn’t eat something right now, and - 
 There was a knife nearby, a long and pointed knife never made for war, lying just out of reach of a dead body’s hands. Isavel raised a hand to hide her eyes from the body, leaned over, and snatched the knife. She raised it above the animal, just as they had raised it above her throat. 
 She dropped the knife. 
 It lay there on the ground, staring, daring. 
 She needed to eat. She grabbed it, holding tighter to steady the shaking. The animal was scorched dead, just another body in front of her. They were all the same, all dead. 
 She had done this kind of thing before, with her mother. Chickens, raccoons, a goat once - but she hadn’t killed any of those herself. The old grumpy trapper had. Was this how he had felt? 
 She slid the knife in and started cutting. Some cuts drew blood, the sight made her retch even more, and tears finally fell as she raised a piece of meat. More blood, and she couldn’t get away. Her stomach was devouring itself. 
 Several stringy mouthfuls in she threw away the knife. Backed away, looked up. The bodies were still there, and some of the faces twisted in her direction, watching. 
 “Hello?” 
 No answer. 
 “Dad? Mamá?” 
 Nothing. Of course not. They were in  there , somewhere. 
 She should dig through, find them, cremate them - it was the right thing to do. 
 She couldn’t look at the faces. Gods, she didn’t dare look at the faces. 
 Isavel stood up, shaking. Alive, while they were dead. She had always stood apart from them, however much she wished she hadn’t, and here she was again. One last time. She raised her palms.  Gods watch over your souls. 
 She flexed that new muscle, imagining heat, remembering warmth from another life. The campfire had never been as warm as during the autumn festival, the damp rains of winter not yet come and the muggy heat of summer no longer overpowering the fire. The warmth of fire, of wine and dance, of a life lived in peace. Let that heat flare one last time, if only in mourning. 
 The little hexagons percolated into her palms, hot orange now. She let them fly at the bodies. 
 The rain had stopped, but they were by no means dry. There was no fire. 
 Isavel backed away. She couldn’t do this. She shouldn't have to. It was always the priests who performed the rites, unless you wandered too far into ever-growing wilds, adventurers without root. She was no such thing - just a belated  hunter , resurrected into a life stripped of all she had once known. 
 The sky was smeared with blotchy grey, the ring behind the clouds, the sun passing in and out of sight. Just like any other spring day. The gods watched on. 
 She had lost everything else, but the gods remained. The gods, their priests, their great temple on the western shores. She only knew it was westward, little more. She has no other choice. 
 She turned and ran west, in between towering firs still dripping echoes of the rain.  
 Shapes moved in the trees, people in the distance. Human shapes, dark and twisted. She stopped and stared and they melted away, familiar faces giving way to crooks and knots in the trees. They were gone, but still they followed. Everywhere she turned, she saw them in all the corners of her eyes until she settled her gaze on them, and they were gone again. They reached out from the edges of all she could see, but they were nowhere to be found. 
 Isavel found a crook in a ravine and crawled into it, turning away from the forest and the dead that would not die. They were all gone, and with them every purpose and aspiration she had ever had. What did the gods want with her? Why hadn’t they just let her die like the rest? 
 It was cold. 
 Isavel fell asleep. 
 Ada kicked a rock down the mountainside. It struck redwood, kept tumbling. She tried imagining a face on it, but there were so many to choose from! By the time she settled on one, the rock had rolled into a gully and out of sight. To hell with them all. 
 It was drizzling. She was hungry, and had nowhere to go. Of course, that was the point of being exiled, wasn’t it? That and to die of exposure, presumably. The thought incensed her. They didn’t deserve the satisfaction of finding her coyote-eaten corpse somewhere in the woods. 
 Ada had no destination, but she had plenty of places  not  to go. East of the mountains was a wasteland fit only for nomad caravans, and north and south were just more damned mountains as far as anyone knew. So for days she kept walking west, the only direction that remained; towards the cool rainforest, the lush coast, what few cities still stood. 
 Between here and there, tiny villages peeked sheepishly out from under a canopy of rolling forests that grew taller and thicker towards the coast. If she wasn’t so angry at everything it stood for, she might miss the ancient concrete, clear glass, and strong metal of the Institute - but she didn’t. She could disdain that place as much as the miserable little hovels she crossed out here. The bulk of humanity might live primitively, but the Institute was still a disgrace. 
 So for days Ada had endured the bitter taste of leaves and bugs, drank from streams and licked rainwater out of the grooves in bark. Today, though, something an order of magnitude more interesting caught her eye. A change in the forest, where trees were shorter, denser, and covered in vines - farmwood. She didn’t immediately recognize the trees, but it barely mattered - it was farmwood. Gods, anything to avoid picking apart the forest for food. 
 As she closed in on the farmwood, a glimmer of metal and blue light caught her eye, and a spherical metal shape floated into her field of vision, humming quietly and pointing a single bright blue eye straight at her. A watcher. Strange; usually they watched ruins and farmwood, not humans. She frowned and waved it off, creeping past to the farmwood it no doubt belonged to. She was too desperate for something with actual flavour to worry about a watcher. 
 Into the farmwood and eyes about, her gaze quickly fell on red orbs beckoning from vines that grew all up the trunks of the trees. Tomatoes. A smile split across her face, and she ripped one off the vine and tore into it with her teeth, juice gushing out and dribbling down her chin. Real food! 
 She swallowed the last bite and looked up at the tree itself. 
 “Gods, apples?” 
 She started scanning the branches, and saw one hanging low enough to reach. She smiled at her prey. 
 “After weeks of bitter shit -” 
 She gripped the apple, wrenched it from the branch with a snap, and crunched off the biggest chunk she could with her teeth. She leaned against the tree trunk, savoring the sugars and the fuzzy, fruity feeling of it in her mouth. Apples were not her favourite fruit, but they were close - they were damn good cooked with nuts, for one thing. Cherries might be her favourite, but she was glad there weren’t any cherry trees here. The ones at the Institute were special for reasons far beyond their taste, and if she stumbled across some in the wilds, she might just be confronted with the fact that they were really just another kind of fruit. 
 Not a very appealing thought. She finished eating around the apple’s core and tossed it aside, going for seconds. 
 “Hello there, traveller.” 
 Ada froze. Who was that? 
 She spun around, eyes wide, and found someone looking at her. He was dark-haired and golden-skinned, with wide-set eyes and a curious expression. He might look like he could have been family, if she squinted hard enough, but she frowned at him instead. “Uh, hi.” 
 “What are you doing in our farmwood?” 
 Ada narrowed her eyes. He was accusing her of stealing, wasn’t he? “I’m just passing through. I’m leaving right now, actually.” 
 He stepped forward, smiling, and gestured behind himself. “Why don’t you stay here? It can be hard to run the woods like that, without any supplies. We can help you and send you on your way.” 
 Help her? Help her by doing what - giving her a list of rules to follow, a list of people to kowtow to, and a hundred fake apologies and assurances that it was all for her own good? His resemblance to her father was already starting to grate. “I don’t need your help. I’m doing just fine.” 
 “It’s really no trouble - there’s plenty of food to go around. Actually, one of our trappers just brought in some geese -” 
 “I don’t want your fucking help!” 
 His eyes fell a bit, and his voice dropped. “So you’ll pick through our farmwood, insult us, and move on? That’s no way to treat your hosts.” 
 “You’re not my damned host -” 
 He turned and yelled into the woods. “Thief!” 
 Something rustled in the woods, and a young man stepped out, glancing between her and this stranger. “Dad? Who’s this?” 
 Ada stared at him, wide-eyed. Was that…? Yes, yes it was. He was armed with a wooden bow, a nocked arrow pointed straight at her. She almost cracked a laugh then and there - almost, but reason got the better of her. It was still deadly, even if it was hilariously primitive. 
 The father looked at her sadly, but it was a hard sadness Ada wouldn’t for a moment let near her. “I don’t know, but she has no respect for the people who live here.” 
 Okay, okay - she was outnumbered and outgunned, but she was smarter than them. She could figure this out. She took a deep breath and tried for a wounded, plaintive voice to elicit sympathy. 
 “I’m  starving! ” 
 Ada immediately knew the saddest thing about that voice was how fake it sounded, though. Even to her own ears, it sounded more sarcastic than anything. Damn. She had never managed to pout properly. If she had, maybe she wouldn’t have been exiled. 
 The son wasn’t fooled. “Is she making fun of us?” 
 “She’s certainly not respecting us. Are you gifted, stranger?” 
 She frowned. If they didn’t know, she wasn’t going to start telling them, was she? “No. Just let me go, I don’t want -” 
 “You don’t want what? Look, we can’t have someone with your attitude picking around here. Who’s to say you won’t break into our homes and steal something else while we’re not looking? Come with us, you can tell your story to the guard.” 
 The  guard - their village had only one guard. Ada was amazed it was still standing. Perhaps she should make sure that it no longer was, before she left. 
 What now? Resist? 
 Being killed by a weapon that had probably only ever hunted deer would be deeply shameful. She was completely unprepared for a fight; her gift was useless on such short notice, and there would surely be a better opportunity to escape later. For now, guile would win out. She looked to the son. 
 “Fine, fine, okay. Just don’t shoot me with that thing.” 
 She raised her hands in the air, a fairly universal signal of defeat - if, in this particular case, a dishonest one. The man and his son coaxed her through the farmwood at bowpoint. 
 The village was remarkably close. Scouting would have been a good idea, and Ada kicked herself mentally for not being careful. Stupid hunger. Still, the village was no less unimpressive than she had expected. Wooden buildings everywhere, a few awkwardly perched on ancient stone foundations. She saw one lone glass window, and it looked like a transplant from some ruin. The people themselves were no better, histories of destitution painted into their clothes in stains and grime. They stopped and stared at her black tunic - muddied around the fringes though it may be, it was still many shades purer than anything else around her. 
 The older man announced their arrival with a shout. “Get Terren! I caught a thief!” Ada looked around. People leaned over to look at her, and - wait, what? She looked down a little, and her eyes found shorter faces there. Children? Really? 
 Well, it was a tiny village. Of course there would be children here, but it was still strange to see them, for the first time in so many years. She saw six or seven of the little people, mouths gaping and eyes wide. This was what they looked like? So soft and round. So strange. 
 A dark-haired, brown-skinned man strutted into view with a gun strapped to his hip. A gun? Interesting. She had never got a close look at the ones in the Institute - weapons of war were a bit too brutish for her taste, and the Institute had only a few dozen. Still, a gun was a cut above everything else in this backwater. Did this Terren perhaps know anything about ancient relics? She tried him. 
 “Nice gun.” 
 The son hissed behind her head. “Shut up!” 
 She glared back at him, but there was no use debating. They were clearly idiots. 
 “A thief? Of what?” Terren sounded more puzzled than anything, as though the idea that someone would steal had never occurred to him. 
 The father followed up a truth with a lie. “Found her in the farmwood, eating fruit. I offered to help, but she threatened me.” 
 Terren sighed, running his hands through his hair and looking around the other villagers. Everyone was standing around, staring at the young stranger in the black tunic. Terren looked more irritated than anything. Ada often felt that way when people interrupted her studies - perhaps he had been studying the gun? 
 “Alright, stranger, come on. Let’s just sit down, you and me, and have a chat about what’s going on. I’m sure we can figure this out.” 
 She scowled. Have a chat? She had heard that phrase before, and it usually ended with her getting locked up. She eyed Terren up and down, and the more she looked, the more she saw boisterous swagger rather than any kind of intelligence, or - 
 Oh crap, she was sneering. She forced her face flat again and nodded. “If you say so, Terren. Let’s chat.” 
 He frowned, briefly, and looked at the father as though he were about to ask a question. Then he pursed his lips and shrugged, turning back to Ada. “This way then. And don’t think about running.” He hoisted his gun into his hand, gently petting it. “I’ve got a  gun .” 
 The reverence in his voice was all she needed to hear - he  was  an idiot, just like the rest of them. He pronounced the word not as a human invention, but as a mystical gift from the gods. He saw rules about it - the gun was to be feared and revered, not explained and understood. 
 Breaking rules like that was always fun. 
 Still, it  was  a gun. Following him was the safe option for now, so she did - but she didn’t get far before a child ran up to her, short stubby fingers grasping at the black fabric of her pants. 
 “Mommy, mommy, look at her dress!” 
 The tugging was impeding her stride. She froze. Gods, she hadn’t dealt with children since she  was  one. What was a good reference point? Dogs? She nudged the child with her foot, muttering “Shoo!” as she did, but the child would clearly not be winning balance competitions against any dog. It fell over and started wailing, and its mother’s angry glare immediately fixed on Ada. 
 “What are you doing?! She’s just a child!” 
 “She grabbed my leg.” Ada’s reply was flat as her eyes momentarily fixed on the little girl’s red, whining face. Children looked so strange, so indistinct. 
 Suddenly Terren was grabbing her shoulder, violently yanking her down the dirt path, and she struggled not to fall over as she stumbled along. “Ow! What the - ?” 
 “You kicked a child!” He sounded outraged. “We’ll - we’ll get a medic here, and cut -” 
 “I didn’t kick her, I  nudged  her!” 
 Was he serious? She hadn’t done anything wrong, and suddenly he was threatening her with torture? These people were insane. 
 “A  child! ” As though that meant anything at all. How stupid were these people? It was obvious the child had started it, nevermind that she had done it no harm. 
 Ada took a deep breath, steeled herself. It barely mattered. She would be out of here soon enough. She could handle this. She could handle just about anything. 
 Terren brought her to a building that was two sides ancient concrete, two sides wooden grafts. His home? Either way, he shoved her into a tiny, windowless room in the concrete corner of the building, barring her in from the outside. She appeared, to all eyes, to be trapped in a thousand year-old closet. 
 He left her alone in there, and she took a deep breath. In, hold, out, hold. As she breathed in again, she smiled. She thrived best in solitude. Now the only challenge would be figuring out when night fell from inside a windowless room. She could pop a hole in the wall, but that might draw too much attention. She would wait. 
 She kept her eye on the crack at the bottom of the door. She wasn’t fed or given any water, so she simply ran through her plan in her mind. When the lights and sounds outside the door finally faded, she got down on her knees and set to work. Here, in the quiet dark, her gift finally had room to shine. 
 She dragged her index finger along the hard surface of the door, willing power from her fingertip and tracing a dimly glowing, blue-white trail. She was finger-painting, and the paint was code, alive with ancient power. 
 It started with just one of scores of sigils she had learned at the Institute, the shape of the code transforming its latent power into something specific. From there, she traced a long, glowing blue line from the nodes in the code to the right edge, around the lower third of the door, and finally back inward from the left edge to reconnect with the terminal node in the centre. The code flickered pale blue, then vanished into the door with an audible zap. 
 Ada placed her palm on the door and pushed, wood crumbling like ash against her hand. Good. She closed her eyes and shoved through the rest of the door with her shoulder, brushing off the dust once she was through. Just like that, she was out. 
 The world could keep trying to kick her down, but she was more than capable of kicking back. The world had better watch itself. 
 She took off her shoes, padding silently around the house. She grabbed a bag, raided Terren’s pantry for all the food she could carry... and remembered the gun. She scoured the house and found it in its own room, lovingly set on a long-dormant ancient machine. Some fiery god she wouldn’t deign to recognize lived on a hexagonal canvas behind the gun, and half-melted candles lined the sides of the altar the machine had become. 
 She picked up the weapon and smiled. It was a weapon of brute force, true, but at its core the gun was still a piece of technology - a product of great, ancient ingenuity. Ada could figure it out, and she could improve upon it, too. She knew she could, and so did the Institute. That was exactly why they had exiled her; she couldn’t leave well enough alone. 
 It weighed little, was a bit longer than two hands’ length, and as she touched it a faint orange glow rose from intricate patterns on the surface. Her smile grew; the gun ran on code, right there on the surface! Strangely tiny code that could not have been made by human fingers, perhaps, but that insight would have to wait. She needed to escape. A quick peek outside told her the entire town was either asleep or lying in ambush, and she knew which was more likely. 
 Ada stepped outside of captivity, free as usual. She slunk towards the edge of town, though on the outskirts a strange whimper caught her ear, something from inside one of the houses. Curious, she crept up to the square hole in the wall that passed for a window, and peered in.  
 It was a sleeping child - a very small one, about the size of a cat, with baby blue hair and skin golden-brown like hers, if a little paler. She had forgotten they got so small; it was almost cute. More than that, though, it was potential. In time, it would grow into a human capable of learning and doing wonderful new things - and the people around it would squander all that potential with their ignorance and traditions. 
 It was a disappointing thought. If she ever became a parent, where could she find more pride than in watching her child question and learn and muse about the world? She didn’t understand those who expected the young to accept without question the traditions and habits and knowledge they inherited, and yet that seemed to be the way of the world. Of the Institute. Of her own family, once. 
 She shook her head and walked away, leaving that thought behind as she fled west. When she was out of sight of the village, her mind returned to a more approachable and less frustrating problem - the gun.  
 Chapter 2 
 Isavel woke up in the forest, and continued stumbling west. What else could she do? She had the hunter’s gift now, her palms home to a power deadlier than she had ever wielded, but she had lost everything she once had. She had nowhere to live, nobody left to turn to, nothing but bitter memories and a vast forest that suddenly seemed more dangerous than it had ever been. 
 What did the gods want from her? 
 She came to a stop in the woods, looking up. The clouds were parting now, and the ring was visible high above Earth, a great silvery band across the sky. Isavel knelt down on the uneven forest floor, leaned forward, pressed her forehead and palms against the ground. 
 “Gods on the ring. I asked you to show me my path, my place in life. What I was meant to be. But this?” 
 She took a deep breath. Roots pressed against her head and the smell of wet earth filled her nose. Small animals chirped and rustled through the forest. 
 “I don’t understand. I didn’t want anyone to die.” 
 She held position for several breaths. There was no answer. 
 “I wanted to have purpose. I don’t understand what this means!” 
 The gods said nothing, of course. They had no voice, not here in the woods - no watchers, no shrines, no prophets. But they could hear her still, and perhaps they would guide her. Perhaps they would explain things through the turns of the path she followed. It was the best she could hope for. 
 Out of the corner of her eye Isavel glimpsed her first life. The woods had once been a place for chasing wild cats with friends, for picking mushrooms and sprouts and fruit, for sneaking away for kisses and more. It had been a place of life and magic, between the villages and the people. Now... 
 There was smoke rising in the sky, to the east, where home had once been. 
 She needed to keep moving. It wasn’t safe here. 
 Isavel skirted the dirt path that connected her ruined home with the next village westward, keeping enough distance to hide in the underbrush. Following the path was remarkably easy; it seemed to cast a shadow in the corners of her vision, one her eyes were more than able to track even when the path itself disappeared behind trunks and foliage. Hunters were supposed to be good at noticing things with their eyes, but the way the path grabbed her attention was still eerie. 
 The forest hummed and breathed especially loud today, birds and insects and wind. Or was she just hearing more clearly? Hearing was the domain of pathfinders, but she had come back to life with the hunter’s gift, so that couldn’t be. A person could only have one gift. The rain had cleared and left more room for other sounds, and she was stressed and on alert. That had to be it. 
 Her one gift had come too late, much too late to help. In corners where sunlight trickled down onto the wrong plants at the wrong angles, Isavel saw flashes of red, of blood. She shook her head each time, trying to get the images to go away, trying to leave them behind. The dead followed, waiting for her wherever her mind drifted. She kept jogging, eyes on the ground, concentrating on keeping her footing sure and safe. 
 It was a few hours before something caught her attention, something off. She stopped and listened, but heard no human sounds. She crept a little closer to the trail, where her eyes immediately picked out faint footprints in the muddy ground. One solitary set of them. She followed the prints, still keeping just off the trail. 
 The prints grew more and more distinct; she was catching up. Then she heard a lone set of soft, squishy footsteps in the moist dirt ahead, and her heartbeat kicked up a notch. Lone didn’t mean harmless. The gods had saved her once, but how many times more before they gave up on her? 
 She ducked behind a tree, trying to press herself into the bark in case the stranger looked back. As she did, something odd tingled across her skin. Had she scratched herself? She looked down. 
 She hadn't. Her skin was shimmering, mottled blotches of colour blending in with the very bark she was staring at. Isavel froze, her mind going blank at the impossible sight. She held up her hand and stared, and as her feelings flowed across her skin so too did colour and texture, from her natural olive to tree bark and back again. 
 Camouflage was part of the pathfinder’s gift. But she was a hunter, that much was clear - she could shoot hard light from her palms! Nobody ever bore two gifts - it was impossible. It was against the nature of the gifts themselves. 
 She must be dead. Really, that was the only explanation. She was dead, and this was the twisted dreaming of her spirit self. She looked up to the ring, hoping that if this was true the realization might prompt the gods to finally put an end to the madness. 
 No such luck. 
 She watched her skin crawl with patterns and textures, feeling the flow of the camouflage alongside her hunter’s gift. The gifts never mixed - or did they? She had grown up in a small village, but perhaps the priests in the temple to the west knew better. Perhaps they knew what this meant. The thought of someone telling her what this meant, giving her an answer, cooled the panic and helped her breath. She could find help. 
 She pulled away from the tree, crouching low. The person up ahead was grey-cloaked, and walked faster than seemed comfortable for them. Isavel frowned; she had seen that gait before, hadn’t she? She slunk through the woods, olive skin mottling into forest tones. Her peripheral vision was alive with focus, telling her exactly where to put her feet, and she moved more quietly than she thought possible through the underbrush. Pathfinder, again. 
 The hooded figure looked back along the road, as though expecting pursuit. She didn’t quite glimpse a face, but she saw a beard, and his posture spoke of fear. She felt less and less threatened as she approached, letting her skin veer olive again before finally emerging onto the road in front of him. 
 He jumped and cried out in surprise, but when he pulled back his hood and met her eyes, they both recognized each other. 
 “Isavel?!” Jerod’s voice was tinged by wonder and tragedy. “Isavel Valdéz, you’re  alive? ” 
 The wandering preacher reached over and embraced her, and she looked at her hands behind his back. Was she really? “I… Apparently.” 
 He pulled  back  to look at her. “Your village - you escaped? I saw smoke and bodies as I approached, so I… I went around.” 
 Isavel averted her eyes. “I was… I survived, gods willing. Nobody else did.” 
 “Your family?” 
 She shook her head. 
 “I’m so sorry.” He laid an old hand on her shoulder. “A rider passed me just a few hours ago - he told me that his village to the north was forced to pay tribute by raiders, and that on the way south he came across two other villages that were ruined, though there were no bodies.” 
 The news gripped icily at Isavel’s heart. “Four? What if there are more than that?” 
 He nodded gravely. “I don’t know. This is worse than anything I’ve seen - we must reach Glass Peaks and call for help.” 
 Glass Peaks, city on the sea. 
 Jerod beckoned her along, but she quickly realised the old preacher, aged near enough death to be greying, would be lucky to outrun an especially vivacious turtle. He turned to her as she walked alongside him, staring with wide, sad eyes. 
 “Isavel, you look different, but I can’t place it. Are you hurt?” 
 She looked down at her arms, muddied and bloodied. She was different - this was a whole new life. And Jerod was a servant of the gods - a priest of sorts. Surely he could help. 
 “Isavel, what happened in your village?” 
 She saw the raging delight, the violence, the destruction. Roaring fire, breaking glass, blood-slicked bloody - 
 She took a deep breath. “They killed us all.” 
 She felt death, and that which had come after.  
 Jerod frowned. “Us all? But you -” 
 She couldn’t hear the rest of him over shattering glass and screaming. 
 She shook her head, raising her palms to her temple. She had to focus. It was no accident she had met a servant of the gods here. “Sorry, I just… They killed us all. Jerod, you remember me - you know I was ungifted, right?” 
 The priest frowned. “Of course.” 
 She swallowed. He was a servant of the gods - he could help her. “I was attacked, I - I was killed. They slit my throat, and I saw something, after death. But then I woke up again, and - well, this.” 
 She called up the hunter’s gift, a percolation of blue hexagons into her palms, and also flashed her skin the colours and textures of tree bark. She tried to smile, to plead with her eyes, but Jerod took a step back in shock. 
 “What? Two gifts?! That’s not possible. How are you doing this?” 
 Isavel shook her head. “I don’t know! Jerod, I’m gifted now. The gods saved me, but -” 
 “Gods? The gods cannot have done this.” Jerod shook his head. “Having only one gift pushes us to cooperate with others! To have more than one gift is to pervert their deepest purpose. What demon did you deal with to escape your fate?” 
 Demon? Escape her fate? 
 Isavel stammered. “What? No! There was no demon, I - I died! I bled out, I saw - some dark world after death - and - what does this all mean? Jerod, what do the gods want from me?” 
 Jerod took a step back, shaking his head. “Isavel, I don’t know what dark power you are meddling with, but this is not the answer! Follow the path the gods laid out before you; do not -” 
 “I’m  trying! ” Her eyes widened. How could he not believe her? He knew her! He had seen these strange gifts himself! “I didn’t choose this, it just happened! Jerod, the gods must have done this to me - no other power could. I can’t even commune with demons in the first place!” 
 He looked her up and down, and she saw on his face the same sad, quietly angry expression she had seen when he had told the worst of his tales to the children of the village - tales of sorcery, of heresy. “You were always a little lost, child. No… clarity. But this - this is not the way. This kind of sorcery will get you consumed by a demon from the darkest corners of the thousand worlds. It will destroy everyone around you. Perhaps it already has.” 
 He didn’t believe her. He thought she had done this on purpose. He didn’t trust her. A flurry of panic started whirling inside her brain, beating at the insides of her skull, urging her to escape. This was a mistake. This was dangerous. 
 Why? The gods were always there for her. As their servant, why wasn’t he? 
 “Jerod, please! I need guidance!” 
 He was staggering past her on the road, shaking his head. “Turn around, then, and use your ill-gotten powers against these raiders. Do not bring sorcery into the wider world - do not endanger innocent lives. Your -” 
 No. She couldn’t go back. The dead were waiting for her in the gaps between the brambles and branches. She couldn’t - 
 Hooves. 
 The rest of Jerod’s words washed over her as a new sound caught her gifted attention, whispering panic into her gut. It was faint, barely perceptible, unmistakable. Hooves pounding on soil, human voices growling, both somewhere east on the trail. East, where the raiders had been sacking villages. Oh no. 
 She ran forward and grabbed Jerod’s arm, yanking the old man towards the woods. 
 “What are you doing to me?! Don’t do this, Isavel, I -!” 
 “Come on! There are raiders coming, I hear them!” 
 “Raiders, or demons come to collect?” 
 Jerod was a good man - confused, in this moment, but he had always been a good man. She couldn’t let him die here, not before he helped her understand what was happening to her. She needed him - and she had a responsibility towards the innocent now that she was gifted, didn’t she? 
 She dragged the preacher into the woods faster than he could walk. He was stumbling along, trying to get free, but he wasn’t strong enough to resist her. The sounds were getting closer. Jerod stumbled and tripped through the woods, and she was hauling him more than she was escaping. 
 He was just too slow. 
 Guilt tried to keep her hand shut, but she fought it off, let go, gestured for him to get down. Kept running. Glanced back just long enough to see him crouch down, looking back to the trail - where, finally, he heard them too. She dropped to the ground, skin melding into the underbrush, and crept further and further away. 
 Her marred and stained tunic was still pretty white, a white that seemed to scream for violent attention - she needed to throw it away. No, that would leave evidence of her passage - she needed to disappear. Hide from the raiders, get away from Jerod. It was a shameful thought, but she hadn’t been reborn just to die all over again. She wriggled out of the shirt, bunching it up in her hand and hanging on to it in one hand, her shifting skin the best camouflage she could hope for. 
 She was a coward. 
 No - it wasn’t like that. The gods had brought her back to life, had gifted her anew - twice! Clearly they hadn’t done so just so that she could die unknown in a nameless wood. She had to survive - she had to figure out what they meant for her. She had to reach the temple, the high priests. 
 The gods couldn’t possibly mean for her to die here. The thought was a raging mess. The gods must have some kind of plan. 
 Voices. 
 Isavel could hear them surprisingly well through the undergrowth as they rode along the dirt path, her eyes tracking them first as patches of darkness between leaves and branches. Four of them, all atop horses. One glowing hexagonal shield, a part of the warrior’s gift. They pulled their horses to a stop around where Isavel had fled the path. Voices. 
 “Footprints.” 
 “Where? I don’t - oh.” 
 “I think they ran off the path when they heard us. They can’t be far.” 
 “How many?” 
 A brief pause before the first one spoke again. “Two. I see snapped twigs, not much else.” 
 “Let’s get closer then.” It was the warrior; as he dismounted, his gift granted him a glowing sword as well. “Mory, Edra, watch the horses.” 
 Isavel could barely see them, but she could hear them very clearly. There was a painful familiarity to the voices - in another life, she had briefly heard their shouts. The warrior started into the woods, accompanied by a woman with much more careful pacing - she must be a pathfinder, Isavel realised, by her careful gait and manner. She couldn't see who else remained on the road. 
 Isavel might have two gifts, but the idea of fighting two seasoned fighters, even with the element of surprise, still made her cower. She was no killer. Cautiously, trusting the gods and her gifted hunter and pathfinder instincts, she picked her way across the forest floor, away from the enemy. She could no longer see Jerod, though she could hear him all too clearly. Surely the pathfinder could too. 
 And her troubles were just beginning. As she slunk further into the forest, she heard more raiders approaching on the path. They were coming from the west, now - they had cornered her. She needed to escape into the woods. She could only hope the gods would protect their holy man themselves, because she certainly couldn’t do it. 
 Then the other pathfinder spoke up, her voice concerned. “Someone’s riding from the west. Maybe three or four, leisurely pace.” 
 The warrior’s words had the shape of a shrug. “Not ours? Mory and Edra will handle it. Let’s find our friends.” 
 The pathfinder paused briefly. “Looks like they split up, or… Wait. One of them went this way, and the other…” 
 There was a brief hiss, and suddenly the pathfinder spoke much more quietly. 
 “This one stepped where the tracks would be faintest.” 
 The warrior grumbled. “Another damned pathfinder. No offense.” 
 “Lots taken. Could take a while to find that one, even for me. Probably not worth it. Let’s just find the other.” 
 Panic started to swell in Isavel’s chest. She wasn’t ready to fight an experienced warrior, let alone several gifted at once. She  was  gifted, though; she had a deadly power, gifted to her by the gods. She could surprise them both, if she was careful, catch them off-guard. She had a duty to protect Jerod, didn’t she? He was one of the gods’ own, even if he doubted her right now. 
 Two gifts she had barely ever used. She wasn’t ready. She would get herself killed, and that couldn’t be what the gods wanted from her. 
 If the gods had given her a taste of punishment in the afterlife, and then given her a second chance, surely she must discover  why.  Surely they wanted that. 
 Isavel wavered, balanced with great difficulty between foolish heroism and survival. She knew death, though - and so she fell. The enemy was approaching, and Isavel kept creeping away. Survival, then. 
 A yelp, a roar, Jerod and the warrior were yelling back and forth at one another. The warrior yelled “Edra!” as Jerod made a break for it, obscured by ferns, twigs snapping and clothes rustling. The arcane thrum of a  hunter’s  gift, a brief pulse of blue-white light from the road, and the awkward sound of a body collapsing into the woods. 
 The gods had not protected him. They were done with him. 
 And the last thing he had done in their name… was accuse her of sorcery. 
 This wasn’t possible. The gods couldn’t have done this to her only to turn against her like this. It made no sense. It made no sense! 
 Isavel let go of a long-held breath. Her skin continued to shift and slide, matching patterns with the dirt and moss on the ground as she crept away. It was just a sound, just a thud, not something that should stop her. She kept going. Her heart was pounding, but there was no extra work for all that blood pressure - it might drive her insane. 
 The dead were watching her from the trees, and now Jerod stood among them. 
 Those other hoofbeats were almost on them, but it didn’t matter. She needed to survive, to escape these woods, to reach the temple. She would die if she didn’t. Regardless of who was hunting her, she just needed to run. 
 Then there was more shouting, and she heard calls for help from the path. 
 A cacophony of light and screams suddenly ripped through the woods, and she remembered the chaos before her death all over again. The raiders rushed back to their horses. The hunter’s gift - and, wait, were those  gunshots ? -  lit up the forest. Here and there a shot strayed close enough to splinter a branch or crack a trunk in an angry flash of light. 
 Isavel kept scampering away, but pathfinders could hear far. 
 The shooting soon dulled to shouting, and something dark in the distance suddenly inhaled all light where the fighting had happened. Then there were screams, terrified shrieks that sang of things worse than death. Then silence. 
 Isavel froze, frost nipping at her heart. What the hell had happened? 
 After a moment voices broke through the woods again, between her and the path. Some were familiar, though they spoke with different tones and attitudes; others were wholly unknown. New arrivals. 
 “A skirmish.” The pathfinder; apparently she had survived, yet she sounded like she was retracing her steps from the evidence rather than from memory. “They were hunting people - looks like two, from the prints. Oh, shit, they killed one.” 
 “What a waste of a body.” She didn’t recognize this voice, deep and controlled. “What about the other?” 
 “Must have been a pathfinder. It would take too long to track them, even if I already knew how to make the most of this gift. Which I don’t, yet. Although… it feels really good to have flesh again, master.” 
 What? What was going on? 
 More madness. 
 Isavel kept creeping away. They didn’t find her, turning away instead; it seemed the gods still wanted her alive, for now. She heard the newcomers and the raiders begin to move away as well, back into the eastern forest. Towards the place her last life had ended.  
 May it end theirs as well. 
 When Isavel was far enough from the place Jerod had died to feel alone, she stood up and ran. She ran from the accusations of sorcery - of heresy. How could Jerod have disbelieved her? Why hadn’t the gods shown him the truth? She ran from Jerod’s own death, too soon for her to convince him of the truth, too soon for him to help her. She ran from the raiders, whoever they were; too dangerous to face. 
 She ran from the dead, from the bodies and spirits that haunted the corners of her vision, infiltrating any crook in the forest that looked remotely like a human. 
 There was only one place to go. Glass Peaks. 
 She pushed the rest from her mind, trying to focus on that one idea. She knew nothing about Glass Peaks, except the texture and flavour of the words when others spoke it. A city of towering glass; a living relic perched on the western coast, where the mountains melted into the ocean. She had never seen the ocean. She heard it had a unique smell, a unique taste in the mouth. Salty, the travellers said. She might actually find out for herself. 
 She hadn’t run for too long - the raiders were going the other way, after all. She stopped, caught her breath, looked around. She seemed alone. She breathed deeply, listening to everything around her, slowly turning to scan the trees and the undergrowth. 
 Isavel’s pathfinder senses were alert, bringing her the sounds of the forest, the animals in the trees and on the ground, the rustling leaves, running water in the distance. The closer she moved to the coast, the wetter it would get. She saw insects creeping along bark, squirrels dexterously navigating high branches, birds flapping and twitching their heads. It was almost overpowering - the dizzying influence of her gifts, on the very edge of her consciousness, making everything brighter and louder and clearer. 
 She hadn’t had the chance to stop like this yet. It was almost too much. She looked down to herself, grounding herself, wrapping her white tunic tight around her chest and hoping to keep as much camouflaging skin exposed as she could. 
 She looked up to the sky, and the ring was still up there. She mouthed a silent prayer to the gods, and continued west. May they keep her safe. If she didn’t reach the coast, she might well die out here. Again. Blood and cold pain and - 
 No. Away. Get away. 
 Isavel ran again. Peripheral vision bloomed with odd points of focus, so she knew where to plant her feet to keep quiet. Eyes flicked across the trees, taking everything in. The more she drank in the outside world, the less room there was for what remained inside her mind. She knew she would tire eventually, but she would keep running for as long as she could. 
 She approached a tree. 
 What? Of course she was approaching a tree. There were thousands of trees out here. Why was she noticing this one? 
 Wait, no. That… was not a tree. 
 She stopped dead in her tracks, and stared. There  was  a tree there, but pressed against it was a camouflaged pathfinder, her skin blending with the colour and texture of the tree’s bark. Watching Isavel. 
  
 Chapter 3 
 Ada Liu had been known to solve problems before, in an academic setting. She had readily learned the code sigils that had been passed down for generations, she had always done well in tests, even her heretical tinkering had generally been successful. Everyone knew, though, that academic smarts didn’t count for much in the real world. 
 In her heart of hearts, Ada had always known that everyone was generally an idiot. It was trivially easy to apply her skills to many of the problems of reality, and staying warm and fed were among the most straightforward. She rolled her shoulders and sat down next to a rock she had inscribed with code that would keep her warm, without conspicuous the smoke or bright light of a fire. Food was no longer an issue thanks to her stolen supplies, which she could cook with a sigil much resembling the one she was resting against now - though slightly modified from what she had been taught. Modifying ancient sigils was heretical, and also incredibly useful. 
 She had been trying to imagine how a gun might work as she walked, but now that it was dark and she had already slept the night before, she had the time to really inspect the ancient weapon in detail. It had a curious shape, long and sleek and rather amusingly phallic. She had yet to probe the full extent of its code, but she imagined the shape was vestigial rather than functional. So much in this world was. 
 Ada stroked the smooth metal surface, her coder’s fingers coaxing a n orange  glow from its intricate etchings. No human had fingers small enough to create such code, and the orange colour was unusual too. What had made this thing? 
 The code was visible, at least, and for now that was all that mattered. Where to start? The tangle of code was without head or tail, so she started at the one place she thought she understood - the trigger. From there she followed the jagged orange veins across the surface of the weapon. The sigils she discovered in the code along the way were a mixed bag; some she had never seen before, some she had but still didn’t understand, and a few she actually, truly understood - more so than any of the fools at the Institute ever had, in any case. 
 She could do this. She knew she could figure this out - years of study would not be laid low by a single old gun. 
 Her eyes traced a vein of logic that zigzagged across the surface of the gun until it met an odd sigil and ended. She frowned. She had followed the code every which way, and it all seemed to end here. What was that thing? How did the gun work? How did it fire? Was it, in fact, broken? She had never even used it. 
 Her finger was near the trigger already, so she squeezed it. How the thing could possibly work if the code just broke off like that? 
 There was no warning save a slight hum. A razor-thin shape, hexagonal and orange, exploded out of the barrel of the gun and, with a gentle flash and a  whoosh , struck a tree and set the trunk on fire. 
 The light and sound broke Ada’s focus. She jerked back and dropped the weapon, swearing, suddenly realising she had actually fired it. 
 Then she paused, reaching out with a hand, eyes fixed on the smouldering tree as she blindly felt around in the dirt and grasped the gun again. She picked up the weapon, slung her pack over her shoulders, and stepped closer to the conflagration. 
 A scar on the trunk crackled as charcoal, fire licking further up the tree, but there was no other damage, no splintering or crack. The wood had simply caught fire. 
 She looked at the gun, and the firelight dancing across its sheen. Her hands were shaking a little, and nervousness pushed her to point it further away from herself. Gods, though, it was just a gun. She had seen them before, she knew what they did - her hands shouldn’t be shaking. She gripped it harder and took a deep breath. This was an incendiary weapon. It was a tool, built intelligently, for a specific purpose. She muttered quietly to herself. “This is good. I can learn from this.” 
 The fire had devoured all the forest’s other sounds, and the silence beyond the flames reminded her of the woods’ dangers. Fire might scare small animals away, but it would draw in larger and more dangerous ones - especially ones that walked on two legs and felt an insatiable need to stick their noses into her business. At least a forest fire seemed a dim risk - it was spring, the forest was wet, and the flames were already starting to die down, failing to find much purchase beyond the initial scorch. 
 Ada held the gun ready as she walked away, the code’s orange glow now invisible for lack of a coder’s deliberate touch. She tried to reframe it in her mind - a tool, not just a curiosity. One she would pull apart to learn its secrets, if she could, but also one that had more immediate uses. She felt a bit less concerned about wandering the woods at night, assuming she was holding the thing right. She frowned, adjusting her grip on it, trying to mimic what she remembered from the guards at the Institute. Surely holding a gun couldn’t be that hard. 
 She still didn’t know where she was going. 
 The thought surfaced in her mind and darted about, a mental pond koi looking for food. She contemplated it, and her mind drew a blank. So what? She let it go back down. 
 Her only point of reference beyond memory was the ring, that glimmering arc stretched across the entire sky, visible even at night. She used it to orient herself, moving deeper into the mountains - west, leaning slightly southwards. She would get somewhere, eventually, and so long as that place wasn’t the Institute and had food, she would be fine. If it had old technology for her to study, even better. She squinted briefly at the moon; it was waxing. Why, exactly, did it wax and wane? 
 She walked west. Ancient roadways wound through valleys and mountainsides, decaying concrete and bare metal occasionally loomed to the side, and a few watchers crossed her path, glancing at her before moving on. Just beyond the edges on the ruins and the trees, she saw shapes. Was that an owl? 
 Her wandering mind and feet were stopped only by firelight that appeared down the next steep hill. Two rivers flowed here; the smaller into the larger, and the larger towards the west. Nestled in the corner where they met was a village, torches smouldering in the dark. A wisp of disdain wafted across her mind as she saw the village, but she would need rest and more food eventually, and night was growing deeper. Perhaps she could find someone to barter with here. She was an excellent coder, and they were peasants - surely she would find something to offer them. 
 And if that didn’t work… she  did  have a gun. 
 A wooden palisade around the village came into view as she stepped closer, and a guard stood watch on a small platform behind it. He seemed unarmed, though his palms hung open and loose at his sides. It might be best to at least keep the gun visible, then, to help look important and serious. She held it firmly, one hand on the grip and the other on the barrel, pointed down and to the left. The guard watched her closely until she reached easy speaking distance. 
 “Who are you, traveller?” 
 She looked up. “Ada Liu. I’m just looking for a place to stay the night. Can I come in?” 
 “Are you expecting trouble?” 
 She blanked, at first not seeing how that followed. “What? Why? Oh, the gun? Yeah, no, I don’t expect trouble.” 
 The man seemed to consider this for a moment. “You’ re welcome to come in as far as I’m concerned, if you’re alone. There’ve been rumors of raiders  up on the north road. There hasn’t been anyone coming from there in a few days.” 
 Raiders? He sounded nervous about it, not jaded, so at least raids didn’t seem like a common occurrence. She doubted the wooden palisade would help much, but tried to hide that thought from her face. “Thanks.” 
 The man clambered down and pulled the door open himself, a shockingly primitive behavior that she had not seen in years. Doors and gates at the Institute, though misunderstood by even the elders as far as she was concerned, were entirely automated. 
 Inside, she found the village looked quite similar to the last one. It probably housed less than a hundred people, and more than half of them seemed to be asleep tonight. Those who were out and about glanced briefly at her before returning their eyes to their fires, the stars, or each other. 
 “I want to catch a bit more sleep tonight. Where can I go?” 
 “The inn.” 
 She waited, but the guard didn’t elaborate. She looked at the man like he was an idiot, and found him looking back at her in much the same way. That irritated her. “And where is the inn?” 
 “Er, in the town square. With the blue door. You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 She gritted her teeth, but didn’t bite. “No, I’m not. Thanks.” 
 “Want me to show you?” 
 Show her around? He should be guarding, and she didn’t want him around any longer than necessary. Who knew what kind of a burden it might be to have a peasant following her around? She waved him off. 
 As he walked off, she wondered. Why had he expected her to know how to find the inn - and how had that given her away as an outsider? It must be that all the villages nearby worked the same way. She smiled at the realisation - smart! If she could pay attention to the local amenities here in the morning, she wouldn’t need to ask for anything in the next village. 
 She found the blue canvas door easily enough, hanging in the doorway of one of the village’s central buildings. In retrospect, of course they would mark it - an inn would be a key economic link to the outside world. Ada stepped inside to find the tavern portion empty, save for a grizzled-looking woman standing behind a wooden bar. She looked over as Ada entered, her pale, freckled face wearing a tired expression. 
 Ada cleared her throat, trying to think of how to phrase the question - but it was suddenly too late to think about that, and she stammered. “Um. Is this the inn? I mean, of course it is. Can I stay the night? Er, do you have a vacancy?” 
 She kicked herself mentally. Gods, why should it be that difficult? The woman looked like that had been two questions too many, and took a moment to compose herself before tossing a fourth into the mix. “Well, who are you?” 
 “I’m a coder. From the Institute.” 
 Even as the words came out, Ada realized that she had not yet interacted with a peasant who knew her gift, and panic briefly seized her, only strengthened when the woman’s eyes narrowed. Wait, no - if the peasants were superstitious, maybe she could use it. She breathed deep, putting the gun away and hoping that irrational fears of magic might give them a healthy respect of her. 
 The innkeeper pointed her chin at Ada. “Are you here to trade? To move in with us? What?” 
 “No, I’m just passing through.” 
 “Then why should I let you stay?” 
 Ada scratched her head, looking around. She vaguely remembered how her parents used to do this, back when she had been a child. If they were known traders or otherwise contributed to the community, they wouldn’t have an issue, but as vagrants they would need to resort to some kind of deal. 
 She tried to speak cautiously. “I actually don’t have any thing  to trade. But as a coder, I can still offer you something; some kind of service.” 
 “Well, I’ve never seen a coder do any kind of service. What can you do for me?” 
 “What do you need done?” Ada asked. Surely no task worthy of this person’s consideration could be too difficult for her to solve. 
 “I don’t know. Life’s fine, really. What can you offer?” 
 She clenched her teeth, took a deep breath, sighed. She looked around. What was wrong with this place? Well, besides the fact that it was a primitive wooden shack in a nameless village in the middle of nowhere. “I can make this room brighter. Or I can make the door more solid, in case anyone tries to break in -” 
 “Break in?” The woman scoffed. “What kind of place do you think this is?” 
 Ada bit her lip. People were so difficult. “I’m just offering suggestions. I can...” 
 Her eyes drifted to the fireplace, a hole in a stone wall that ate wood and spat out heat and light. There were no signs of cooking implements nearby. Her mind suddenly raced through some old code she had learned and hacked together once. She smiled, and pointed at the fire. 
 “I can replace that with a light and heat source that you won’t need to use wood to keep going.” 
 Finally the innkeeper seemed interested, raising a blond eyebrow. “What, forever?” 
 “Well, I don’t know about forever.” Ada hummed, wondering. How long would it actually last? She was ran through what she knew and tried to feel out a best guess. “But for a very long time. Maybe fifty years? If… I don’t really know. Maybe more.” 
 The woman laughed. “Fifty years? I’ll be dead by then. Fine - set me up with that, and you can stay here for as long as you like. I’ll be sure to mention it to the others, too. It’s a pain, gathering wood from the groves.” 
 “Thanks! I’ll start first thing in the morning.” 
 “No, you’ll start right now.” The woman’s tone was only gently patronizing, but it still rubbed Ada the wrong way. “When I don’t make sure people keep up their end of the bargain first, they make up excuses, or just jump out the window.” 
 Ada looked at the fireplace, wishing  she  had thought of lying and jumping out the window. She was starting to feel tired, and coding while tired was a bad idea, but she didn’t want more of an incident than necessary. Besides, she was good. She could do this, tired or not. 
 “Okay, fine. We’ll need to put out the fire.” 
 It took what felt like an hour, but the night was still deep as Ada connected the final strokes of code. She paused before the last connection, glancing across the glowing blue-white sigils that covered the ashen fireplace. 
 “Are you ready?” 
 The innkeeper was keeping her distance. “I’ve never seen magic before. Impress me.” 
 Ada grumbled at the term  magic . Ignorant fools. 
 She connected the final line, and the code glowed brighter and hummed, then quieted. For a brief moment Ada wondered if she had made a mistake. Why wasn’t it working? 
 Then the new fireplace sprang to life, a glowing white orb of hot light pulsing where the flame had once stood, held in place between two sigils on either side of the fireplace. 
 Ada backed away quickly - it was too hot,  way  too hot to get close to - and then stood up to admire her handiwork. The inn’s entire lobby was bathed in a white glow, somewhat brighter than the fire before it but of a much more neutral colour. 
 “Well I’ll be.” The innkeeper stared at it. “That’s pretty damned bright, though to be honest I might miss the orange.” 
 Ada scowled. “Just don’t stick your hand in it. Or anything else.” 
 “Do you think I’m some kind of idiot? I’m not shoving things into it; it’s just there for light. And this… I don’t know. It looks kind of mysterious. I like it.” 
 Ada did think the innkeeper was a kind of idiot, but she forced a smile as the older woman kept talking. 
 “Now - I promised you could stay here as long as you like, didn’t I? Come on, I’ll show you a room. I’m getting tired, so once you wake up my better half will be running the place.” 
 Ada followed with a thank you, and moments later she was lying face-down on an awkwardly-shaped but remarkably soft bed. As she drifted to sleep, she wondered what kind of material they used to stuff the bed. 
 She dreamt of fire and death. 
 She couldn’t tell when she woke up - it was light out, and that was about all the indication she would get - but something was wrong. In her sleep she had even tossed her blanket aside, as though it were too hot. 
 Oh, gods, had she really forgotten to…? 
 She packed her things in a hurry and ran downstairs. A different woman, dark-haired and younger-looking, was standing behind the counter. She spoke to Ada when she noticed her. 
 “That thing’s hot. You the coder?” 
 Ada nodded furiously. It  was  getting too warm, and if she didn’t do anything it might explode by the end of the day. “Yeah, hot, I noticed. Give me a moment.” 
 Sweat beading on her brow, she quickly began to trace new lines of code across the edges of the fireplace, running out onto the edges of the mantel. Live code was not something one was ever supposed to mess with. Mistakes could be fatal, as Ada knew all too well. This fix, though, was simple. 
 The fireplace blasted her eardrums with a thunderclap, knocking her back, and went dark. 
 The code was still there, but the glowing, hot ball of energy was not. 
 Gods, she was alive. Okay. She was still alive. She hadn’t done it. 
 She heard a voice through the ringing; the other innkeeper had come downstairs. “What the hell are you -” 
 “Shut up!” Ada yelled at the two of them, glaring back. She only just noticed other patrons, cowering in fear. “Just let me work.” 
 She looked closely at the last thing she had done - and suddenly, she saw why it had died. A safeguard she had put in earlier had shut it down when she changed how it was generating power. That was a  good  thing. 
 Ada sighed in relief, slowly tracing the remaining lines necessary to save the fireplace from explosive doom. She should have known better. She had no excuse, not after what had happened to her before. When she finished, another bright sphere of light and gentle warmth quietly hummed to life. This time, it would grow no warmer. 
 She stood up and looked at the two innkeepers and their patrons - ungifted, or gifted in ways incapable of understanding code. They looked wary of her. They didn’t understand what had happened, and she realized that to explain things would be to invite them to cast doubt on both her and her gift in general. No point in trying. 
 “It’ll be fine. I wanted to make a small improvement, that’s all.” 
 She wavered in place a bit, trying to think of how to answer those confused and hostile stares. It turned out to be simplest to thank the two innkeepers for their hospitality and hurry away before anyone could run in terror. The inn would not explode or catch fire, and she had had a safe place to rest for the night. That would have to be enough. 
 Ada came to a stop several steps outside of the inn, and leaned against the wooden wall. She couldn’t afford to make mistakes like that. She was exiled, cast out in the world after seven years in the familiar Institute. She needed to be on top of things, to be in control. 
 She reached into her pack, taking stock of her belongings, pulling out the gun again. It was an artful tool, and it held secrets she could unravel. She was good at that. This was something she could work on - the very heresy that had gotten her exiled, which deserved far more attention than she had been giving it. She understood something that others failed to grasp, and she had to do something worthy of that understanding, something impactful. 
 Now if only there were opportunities for great things in the lives of these peasants, she might - 
 “Hey, excuse me?” 
 She looked around, snapped out of her thoughts by a young man - or an old boy? He was broad-shouldered, dark-haired and bushy-browed, his skin sitting somewhere between gold-brown and olive. He was only a little bit shorter than she was, and was staring up at her intently. 
 “I knew it was you!” 
 She blinked and took a step back. He was standing uncomfortably close, and she hefted the weapon. Weren’t weapons supposed to make people go away? “What are you talking about?” 
 “I saw you come into town last night.” His nervousness seemed to be hiding behind a boyish kind of enthusiasm. Even as he spoke, though, more people crossed into Ada’s peripheral vision than had been there at night - and several of them were staring at her gun, though not with the healthy fear she wanted them to. 
 The young man continued. “I was wondering -” 
 She interrupted him. “Hey, listen, can we have this conversation somewhere else?” 
 “Oh, um, sure! Come on, it’ll be worth your time.” 
 He smiled nervously and turned around, headed for one of the  more  peripheral dirt paths that marked off another set of closely-bundled cabins. She followed; whatever he wanted, she was probably better off getting out of sight. She didn’t like the way people were eyeing her gun. 
 They pushed aside a plain canvas door and entered a particularly small - and, she discovered as she set foot inside,  dusty  - home. The main room contained little more than a messy bed, a table with two chairs, and a long bench covered in assorted tools and belongings. It looked positively impoverished. Did he want the gun, as some kind of trade? She’d have to shut that down. 
 “Okay, look. I’m not sure what you want me for, but the gun’s mine, and I’m not going to trade it or -” 
 “I don’t even know how to  use  a gun.” He sounded a bit theatrical. He must be a bit younger than her - maybe eighteen? “And that’s just part of the problem.” 
 “What problem?” 
 “Well, I need to know that you’re willing to share.” 
 “Share what? Listen, kid -” 
 “Tanos. Trust me -” 
 “Tanos, I -” 
 “Wait, wait, just listen!” 
 She ground her teeth together, but if she wanted to end the conversation civilly she might as well let him finish. 
 “Can you keep a secret?” Despite what she felt were obvious signs she was impatient, he was grinning like an idiot, as though expecting her to rise to the challenge and make random guesses about his inconsequential secret. 
 “Can you  spill  a secret?” 
 “Okay - well - do you like ancient relics?” 
 She waved the gun around in his face, unimpressed, carefully keeping her finger off the trigger. “What do  you  think, genius?” 
 He blinked. “Well, most people are afraid the magic will kill them. But I guess you’re not afraid.” 
 “Magic? It’s not magic, you nitwit, it’s a perfectly understandable set of rules that -” 
 “Okay, okay! Point is.” 
 She waited, but it took him a dramatically long time to continue speaking. 
 “Point is. I know where to find an ancient ruin nearby, but I can’t get inside. I need your help. I figure you’re the kind who knows her way around relics, so you might be the kind who can get through that door.” 
 Ada’s eyes narrowed, and she looked around the tiny house. What? She had barely set foot in two separate villages, and already someone was coming up to her with the promise of pillaging an ancient ruin? This was beyond suspicious - it smelled like the Institute had sent agents out to tempt her into a heretical death. 
 “How does  this  happen?” 
 He blinked. “What?” 
 “How does some guy just  happen  across some ancient ruins? Why haven’t they been opened by anyone else yet? Why isn’t the entire town trying to break in and get what’s inside - or why didn’t that happen, I don’t know,  hundreds of years ago? ” 
 He looked somewhat uncomfortable, but she pressed on. She couldn’t afford to walk into some kind of trap. 
 “It’s been over  a thousand years  since the Fall. I know you peasants aren’t exactly brimming with curiosity, but that’s still a really long time for a bunch of ruins to sit within traveling distance of a town and go  completely untouched . So what aren’t you telling me?” 
 Tanos sighed, rubbing the back of his neck, looking guilty and upset at the same time. Had he really expected her to just go along with his nonsense without question? 
 At last he answered. “Okay, everybody knows about it. It’s gone untouched because nobody’s been able to open it. A few coders have tried tampering with the magic that keeps it shut, and they all got killed. One girl tried digging a hole into the side of the building instead, but she couldn’t find another way in, and then tomb raiders who were also trying to break in killed her and accidentally collapsed the tunnels onto themselves. Others, well - my parents found ancient weapons and tried to blow open the door, about eight years ago; the ruins shot back and killed them. Basically, nobody can get inside, so nobody bothers.” 
 “You said coders have tried getting inside?” 
 He nodded. She realised then, belatedly, that he looked a bit sad, and her brain finally finished processing the rest of the words that had come out of his mouth. She froze. His parents were dead. 
 “Your parents. I’m… sorry to hear that.” 
 She let the words hang there for a moment. What else was she supposed to say? She knew all too well that no words could help. She searched his face, trying not to see her reflection in his eyes. 
 “You... want to redeem them, don’t you? Prove that what they were doing was possible.” 
 He looked up, cautiously optimistic. “I guess so?” 
 She considered his expression for a moment, a quiet bit of tragedy crusted over by time. It was a familiar feeling, and she found her voice softening more than she intended. “So what kind of coders tried getting in?” 
 “I don’t know - they came and went before I was born. The town likes to tell stories about all the fools who try to break in. For the past eight years, that’s included my parents. I was - I mean, it’s stupid.” 
 She shook her head, feeling a subdued smile cross her face, and found herself laying a hand on his shoulder. After a few moments she realised she wasn’t doing anything with it, so she pulled it away, but he seemed comforted, and she felt an unexpected pang of warmth towards him. That worried her a little, but the bad memories kept their distance for now, and so she accepted the warmth. 
 He may be a peasant, but she recognized some of his sentiment. To want to rise above one’s parents and their failings was, she hoped, a universal aspiration. What was humanity, it not wanting to be more? 
 More immediately, she reminded herself with glee, this was a chance to stand tall and proud above the idiot coders who had failed to break in before. She would relish any chance she got to test her mettle against the orthodoxy that had cast her out. 
 “Tanos, you’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 He blinked. “What, seriously?” 
 “Yes. Seriously. I’m pretty damned sure I’m twice as smart as anyone else who tried getting in there.” She paused, and suddenly felt a mental kick in the shins. She winced. “Uh, no offense to your parents, of course.”  
 Chapter 4 
 Isavel made eye contact with the pathfinder. The illusion was broken, and to Isavel’s eyes the other woman no longer looked like a part of the tree at all, camouflage or not. Who was this? What was she supposed to do? 
 She pointed and called out. “You! I see you!” 
 She tried to sound angry, dangerous, but her words came out frightened and nervous instead. This woman might well be another raider. The pathfinder blinked, pursed her lips. She didn’t look violent, so much as… skeptical. 
 “Good eyes.”  
 The stranger stepped away from the tree, her skin fading back to its natural colour - a deep, almost bluish black. Isavel was disconcerted to realize the woman was barely wearing any clothes. She wore some kind of grey-brown brace around her chest and a set of short pants, both covered in moss and caked with mud, but little else. It made sense - camouflaging skin was an asset best used exposed - but it did make Isavel feel uncomfortably overdressed. 
 The stranger was eyeing her. “Pathfinder too eh? Who are you with out here?” 
 Isavel stammered. She could tell the pathfinder the truth about herself… and risk being accused of heresy. Of being shrouded in fear and doubt. Or... she could just let it slide. Just for now. 
 She felt eyes on her back, even though she knew nobody was there. 
 She really needed help. 
 “Uh - yeah - I’m a pathfinder too. I’m not with anybody, just trying to get the hell away from the raiders.” She heard crackling, glanced around the woods - someone was getting closer, from the side, but she couldn’t tell who. “What are you doing out here?” 
 “We’re scouting.” 
 “We?” 
 The pathfinder turned to point at another stranger emerging from the brush, a black-haired man with wide-set eyes and a stern look. His skin quickly melted away from bark and leaves to a more natural-looking pale gold as he addressed the first pathfinder. “Who’s this?” 
 The darker-skinned pathfinder shrugged, and looked at Isavel. “I don’t know. What’s your name?” 
 She glanced between them. The thought of lying briefly crossed her mind, but that would serve no purpose. “Isavel Valdéz.” 
 The pathfinder gave a puzzled smile. “Isavel? Kind of a funny name.” 
 The familiarity and the mundane annoyance of that comment was so strong that for a moment Isavel’s death and rebirth were irrelevant, and she was the same Isavel she had always been, staring stupidly at another person making comments about her name. She never knew how to answer them. “Yeah, my mother gave it to me. Said it was her mother’s.” 
 “Huh. Well, I’m Shale.” Shale reached out a hand, and Isavel reached back, clasping Shale’s forearm. “And this is Joon.” 
 Isavel reached over to Joon, and he eyed her as they clasped forearms. “Isavel, good to meet you. You look tough. What exactly are you running from?” 
 Death. Blood, everywhere, and the dead faces of - 
 No. No, no. She shook her head. 
 She looked back at the two pathfinders. They were staring at her. “Uh, raiders. They sacked my village, everybody else died. I… barely made it out alive.” 
 Joon and Shale exchanged grim nods, and Shale pointed behind her. “Our party is here to deal with them. We left Glass Peaks as soon as we could; there are other parties on the way as well.” 
 Isavel’s eyes momentarily widened. A party, a real party, and from Glass Peaks at that? A group of hardened adventurers, mischievous but ultimately well-meaning rogues - or so all the plays told her. Parties had passed through her village twice, vibrant men and women alive with laughter and dangerous energy. Intoxicating, certainly to the eyes of an ungifted youth. 
 Ungifted no longer. 
 The relief felt hollow, but it was still relief. “Thank you for coming - somebody needs to do something.” 
 Shale, though, held her hands up. “Hold on a second - we don’t even know what we’re up against. Isavel, can you come talk to our leaders?” 
 Their leaders. People who might have titles. Isavel had never spoken to anyone with a title, except Crowsnest Sylla - and her title was less a result of any glory than it was of her… oddness. 
 “Well?” 
 Isavel blinked. “Yes - yes, of course! I’ll tell you whatever you need to know.” 
 Joon and Shale exchanged glances, but they did so with more familiarity than she could understand. Joon nodded, then, and pointed back into the woods. “They won’t be far - follow us.” 
 They darted off into the woods at an easy jog, and Isavel watched them as they moved - sure-footed, quiet, comfortable. They were better than her at this, with the benefit of years of experience. A little faster, a little less strained, a little quieter.  
 But only a little. 
 Before, as Isavel had watched the luckiest of her peers manifest their almost magical gifts from the gods, she hadn’t understood. They had seemed so readily graceful, so immediately skilled - they hadn’t grown into their powers so much as cast off their blander selves all at once. 
 Now she did understand. It was all there, in the gift - the instincts, the feelings, the intuitions. They guided her feet through the woods, her eyes through the world, her breaths, the shifting tones and textures of her skin. The life of a pathfinder - or of a hunter, for that matter - was not out of reach. She saw in these gifts a future for herself, a life where she might make a greater difference. 
 Then the pathfinders slowed, and stepped into a whole other world. 
 Seven people. Three tall and lanky, four average-height and stocky - hunters and warriors. They all glanced between her and the pathfinders. The warrior at the front, a black-haired woman with a hawkish nose and sandy skin, pointed straight at her. 
 “Who’s this?” 
 Shale pointed. “This is Isavel, pathfinder. We found her trying to escape the raiders. Isavel, these are our leaders - Seawave Lessa and Orden, Rain of Stars.” 
 They stood before her, Lessa the warrior, and beside her a brown-haired hunter who kept his eyes fixed quietly on Isavel. She swallowed and nodded at them, raising - no, not raising her hand - had they seen that? Arg - 
 “I’m Isavel. Hi!” 
 She blinked and looked aside, away from the titled leaders, and her eyes snagged on the icy blue eyes of another hunter standing further back. Tall and golden-haired, he grinned at her, a warm and knowing grin that reminded Isavel of better times. She smiled back. For a fragile moment she was living in a play, a dance, some old story come to life. 
 “Isavel, is it? Interesting name. You from around here?” 
 And that fragile moment broke. Isavel had never been more than four days’ journey from her own hometown, and yet she had been asked that question more times than she cared to count. She looked back to Lessa. “I was, but my village… Everybody there is dead.” 
 Brown-haired Orden, Rain of Stars, stepped forward with a sad smile. “We’re here to help. Anything you can tell us might be useful. What did you see?” 
 She blinked, looking around at the others, a motley assembly of colours and faces, all staring at her. What  had  she seen? 
 Death, blood, familiar faces unblinking in the - 
 No, no. 
 She took a deep breath and told them most of the truth. The parts of the truth that mattered, that wouldn’t distract them. The violence, destruction, and death all around. She glossed over her escape, her conversation with Jerod, avoided any specifics besides that he was dead. She focused on the conflict between raiders; the reports of villages being suddenly emptied of their inhabitants; the voices, the talk of bodies. 
 Bodies. The people of different gifts were easy enough to tell apart, and she sorted them mentally. The pathfinders were short, lean, energetic-looking. The warriors were mid-sized, muscular, broad. The hunters were tall and lanky, always peeking above the rest. She briefly glanced down at herself; where did she fit in? She suddenly realized that she must look out of place - misshapen, undefined, bland. She straightened her shoulders, trying to stand taller. 
 “Those raider voices.” Orden looked puzzled. “You said they changed personalities, or lost their memories. Are you sure they were the same raiders? Did you have a clear line of sight?” 
 Isavel shook her head. “I didn’t, no, but they had exactly the same voices.” 
 “But you didn’t  see  them.” 
 Joon shook his head. “Orden, a voice is more than enough for a pathfinder.  You know that. ” 
 “Does it really matter?” Lessa, warrior leader, cut through the argument with a razor-edged gesture. “Either way we know they’re close, and we can take them on. There couldn’t be more than eight or nine of them, right Isavel? We need to move.” 
 Orden nodded. “Alright. Let’s go.” 
 As the party started moving forward, Lessa made a gesture Isavel didn’t understand, and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry for what happened to your people, Isavel. If you want to come with us, we could always use another pair of eyes and ears up ahead of the group.” 
 “I -” Isavel paused. Her, join a party of adventurers? Follow these leaders, these wanderers with titles? She had never imagined such a thing. It would be dangerous, it would be throwing herself back in the fray. 
 Did the gods want that? 
 She sucked in air. The closest the gods had to a voice here - the preacher Jerod - had told her exactly that. Go back, use this power to fight the raiders. He had buried those words in fear, in accusations of heresy, but she had heard them nonetheless. And then he had died, his final service to the gods fulfilled. 
 The gods had given her the hunter’s gift - it was, with the exception of a few performers who made creative use of it, a killer’s gift. And killers might well be needed out here. 
 Kill. She had never killed anyone. Killers had destroyed everything she knew, had torn from her every person she had ever depended on, who had ever needed her. To kill was to destroy lives - the lives of the dead, and the lives of those who lived on. She wasn’t sure she could. And yet, this gift... 
 A voice behind her spoke up. “You said she’s a pathfinder?” It was Joon, and Isavel turned to see him. If they suspected her of lying… well, she had to watch it. The truth wasn’t enough - she had told Jerod the truth, and he had mistrusted her all the same. She just needed them to know she meant well. She nodded, camouflaging her skin briefly, and he shrugged. “You’re a little big for a pathfinder, Isavel.” 
 “I - what?” 
 Shale hit him on the shoulder. “Don’t mind Joon, he can be an ass. Lessa’s right - we could use your help.” 
 Isavel let her shoulders slump back down, and looked at the party setting out. The gods had guided her here - straight to these people. Had given her the chance to join them. Was this really an opportunity she should refuse? She might get herself killed. She might also get revenge. She might become a killer and destroyer. She might also find purpose. 
 She bit her lip. 
 “I - I think I’d like that. Safety in numbers, right?” 
 Lessa nodded, clapping her hard on the shoulder. “Damn right. Shale, Joon, take her out front.” 
 She followed the two of them. She saw the looks and the posture and the spacing between the members of the party, and she saw in those the painted outlines of a hierarchy, a set of shared rules and experiences Isavel knew nothing about. It would take a while to become a part of that, if she ever truly could. But they also carried with them something novel, a small piece of civilization. A shard of Glass Peaks’ spirit, to shield and to strike out. If she was to start her first real day as a pathfinder, she needed to pay attention to them. 
 As she followed, one of the hunters - the tall blond one - touched her on the shoulder. He flashed her a smile. “Sticking around, Isavel?” 
 She stammered - Joon was not waiting, but Shale shrugged and gestured for her to stay put. She smiled and nodded. “I - for now.” 
 “I’m Sorn, and this is Kirrit.” He pointed at a warrior who acknowledged her with a much terser smile. She nodded at him, then turned back to Sorn. 
 “So you’re, uh...” 
 He grinned. “Yeah, I know, we’re all so tall. I get that a lot.” 
 She stammered. “I was going to say you’re pale.” 
 He raised an eyebrow. “For now. Put me in the sun for a few hours, though, and I promise I’ll get more colourful.” 
 Isavel grinned; she could believe it. Most of the people Isavel had known burnt in the summer sun, her father among them. Only Isavel  a nd her mother consistently emerged unscathed. Still, with his blond hair and that warm grin, Sorn reminded her most of a girl from a nearby village she had spent a few bittersweet weeks with last summer. 
 The  last summer, for everyone she knew. It wasn’t just her village, after all. The thought of people she had once held in her arms now lying dead at the hands of raiders cast a dark cloud over everything around her, deflated her, and she looked for something, anything, that might provide a flash of light in the darkness. 
 Sorn frowned, as though he could tell she was upset. “You could keep running. Why turn and fight?” 
 She looked up at him again and sighed, trying to answer the question for herself as much as for him. It was a good question. That whole direction of the world seemed tainted now, and yet… the gods couldn’t want anything else for her. They had given her gifts of war, and guided her towards this party. 
 She tried to right her shoulders, stiffen her neck, stand straighter. Tried to be worthy of what was being thrown at her, tried to be strong enough for the weight of the dead she must carry. For the memories she was last to carry. 
 “Everyone else is probably dead, but the gods saved me. I got out alive, and now they’re giving me this opportunity to help set things right. I think have to walk the path they’re showing me, especially if it means doing the right thing.” 
 “Slaughtering all the raiders?” 
 Her jaw dropped a little. “No! Well… It’s not about that. It’s about fixing what’s wrong. Maybe killing them is what the gods want me to do.” 
 He nodded somberly. “As a pathfinder, I wouldn’t think you were one for fighting. Those two certainly aren’t.” 
 She glanced at Joon and Shale, who were ahead of the group in the forest. They weren’t here to fight? Oh gods, had she given herself away? What was a pathfinder supposed to do? Panic creeped around her insides. She needed to distract him; she tried to force a grin. 
 "Pathfinders don’t like to fight?” W hen she looked back at Sorn she found him staring oddly at her, as though she wasn’t playing the part . She stammered. “Is that what you think?” 
 “Not like warriors or hunters do, that’s for sure. Although I guess everyone’s different.” 
 Not different like Isavel was. There was too much to think of right now - she needed someone to take her mind off of all this, to steer clear of panic and dark thoughts. 
 “So that’s you? Here to kill raiders?” 
 He grinned. “Well, I guess not, no. I had a bet with a friend who - well, he’s ungifted, but he managed to find a gun somehow, so we joined the party two years ago to see if he could do as well as a hunter, with just an ancient relic.” 
 She looked around. “I don’t see any guns around here. He didn’t get killed, did he?” 
 “No, but somehow the gun exploded in his face. He was fine after he saw a medic, but without the gun there wasn’t much he could do, so he settled down in Hive. By then I had gotten used to this. It’s a step above hunting deer or guard duty, that’s for sure.” 
 Shale turned around and cleared her throat. “Isavel? We’re screening now, come on!” 
 Screening? She still didn’t know what that was, but at least it was a practical request. She moved to catch up. “What does -” 
 Sorn briefly touched her shoulder as she left. “It’s good to have you!” 
 Was it really? She felt a bit of heat in her cheeks. “Uh, thanks!” 
 She caught up with Joon and Shale quickly, but Joon was already moving off to the left. Isavel caught up with Shale and grabbed her by the arm. 
 “Shale, what’s screening?” 
 Shale blinked. “You’ve never worked with other pathfinders before?” 
 “I, er - no. There... weren’t any others in my village.” It was a lie, but what difference did it make now that they were dead? 
 “Huh.” Shale kept walking, so Isavel was forced to keep up. “It really just means we form up somewhere ahead, just out of sight of the rest of the party, and keep an eye out. If we see anything, we head back immediately and warn them.” 
 “What if someone sees us?” 
 Shale shrugged with an odd frown. Obviously not something pathfinders worried about much. “Stay low, and their hunters won’t see you. If a pathfinder sees you, they’ll just run back and warn their own group. Just keep your skin on, okay? Go get in the centre between us, and I’ll take the right flank. Go!” 
 As Isavel pulled ahead of the group, and Joon and Shale moved off to the sides, she tried to keep her mind on the task at hand, her focus on the outside world keeping her insides calm and quiet for now. She found she had no trouble keeping track of the other pathfinders even when they were obscured by the underbrush. Tiny flickers in the cracks between ferns and tree trunks were enough for her mind to know where they were. Was that the hunter in her, or the pathfinder? 
 The pathfinders moved at a light jog, as did everyone behind them. She split her attention between tracking them so as not to lose them, and glancing at the ground for any signs of raiders passing through. They stopped whenever someone saw something worth investigating, the footfalls of those behind them slowing down in response. 
 When they finally encountered someone else, though, there were no footprints or broken twigs to warn them. 
 Isavel had stopped as both Shale and Joon raised their hands to signal for a pause. Joon was looking at something on a tree, and Shale was - 
 Oh no. 
 Something was out of place, brighter, in the woods behind Shale - and she seemed completely oblivious to it. 
 A human shape, skin like bark, holding a long, blunt-looking object.  
 He was approaching Shale from behind and off to the side; he must have been moving in the opposite direction, and seen an opportunity. Shouting might give Shale a better chance of escape, but it might also scare the enemy into jumping her before she understood what was going on. Shale wasn’t looking towards Isavel either, so there was no way to signal silently. How could a pathfinder be so oblivious? 
 Joon was not paying them any attention. There was just Isavel and Shale and that hostile pathfinder, and he was getting closer and closer. A chill went down her spine. She knew what she had to do, but her hands shook a little at the thought. 
 It was okay. It was what the gifts were for. 
 The blue glow of the hunter’s gift pooled in her palm. She stood flush with a tree, skin as bark, extended her hand towards the enemy. Somehow, she could see exactly where the attack would land as she moved her hand. Was it crispness? Focus? Light?  Something  was guiding her attention, and she when she aimed right, she simply knew. 
 She let loose. A lance of hard blue light snapped through the forest, cutting through the man’s wrist, separating his weapon hand from his arm. He screamed in pain, staggered, and seconds later was scampering away from them into the woods. 
 Gods, what had she done? She dug her palm back into the bark, trying to hide it in the tree. Would be bleed out? Had she killed him? Her heartbeat kicked up a notch as she stared over to the scene. 
 Shale spun around, almost jumping out of her skin. Gods, if she saw Isavel standing where the shot had come from… Isavel ducked, sliding through the underbrush before popping up again far from where she had shot. She approached, heart racing, and then remembered Joon. Oh no. She looked around and found him scanning the trees, eyes open for any further threats. Had he seen her shoot? 
 She was closing in on Shale. She had to act normal. 
 “Shale! Are you okay?” 
 Shale looked at Isavel, bewildered. “I’m fine, but who the hell shot him?” 
 Isavel avoided Shale’s gaze, looking down to the neatly severed hand, a primitive club lying next to it. Cauterized, not bloody. Not like… Still, she had done that. “I don’t know. One of ours must have seen too. How did he get so close? You didn’t hear him?” 
 Shale looked flustered, though no red made it through her dark skin. “I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention; too busy looking at some tracks. Plus, he was downwind of me. I just… Well, let’s get out of here. If we’re running up on their pathfinders, they won’t be far behind.” 
 Isavel looked down at the man’s weapon as Shale stepped away. A club, probably carved from a thick branch. A strange weapon to choose in a world littered with bows, swords, and ancient guns. The hand, lying there severed, seemed to be reaching out for her. 
 She turned away and followed Shale back, trying to wipe the hand from her mind. This was what the gods wanted her to do. She couldn’t hesitate, or she might die. 
 Joon hurried over to join them. “What happened? Who fired that blast? I don’t see anyone else nearby.” 
 “Someone almost attacked me.” Shale pointed. “Came up on me with a club, but then someone  else  shot the guy’s hand off before he could club me.” 
 “I didn’t see who shot either.” Isavel shook her head. “One of ours?” 
 Joon didn’t reply, frowning. Isavel was torn. Being twice gifted violated everything everyone knew about the gifts - Jerod had said as much. It was… freakish. Even if the gods themselves had given her these gifts, that was no guarantee that people would believe her or trust in the divinity of what had happened. They could just as easily turn on her, accuse her of heresy. 
 And these people were willing to help her, now. She couldn’t jeopardize that. 
 She stayed silent. 
 It was only a few moments before the rest of the group got into range, and Lessa was already calling out to them. “We heard a shot. What happened?” 
 Shale pointed at them all. “That wasn’t one of you? Someone shot a pathfinder who was sneaking up on me. Trying to club me.” 
 “What? Who? We couldn’t see any of you.” 
 “I don’t know! But that pathfinder ran off. Seems like someone else is out here.” 
 Isavel caught Joon looking at her with an almost blank, slightly puzzled expression. She looked away, trying to keep her face neutral. 
 Lessa shook her head. “Pathfinders don’t run around with weapons. And who the hell uses clubs? Something’s not right here. But it sounds like they’re already expecting a fight, so we need to get moving.” 
 Warriors and hunters were built for a fight. They rushed off into the woods, the four warriors with their shields up and the three hunters behind, alert and palms wide. Joon and Shale, though, were waiting for something. Isavel looked at them. “What do we do?” 
 Shale shook her head. “We don’t fight, obviously. We take up the rear, look out for a flanking attack.” 
 “Hey, Isavel. Catch!” 
 Isavel spun around even as Joon threw a fist-sized rock in her direction. She could see it heading for her head, and snapped out her hand to catch it. The rock struck her hand and the impact reverberated up her arm and down her spine, but she gripped it hard. 
 Shale snapped out at Joon. “Joon, what the hell was that?” 
 “Just testing her reflexes.” Joon eyed her up again, as though trying to figure her out. Isavel stared right back at him, letting the rock drop. She didn’t like this, and Shale didn’t seem interested in letting Joon testing her either. 
 “They’re far enough out now - come on, we need to get moving.” 
 “Sounds like a good idea.” Isavel nodded. “I guess I’ll take centre again.” 
 Joon shook his head. “No. Isavel, take the right flank. Shale, you take centre.” 
 Shale looked as surprised as Isavel. “We barely met her an hour ago, now you’re putting her on the flank? Last time we had a newbie on the flank he got eaten by a tiger!” 
 Joon grinned slightly, and Isavel wasn’t sure she liked that grin. “She seems competent, and besides, you almost got ambushed.” 
 They were losing time; she prayed she was right in believing there were no tigers around here. “Fine, I’ll take the flank. Shale’s right, we need to move!” 
 Isavel darted off to the right flank, as far from Joon as she could manage. She couldn’t help but think that he  knew . How could he suspect the impossible, though? Was the rock throw a test? What would a pathfinder have done? Did she respond like a hunter? 
 Shots started flying. 
 Brilliant lances of hard light, mostly blue-white but a few red, crisscrossed through the forest. Warrior shields flashed and thrummed, tiled hexagons of light spreading out from their forearms to shrug off any attack. Some shots were explosive, and sent splinters of wood and clumps of dirt flying. 
 In the distance she could see more warrior shields and weapons. Enemies -  her  enemies. The layout of the battle quickly became clear. 
 Halfway between the two groups Isavel saw a wrinkle in the terrain. A stream. The water wasn’t what caught her eye, but rather the small gully it had carved out. Hunters could easily crouch there and take cover from enemy fire - and it was quite a bit closer to the raiders. 
 She looked around the enemy’s position as she moved, expecting a fan of pathfinders behind them as well, but saw nobody besides the main group. That meant they themselves would be open to an unexpected attack from the side. 
 Isavel ran away from the group and the impending clash until she met a ridge in the forest floor. Her skin shifted to match the blur of the woods. The ridge was just tall enough to hide her as she rushed closer to the enemy. This would be as good a place as any to - 
 A pathfinder materialized out of the forested ridge, roaring full-toothed and swinging a club at her head. 
 Blood, breaking glass, bodies. 
 Isavel dug into the ground, shifted on her feet, extended her palm outwards, fingers spread. The din of battle was louder now. She let loose a thrum of blue light that cut right through the pathfinder’s chest, and the woman collapsed to her feet. 
 Body. Another body on the ground. 
 The pathfinder grabbed Isavel’s ankle - weakly, ineffectively, but it was enough to startle. She looked down and met eyes with the pathfinder, wide eyes, blood pooling on the ground. 
 “Your shifting skin, hunter… how...?” 
 Isavel looked down at the woman she had killed, but who wasn’t quite dead yet. She had been there herself, just days ago, feeling herself die. Truth. The truth was difficult. Many of the truths were difficult. 
 “I have two gifts.” 
 The dying pathfinder smiled back. “The impossible…  grows smaller. I will... find you... ” 
 There was nobody nearby, and Isavel needed to act quickly if she was to make any kind of difference in the fight. But she remembered what it was like to bleed out on the ground, alone and afraid. She knelt down and held the woman’s hand for the moments it took for her breathing to slow and still. 
 It was lonely out here. 
 And now Isavel knew what it was like to deal death. 
 “You won’t find me where you’re going.” 
 She stood up, taking the woman’s club with her. Slow. Shaking. Blood at her feet, just like them. Gods, was this what she was meant to do? 
 Somebody screamed, over the ridge, and after a moment she realised she wasn’t reliving her deathday. Isavel looked over, camouflaging her face, and found the enemy reaching the stream. Her adopted party shuddered to a halt, unable to hit them within the gully. The tide was turning. 
 Little did any of them know. 
 If this was what she was meant to do, she needed to act fast. 
 She quickly pulled off her tunic, letting her bare torso and shoulders blend in perfectly with the dirt and roots as she crept higher onto the ridge. She had a clear line of sight on everybody crouching in that stream, though they would start shooting back as soon as she opened fire. She needed to make the first strike count - to push this gift as far as it would go. 
 The shots themselves felt like rivers rushing through her arms, and she could push or stymie or divert those rivers as she saw fit, fill them with whatever sensations she could envision. A simple blue lance was a sharp squeeze, but there were other sensations they could take on, other ways for a hunter to attack. 
 Instead of a squeeze, she remembered how it felt to make snowballs, the few times it had ever snowed. Taking the searing cold snow, packing it into a dense lump - she did the same with the energy in her arms, except she also coaxed it into getting  hot , remembering the brilliant summer suns that burnt her father’s family pink. Fire in the sky, unsafe to touch. 
 She let go of the shot - not a brilliant blue lance, but a buzzing, orange orb that seemed to shudder even as it flew. It struck the raiders in the stream, flared, roared, and there was fire and steam everywhere. 
 A few quick lancing shots into the chaos, but she couldn’t be sure if she hit anything. Raiders were jumping out of the way, but they weren’t - 
 They were shooting back. 
 She ducked behind the ridge. Her heart beat against the inside of her chest in protest. They would be on her any moment - or, indeed, right now. Another pathfinder appeared, and Isavel froze, her skin shifting to look like roots and rocks in the dirt. He too was armed with a club, as well as a small wooden shield on his forearm. He immediately made for his fallen friend, cursing and looking around, but he didn’t look grief-stricken. Not that close a friend, then. 
 Isavel’s right hand crept behind her back, towards her club. He was standing barely ten meters away, but he didn’t seem to see her. He would be looking for something far more obvious, wouldn’t he? Something like a hunter. If she raised a hand and brought up her gift, that might give him the time to duck and escape. 
 He made eye contact, flinched backwards in surprise. 
 She grabbed the club. Froze. Blood, screaming - 
 He was on her in a second, and some alien, iron instinct took over. She swung the club at him, and as he jumped sideways and struck out towards her again, she met the incoming weapon with her own. 
 The impact was heavy, echoing up her arm, but his club bounced away completely. Hers kept going, slamming into his shoulder. He was weak. She darted in with her left hand to yank his wooden buckler aside, and he tried to step back, almost stumbling as he did. He hadn’t expected a strong counterattack. 
 He was quick, and brought his club to bear to defend himself, but she smashed down almost unthinkingly again, knocking through his parry and striking him in the head. He was staggered but still standing. She kicked him in the shin, and he fell. She swung the club at his face, barely conscious of the motions involved, and smashed it in. 
 Screaming, blood, blood, blood. Silence. 
 He was dead. 
 Motion, to the left, bright and blue. 
 A warrior crested the ridge a few meters from her, shield up, no doubt anticipating a hunter’s defensive shots. When he instead found a lone pathfinder armed with a club, her skin still shifting in the textures of the earth and roots, he laughed his derision. He let his shield fade, and in its place… two great clubs of hard light. Not blades, again - just clubs. Was he going to try to beat her into submission? 
 His mistake. 
 A flick of her left wrist sent a blue-white lance of light through his chest. He tumbled down the ridge, a heap of dead body, gifted energy weapons exploding into a shockwave of force that knocked Isavel over and onto the ground.  
 She scrambled back up, finally pulling back on her tunic, but she was alone now. The battlefield was quiet. 
 Blood, death. Shouting. 
 The memories weren’t quiet. They couldn’t be. They would remain - the pain would remain. But so too would these gifts, and they held her hand as she learned the ways of war. She saw her dead family and neighbours watching her from the crooks of the trees, but the light of her gifts was slowly peeling away those shadows. Perhaps that was the greatest of the gods’ gifts to her - not just the strength to kill, but the strength to kill despite knowing what it meant to be killed. 
 Isavel did not like that thought. 
  
 Chapter 5 
 Ada watched Tanos gaze upon the ruins with all the wisdom of a peasant. Reverence textured his features as they clambered down the gully, but there was a tinge of curiosity there, too. The younger ones weren’t always as stuck in their ways; perhaps he might yet learn something. 
 It jutted out of the bottom of the hill: a dark-grey metal frame around a smooth, white metal door. The frame seemed to extend into the hill itself, as though the ruin were mostly underground. She didn’t see anything she might suspect of having killed the previous coders, nor any clear evidence of past attempts to gain entry. There was, however, a huge testament to superstition surrounding the ruin. 
 Somebody had laid down a ring of large stones around the clearing in front of the door, at least a dozen meters across. They were spattered with something dark - blood? How had they gotten the stains to stick around after rain? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Within the ring of stones the ground was surprisingly flat and open, populated only by short weeds and bushes. 
 “We call it the Cave of Light.” 
 Ada tried hard to reign in any hint of condescension. “Why would you call it that?” 
 “Parts of it light up when people try to get in.” 
 Admittedly, that wasn’t surprising, if the thing was covered in code. She had expected something more ridiculously mythological. “What happens if we do this?” 
 She fumbled with the gun a bit, searching for the trigger. Was she holding it right? Ah, yes. She aimed at the door and fired off a shot. 
 “Stop!” 
 Tanos tackled her to the ground just as the projectile impacted on the door. She didn’t see exactly what happened, but a lance of hot white energy sailed over her head through the space where she had been standing, striking a tree behind her. The tree cracked and sprayed splinters that, as though for extra flair, all caught fire. 
 Ada blinked for a moment. Wait, Tanos was still lying on top of her. Shouting. 
 “You idiot, I told you that people get killed trying to break into there! I told you the door shoots back! How stupid are -” 
 It was true, he  had  mentioned that. She had forgotten, and for a moment she did feel a pang of stupidity. But she was still several steps ahead of everyone else here, she reminded herself, so she brushed off that sense of failure, and Tanos with it. “It’s research, you moron. I need to know how it behaves.  Get off me. ” 
 He scrambled and hid behind a tree trunk. “Hide! It’s going to shoot!” 
 She looked back at the door, considered how it had reacted. A brief flash of understanding and satisfaction made her smile. “What? No it won’t.” 
 “How can you -” 
 She stood up, weapon in hand, and walked towards the door, waving. 
 “Hey! Hey, door! Shoot me!” 
 Nothing happened. 
 “Are you insane?” Tanos cowered behind the stone wards. 
 She smiled. “Yes!”  
 At least that’s what the Institute had called her, again and again. Insane, heretical, foolish, undisciplined… Perhaps it was all true, but in this moment, smiling and waving at a deadly door, she didn’t particularly care. 
 “Get back here!” 
 “No.  You  get out  here  and stop grovelling. It’s actually simple - it won’t hurt us at all. Hell, those burning wood chips are more dangerous; at least step away from those.” 
 He glanced back at the sizeable chunk blasted out of the fir’s trunk, which was apparently enough to nudge him closer to her instead. “What makes you so sure?” 
 “It’s just a defense mechanism.” She grabbed his arm and traced shapes in the air; a little education was in order. “It shot back, once, in the exact direction an attack came from. It’s reactive, see? It’s not going to shoot if we don’t shoot first.” 
 “But if it knows where you were, how do you know it won’t keep shooting?” 
 “ It  doesn’t  know  anything - that’s - that’s not how code works.” She shook her head; even she, with her Institute education, didn’t quite have the vocabulary for this. Frustrating, but she’d have to let the explanation pass unsaid. “Come on, let’s just take a closer look.” 
 As she approached the ring of bloodied stones, she paused, nudging one of the rocks with her foot. It felt pretty loose. She kicked it out of the way, breaking the circle. It was all just ignorance; there was no point in letting it stand. 
 “Those wards are -” 
 “A call to fear. They don’t tell anybody anything useful - for that, we need to experiment. Watch me.” 
 He looked wary, and she wondered if he might turn back. He’d better not. That would be… well, frustrating. She wasn’t afraid, so why should he be? People had to learn, one way or another. Humans could do so much better than cleaving to habit and superstition. If he wanted to do his dead family justice, he needed to overcome his superstitions. It was a good cause; she was happy to help. She knew from experience how satisfying it could be to help someone learn. 
 She reached out and grabbed a fistful of his shirt, yanking him closer to her. 
 Wait a minute, no, this was too close. Wrong person. Ada shook her head, trying to cast off the unwanted memories that kept peeking at her from the dark corners of her mind. Those days were over. She backed off a step, and tried glaring at Tanos instead. 
 “Come on. If you want to finish what your parents started and clear their name, you’ll need to trust me on this.” 
 He hesitated for a moment before reluctantly letting her pull him over the blood-stained ring of warnings. “Just don’t get me killed.” 
 “I don’t like people dying. Don’t worry.” 
 As she neared the door, she kept an eye out for signs of active code along the surface. She had acted too quickly earlier, it was true, and she wasn’t eager to be shot in the face at point-blank range. 
 The door was twice the height of a person and about twice again as wide. It was not entirely featureless; there were markings of some kind along the middle , but Ada knew they were not code. Ancient etchings like these were fairly common, and considered meaningless. Perhaps they were decorations. She swept her hand across the door, code shimmering in its wake. 
 At first, most of the code seemed almost equally meaningless. She meandered across the door, looking for something more interesting - and then she found it, something expectedly unexpected. There was a seam in the code, an empty space that no connections seemed to cross. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 Tanos was staring at her, and Ada realized that he was not going to have much to do while she worked. He wasn’t a coder, after all. “I’m trying to figure out how this will work. This, er, might actually take a while.” 
 “So I  didn’t  need  to stand next to the death-door?” 
 “The door won’t kill you! Not if you don’t hurt its feelings. Just - I don’t know - find something to eat.” 
 “You’d better open that thing.” He grumbled as he sat down on the ground, pulling out a piece of jerky and chewing. 
 Seriously? He was just going to watch her? Ada  hated  people watching her work. It made her blood boil. She threw up her arms. “I thought finding food would occupy you! Stop watching me work!” 
 “Well, what else do you want me to do?” 
 “I don’t know - scout the area.” 
 “For what?” 
 “Turn around, then!” 
 “Why?” 
 She groaned, grinding her teeth. “Fine, whatever. Just  be quiet . ” 
 She did her best. Though his presence in the corner of her eye and the back of her mind made it difficult to focus, she was nonetheless able to follow the code as it wove across the metal. There were symbols and linkages she didn’t recognize or fully understand, but the clean and even shape of the seam in the code was giving her some ideas. 
 It was in trying to decipher this kind of code that the coders of the Institute were bound to fail. She had run afoul of their baffling unwillingness to look at large pieces of code as intelligible combinations of smaller symbols. They looked at large artifacts - indeed, such as the doors of the Institute itself - and considered them to be covered in a single, absurdly complex sigil, incomprehensible and unlearnable except through rote memorization. Though they could copy and reapply the symbol, sometimes with reference material, it was just arcana to them. 
 This door was a good example. Someone from the Institute would have taken one look at the code and despaired. Her heresy, though, was that she saw the code as something else. The elders had thrown around terms like  small-mindedness  and the much-hated  reductionism , but the closer she looked, the more these symbols always collapsed into infinitely complex assemblies and relationships of a limited number of simple, individual, often familiar parts. 
 Ada soon found that the door’s code did seem to cross the seam in one spot - only to disappear into another one of those mysterious stops, like the one on the gun. Another such stop was right next to it, though, and she followed that logic as it snaked across the bottom of the frame, up the right side and into the edge of a large, strange sigil that encompassed a completely empty hexagonal space. 
 She frowned. Hadn’t she seen that symbol before? It seemed familiar, somehow, but she couldn’t place it. She looked over to Tanos, mostly because staring at a problem without being able to figure it out was a little intimidating. She could do this, but she needed time to digest the code’s structure.  
 Tanos was staring at her - or her pants? - but glanced up after a moment when he realized she was looking. “What’s wrong?” 
 “There’s a symbol in the code, looks like an empty slot. I don’t know what to do with it.” 
 Where  had  she seen it before? Tanos broke her concentration with a snicker. “Have you tried sticking something in it?” 
 She smirked. “Thanks for your input, Tanos, but I don’t think -” 
 She paused. All the code was fading now that she had stopped touching the wall, except that empty hexagon. It was meant to be used, somehow. 
 “Hm.” 
 Ada reached out to the empty sigil to trace the simplest symbol she could think of - a sigil that did nothing more than glow faintly, and did nothing at all if left alone. The code here had other plans, though; the space inside the hexagon glowed brighter the moment her finger touched the empty space.  I t pulsed red for a few moments and fell still again. Ada watched, but nothing else happened after that, and red was a fairly clear signal that she had done something wrong. 
 Still, her mind raced. “Yes!” 
 “Did you figure it out? Did I help?” 
 “No. Yes. Sort of. I still don’t know what it wants from me, though.” 
 “Should I try more innuendo?” 
 “No! Shut up. I need quiet to think.” She kept talking. “Maybe it’s expecting some kind of code from me? It reacted fast, but maybe if I can figure out what it wants from me, I can open it. Maybe it reads my mind.” 
 “So it could basically be anything.” 
 “Right!” She paused. “Well, no. I mean, it would have to be something relevant. Like a command to open, or a command to lower the door, or a prayer to some ancient door god. I don’t know.” 
 “Is there an open sign?” 
 “No! That’s not how code works. Things don’t just magically happen when you write code.” 
 Tanos seemed rather cautious. “Well, it  is  magic, isn’t it? Like any gift.” 
 She turned to face him. “No! That’s the point! It’s not mysterious or impenetrable. It makes perfect sense.” 
 “So why can’t you figure it out?” 
 “Because I don’t know everything there is to know. Just because  I  don’t  know everything doesn’t mean it’s unknowable. Now give me a minute to figure this out.” 
 She considered the door again as Tanos chewed on his jerky. There was very little room; it would have to be a simple sigil. Or… what if she had to touch a specific part of that empty hexagon? Something only those allowed to enter would have been told. 
 She touched her finger against another corner of the sigil, but it flared red again. Well, at least she was interacting with the object as the ancients that built it had intended, to the point where it would react. She tried another corner - red light again. “Damn it!” 
 “Other coders have tried before.” Tanos sounded like he was consoling her, which was only more infuriating.  She grimaced at the idea of her peers fumbling around this same ruin. 
 “I doubt they even got this far. They don’t understand this kind of thing. I mean,  I  don’t understand this kind of thing either, but at least I know that there’s something there that could potentially be understood. They don’t even know what they don’t know.” 
 She hefted the gun, took a few steps away from the door, and sat down. It wasn’t just a mystery - it was a puzzle, a deliberately designed obstacle hiding something valuable within. The hexagonal symbol was clearly waiting for some kind of input, but she couldn’t tell how it knew what to expect, or why it reacted so damned fast when she touched it. 
 Could it be some kind of sibling sigil system, where this sigil worked in combination with another somewhere else, to open the door? Maybe, but it could also be that there she needed some specific ancient relic to interact with it. Where there other options? Was it perhaps more complex than a binary system? Maybe could she make the door do more than just open and close if she knew the right sigils. 
 Ancient coders were sophisticated, and they had created complex tapestries of code that their descendants apparently could not hope to fathom. Perhaps there was no real chance of her opening this. 
 That thought incensed Ada, though. She the heretic, expelled from the Institute essentially for the crime of being  better than them  - well, she  was  better than them. Better than the coders who had tried and failed here in the past, better than those who taught and learned in their distant enclosure in the valley. 
 And yet she still didn’t have the heritage, the education, the knowledge the ancients did. So how was she supposed to deal with this? 
 “It’s okay if you don’t know how to get in.” Tanos bit right into those fears. “I mean, it would be nice, but there’s no use in us sitting out here forever. We can go back to the village, and I’ll grab you a drink. Nobody else has figured it out, either.” 
 She looked over at him. He appeared to be egging her on; his tone suggested a challenge, rather than a dispassionate conclusion. 
 “Are you trying to goad me into figuring out a solution?” She blinked. “I’m genuinely not sure. I can shoot the door again, if you want.” 
 “What? No! Don’t do that.” 
 “So you want me to shoot the door.” 
 “No, damn it I just said no!” 
 She stood up and grinned. “I’m hearing you say you want me to shoot the door.” 
 He looked horrified, which made this all the more amusing. Ada hefted the gun, burst into a jog still grinning, and aimed at the door. She fired off a shot and stopped a few steps later. 
 She saw something quite interesting as the door absorbed the hard light blast and fired back. She barely registered the blast whizzing a meter or so from her shoulder; instead, she saw the code light up - not in relation to how close it was to the blast, but in relation to something else. She realized the impact was causing power to surge through the code, lighting up the parts of it more closely connected to the impact zone. 
 “Huh.” 
 Tanos uncovered his hears. “What - did I help?” 
 “You think I needed to doubt myself to figure this out? Trust me, I would have shot it eventually out of frustration, so don’t flatter yourself. Besides, this isn’t an answer, it’s just more information. Let’s see how useful it can be.” 
 She took aim and shot at that receptive symbol she couldn’t figure out. Walking as she did, she avoided the retaliatory shot that came back when she missed the first time and hit the door. A second blast did land on the frame, though, and the frame didn’t shoot back at all. Instead, the projectile exploded into flames, as she would have expected it to. 
 “Huh.” 
 She held the gun carefully and fired another blast at the frame, and the same thing happened. Tanos had already rushed away from her and the door, his fears probably somewhat well-founded, but Ada wasn’t afraid. She approached and, not moving this time, fired another shot. 
 As the flames faded, she saw the long sliver of code that she believed controlled the door pulse brighter. She looked more closely at the gun; was there a way to boost its power? A moment’s cursory inspection didn’t help, though, so she raised the weapon again and fired as fast as she could on the doorframe. 
 The increase was noticeable. The line connecting the receptive symbol with what she suspected to be the door’s controller pulsed a little brighter with each successive shot, though it quickly faded into invisibility when she stopped firing. 
 “Bombs don’t work!” Tanos yelled from behind a ridge. “I doubt a gun will open it.” 
 She sighed. “It won’t, you’re right. But failure is useful too, if you can learn from it. And I think I’ve just learned something about the code.” 
 She thought back to the incident in Tanos’ village, where she had almost inadvertently set the inn on fire. She remembered the specific mistake in her code, too, and that gave her an idea. 
 “Tanos?” 
 He blinked. “Yes?” 
 “Keep your head down. Things are about to get loud and messy.” 
 He hid behind the wards as she approached the frame. The code here wasn’t as ubiquitous as it was on the door, and along the outer edge there didn’t appeal to be any code at all, so that was where she did her work. 
 It was code the Institute would never have understood. To them it was undocumented and thus incorrect, wrong, heretical. But code was never inherently wrong - it merely did the undesirable, usually because the coder hadn’t paid attention or didn’t understand what they were doing. 
 Right now, she wanted something  very  undesirable. 
 A simple loop and some power was all that she needed. For good measure she added more power than she thought she needed, twisting the sigils together into an ugly ouroboros. It was a monstrous thing that couldn’t possibly end well. She felt sweat beading on her forehead as she traced a final line between her ugly mess of a weapon and the feed leading from the door’s controls. Coders had been killed for making less terrible mistakes, and she knew from experience that it was not a pretty death. 
 As soon as she connected the two she turned and ran. Just before ducking behind the ridge where Tanos was hiding, she looked back and saw her parasitic code glowing blue-white. 
 “What did you do?” Tanos was peeking out to look. 
 “I made a bunch of mistakes on purpose.” 
 “What? How can you -” 
 The light was shining brighter and brighter. The flickering glow was unpleasantly familiar, a familiarity that bred something more unsettling than contempt. She wasn’t interested in deepening that familiarity. 
 “Get down!” 
 She shoved his head back down behind the ridge, and covered her ears with her hands. For another second, nothing happened. After another, Ada became impatient - but if she stuck her head   out to take a look, it might well be the last thing she saw. She tensed up when a dull hum grew audible through her hands, though, louder and louder, and in her memory the sound bled together with screams. 
 The code crashed. Blue light seared the scenery and her irises. The ground shook, trees shook, birds took flight, and dirt rained down on top of them . And in the midst of the chaos, a  colossal metal  thunk  made Ada grin. 
 Once the dust started settling, she risked a peek. The frame around the entrance was crisscrossed with blackened scorchmarks in the shape of code, and in places the metal seemed to have fractured completely. More interesting still, the door seemed to have disappeared. There was nowhere near enough debris lying around for it to have exploded, so it must have gone somewhere else. 
 “Holy shit.” Tanos’ mouth and eyes competed to open widest. “You actually got in!” 
 She felt her hands shaking a little. It had been a while since she had heard code crash, or seen the aftermath. But it was okay this time - nobody was hurt. She responded, speaking loud to quell the shaking in her hands. “Of  course  I did. What did you expect? That’s what you asked me to do.” 
 “Well… yeah, I guess. I actually just thought you were cute, and I heard about you making a magical fireplace in the inn, so I figured showing you this might be a good way to get to know you.” 
 She stared at him, blanking for a moment on the buried compliment. “Okay,  that  was misleading. Did your parents even die here?” 
 He looked hurt. “Of course they did! I just didn’t think  anybody  could open this thing, and I figured you’d be smart enough not to get us killed trying.” 
 She grinned widely. She came across as smart, even to someone who didn’t know code?  That  was a compliment she’d happily take. She slapped him on the shoulder and turned him towards the door. “Well, lucky you, you  are  getting to know me! First lesson: I can do whatever the hell I want, no matter what everyone else thinks. Now do you want to check this place out or not?” 
 He stared at the ancient ruin, eyes suddenly wide. She felt another pang of warmth at the curiosity twinkling in his eyes. He nodded. “Hell yes. What do you think we’ll find?” 
 She grinned back, and the feeling of shared fascination with ancient things suddenly brought her back to a time when she was a little younger, a little less bitter. She almost skipped, crossing the dusty grass towards the ruin. "Ancient technology? Code sigil references? Actual ancients, preserved in some kind of sleep? It could be anything!” 
 They reached the entrance and peered inside. Tanos stood behind her, as though she would protect him. “It’s pretty dark in there, Ada.” 
 “Of course it’s dark. Bring me a rock.” 
 “A…? Okay, you know what, sure.” 
 Tanos was apparently beyond the point where he needed to question her abilities. As he took off, Ada stepped into the ruins. Enough daylight filtered in that she could tell that the chamber was large, fairly rectangular, and bordered by a chest-high platform on one side. It smelled like dust and dirt. 
 Up against this platform was… something very big. The front tapered down like a wedge, with smoothly curved edges and a rectangular window facing forward. From the tattered seats inside, Ada could tell people were meant to sit in this thing. Behind the wedge-box was was a long, flat surface with knee-high walls around the edge, as though to prevent things from falling off. It seemed to be sitting on the ground, and didn’t look like an integral part of the ruin. Was it mobile? It looked like some kind of flatbed cart, but without wheels. 
 Tanos appeared by her side. “I’ve got some - woah - what’s that?” 
 “I have no idea.” She took the two fist-sized rocks he had brought with him and traced illuminating code in a few places on each one, alongside a power reservoir. The rocks would glow for a day or two at least. “Take this one.” 
 He took it and inspected it, as though his ungifted mind might somehow gain insight into the nature of the code. Ada laid her hand on the huge wheelless wagon, but it seemed inert. There wasn’t much code, though when she touched one small section on the outside a door snapped open. They jumped back and exchanged glances, and she frowned. “Huh. I have no idea what this is.” 
 “Could it be a tank?” 
 Ada’s frown deepened. “A what?” 
 Tanos seemed excited to be able to explain something. “I heard a story about a guy who found this ancient relic, a big metal box he could ride around in, with guns attached to it. They say he used it to conquer Vegas two hundred years ago.” 
 “Tanos, I bet nobody living within a thousand klicks of here even knows where Vegas is, let alone has been there. Might as well not be a real place. The rumours are too crazy.” 
 “Everybody knows it’s in the wastelands!” 
 “And the wastelands are huge. Besides, I don’t see any weapons on this, and there isn’t much code on it either. We can take another look on our way out, maybe try activating it, but let’s see what else we can find first.” 
 As they stepped deeper into the ruin, leaving daylight behind, the blue-white glow of the code on the rocks was the only thing illuminating the world they had walked into. Clambering up onto the platform, Ada found it wasn’t very wide - two meters at most. The wall was fairly plain, though it was covered in more of the decorative ancient symbols she had seen on the entrance. 
 Not far into the darkness they reached another door, this one fairly wide but not much taller than a person. Tanos looked at her warily. 
 “Are you going to blow this one up too?” 
 “Let’s hope I don’t have to.” She reached out to investigate the door’s code with her hand, but before she could even touch the surface a gentle hiss filled the air, and the door slid upwards into the ceiling. Beyond, lights flared to life. 
 She knew some of the old ruins still worked, kept running by watchers, but the motion still startled her. “Keep your light stone out, just in case.” As they walked into the next room she put hers away, holding her gun ready. She hoped she wouldn’t have to shoot anything, but it was always a possibility. She had heard enough stories about the kinds of things that lived in ancient ruins. 
 The next room, almost bright as day courtesy of thin white code on the ceiling, wasn’t very interesting. The only thing inside was a pile of metal cylinders sitting in some kind of grubby dust. On the cylinders she found more of those maddening, meaningless symbols. One day she’d have to stop and figure out what exactly those were. 
 “This looks like storage. Come on, let’s keep going.” 
 “Storage for what?” 
 Ada picked up one of the metal cans and inspected it, but there was no code on it and no apparent way to open it. She thought she could feel its weight shifting, though, as if it contained liquid. Tanos raised his eyebrows at it. “Bombs?” 
 She paused at the thought, and very carefully set the cylinder down again. “You know, suddenly I don’t want to hold this anymore.” 
 “Is that code?” 
 “No, obviously, but I don’t know what they are. Come on, let’s keep looking.” 
 Like the last one, the next door in this room opened on its own as they neared. The lights beyond it activated as well, and the storage room behind them went dark. The automation of the ruins was unnerving. Had everything really remained functional after a thousand years of neglect? She saw no watchers, but there must be some floating around here - what else could be maintaining it? 
 “We’re in a kitchen.” 
 She blinked, and saw what Tanos was pointing at. While the machines that lined the walls were unfamiliar to her, there were some staples - chopsticks, forks, knives, pots, pans, water basins - that Ada recognized from the Institute. The machines, then, were surely for various kinds of cooking. 
 She looked back to the door they had come through. “I bet that storage room was for food, and the entrance was for bringing it in. There must be another entrance to the ruins.” 
 “Do you think those metal boxes weren’t actually bombs?” 
 She considered their shifting weight. “I guess there could be food in there, but how would you get it out? You’d have to destroy the box. That seems pointless. Besides, this doesn’t help answer the question of this  whole  place really is.” 
 Tanos didn’t seem to want to help answer that question either; instead, he was peering at the utensils. The chopsticks were stony-looking and slightly ridged, the knives were surprisingly dull and round, and the forks and spoons were curved all around with barely a hard edge. They looked bizarre compared to what Ada was used to, but Tanos didn’t seem to mind. “Well, I wasn’t expecting to find  spoons , but I’ll take what I can get.” 
 Ada rolled her eyes and patted him on the back. “Keep your eyes out for something more educational.” 
 She kept exploring. Another sliding door led her out of the kitchen, and she found herself standing behind a counter, looking out onto a large room filled with chairs and tables - all firmly attached to the floor. It looked odd, but still, with some imagination, she could venture a guess. 
 “Hey Tanos! I think this place was a tavern.” 
 He followed her out, pocketing clinking with utensils, and the kitchen lights turned off. “A tavern? Why would they have an underground tavern?” 
 “To keep it away from people who don’t like them, like me? I don’t know. Come on!” 
 The tavern wasn’t the end. It opened into a broad hallway, both ends of which seemed to curve towards each other, as though it were ring-shaped. More ancient symbols covered the outer walls, too, and here she saw they came in two different styles, always appearing together; one of long strings of simple glyphs, and the other of complex sets lines packed into roughly square configurations. The mystery taunted her, but she was delighted to have something to actually investigate, and her eyes were already flitting about. She felt like she had been thrown into a huge toybox. 
 “What  is  this place?” 
 She walked out of the tavern as Tanos rummaged around under the tables. The ancients hadn’t left much lying around when the had abandoned this place, though, and he left disappointed. As they walked, ceiling lights lit up to follow their passage. 
 As did, to Ada’s surprise, the entire inner wall. 
 She and Tanos jumped back in surprise as life-sized, moving images of explosions and fighters running about covered a small section of the wall in front of them. A female voice began speaking, her tone suggesting she was narrating the events on display. 
 “ As war raged in the rimward colonies, corporate and state officials on Earth scrambled to organize a response. ” 
 The ancient dialect fell just outside the realm of comprehension. Ada felt her mouth hanging open, unprepared to parse whatever was being said. 
 “This - this is the language of the ancients.” 
 Tanos approached the wall as the sight of people with guns marching into large, curved metal boxes filled the scene. “What’s she saying?” 
 Ada listened, carefully, and found after a moment that it wasn’t completely incomprehensible. She had heard it before, emerging from a few old relics in the Institute’s possession, and it was distantly similar to her own language. She recognized scattered words, even fragments of a phrase here or there - things like  Earth , for example, or  they went  - but not enough to make sense of the overall message. The pronunciation was mostly alien. 
 “I’m not sure.” But she listened. After less than a minute the wall faded to black, and the images appeared to start from the beginning again, with the same narration. She noticed the ancient symbols appearing along the bottom of the wall again, changing as the sights continued. Again, two lines of two radically different sets of symbols, appearing in tandem. What were those damned glyphs for? “Let’s keep going. I don’t know what this is.” 
 But as they walked down the ring-shaped, sections of wall continued to light up, with more and more images and sounds flickering past her senses. Ada watched as wedge-shaped things - like boats, or birds - flew between the stars, firing bright weapons at one another. She saw burning cities, cities the size of which boggled her mind - hundreds of thousands of people must have lived in them. Such numbers in a single place was almost unthinkable; her own Institute was home to just over a thousand, and few cities were much larger. 
 They kept walking. A strange scene played out on the next section, with hovering ships not unlike those in the loading area behind them carrying armed men and women across a rust-red desert, under a pale olive-yellow sky. There was no ring in that sky. It looked like no place she had ever seen. 
 Ada was beginning to have some idea of what kind of place they had discovered. 
 “This is some kind of archive.” 
 “A what?” 
 “At the Institute we had an archive - it was a place for artifacts from the time of the ancients. We weren’t supposed to look at most of them, but some of the things they did show junior coders were images. They didn’t move like this, and there weren’t many, but the ancients did have ways of preserving these things.” 
 “What kind of images?” 
 She shrugged. “Honestly, a lot of it seemed really ordinary. Animals, people’s faces, some images of machines none of the coders were familiar with. I remember one image of a pretty girl in a blue dress, standing on a rocky beach. It seemed personal. Not, you know, historical.” 
 Tanos looked around. “I don’t see any pretty girls in blue dresses here.” 
 She grinned. “If you do, call me over.” 
 He grinned back, and his attention returned to the images. “So we’re not going to find any  things  here?” 
 She pursed her lips and hummed. “I think we’re supposed to find knowledge. I’d love to, but I don’t know what any of this means. Yet.” 
 Tanos sighed. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go check some of the side chambers to see if I can find anything a little more valuable. Or, you know, educational, as you said.” 
 Ada ignored him, wracking her brain. Whoever had built this place clearly intended for visitors to learn something - they were blasting sounds and images at her, after all. Their mission had gone unfulfilled, though; whatever was being talked about happened before the Fall, during a golden age of human civilization nobody seemed to know anything about. All was forgotten. 
 Could she remember for them? 
 Tanos was still staring at her, she realized. “Fine, go look, but don’t try to activate anything without my help. You could get yourself killed.” 
 “Are you just going to watch those?” 
 “And listen to the voice, yes. I’m going to try to learn what the people who created this place wanted me to learn, rather than just pillage their tomb.” 
 Tanos wandered off in search of ancient treasure while Ada stayed and stared at the images, letting each one play out twice before moving on to the next. Her eyes flickered between the scenes and the strange yellow symbols flickering along the bottom of the image. She felt a sense of desperation - whether in herself to learn, or in these archives to be remembered, she couldn’t say. There was a connection here just waiting to be made, but she couldn’t quite see it yet. 
  
 Chapter 6 
 The party was standing where Isavel had fought and killed. She was watching Joon try to puzzle out what he had seen, and he glanced at her with more skepticism than she cared for. “I saw shots from right here. Different kinds, so I doubt it was a gun. I’m betting it was that hunter who's following us.” 
 Isavel tried to keep cool, to hide the trembling. “I didn’t see anyone else! Like I said, I - I got ambushed by a pathfinder, but I didn’t see any hunter s.” Her  mind was racing. She could reveal her abilities, but she had no way of knowing how they would react. She had to do it at the right time, in the right place. There would be an opportune moment, there had to be. This just wasn’t it. 
 Lessa nudged one of the bodies with her foot. “What about that guy? He looks like a warrior.” 
 Everyone was wondering what had happened behind the ridge to turn the tide. Isavel stood beside the bodies she had struck down, trying not to look at their faces, trying to think of a plausible explanation. This was a nightmare. 
 “Isavel, you killed this pathfinder with his own club?” Joon asked. He was not letting up. “And the other two, you have no idea?” 
 “No idea. I got the drop on this guy, then I got out of the way in case more passed through the area. This must have happened afterwards.” She gripped the hilt of the club tightly; she had thrown the other one off into the woods. Gods, what was she doing? 
 Lessa nodded at the one pathfinder she admitted to killing. “Nice job.” 
 “Uh - thank you.” 
 Orden, Rain of Stars, was still busy scanning the treelines as he spoke. “So there’s one hunter out there, helping but also hiding. I don’t like that. I want to know what they’re trying to accomplish. We’re in the fog on this.” 
 Seawave Lessa was less curious. “Whatever they’re doing, we’ve got a bigger problem. Those raiders retreated, and we need to track them down. If they’re the ones who’ve been harassing the villages -” 
 “They’re not.” Isavel hadn’t meant to take over the conversation, but all eyes were suddenly on her. Panic crested in her brain again before she remembered - she was an outsider. They just weren’t expecting her to talk. “I - I remember the people who attacked my village. There were more of them than this, around forty at least, and I don’t recognize any of the faces of the dead. A bunch of villages were… raided, recently, practically at the same time.” 
 “The same time - so there’s more than one group.” 
 Sorn spoke up. “We need to be extra careful. We can’t face several dozen raiders at once, even with some rogue hunter tagging along for the ride.” 
 “Something’s wrong.” Lessa rolled her shoulders, looking around the woods. “Isavel, if your dead preacher was right about those villages, this is bigger than just a band of raiders. I’ve seen a dozen or two raiders running around before, but scores of people? Hundreds? That hasn’t happened in decades, not anywhere I’ve been.” 
 Maybe they would stop wondering about that mysterious rogue hunter if they focused on the big picture. Isavel nodded eagerly. “What could they possibly want?”  
 Lessa sighed, as though it didn’t matter. “Whatever they want, the sun is setting. It’s been a long day, and I think most of us didn’t sleep last night. We need to find a place to hide. Everyone, get moving.” 
 And suddenly everyone was moving. The routines and rhythms of the group still foreign to Isavel, she stood frozen for a moment, confused, looking for Shale and Joon - but they were already heading out into the forest, fanning out away from where the raiders had fled. 
 There were more rules here she didn’t understand, so she took a deep breath and focused on what she did know instead. She stepped out into the woods, towards where she had tossed the other club, quietly booting it under a patch of fern as she went. She glanced at the sky, thanking the gods nobody had really cornered her with their awkward questions. She may not like it, but they had laid this path out before her - war, death, fighting. She could do good here, in some twisted way. She could stop harm from befalling others. That mattered. 
 It didn’t matter enough to bring back the dead. 
 The woods grew still, and her pathfinder ears only faintly heard the others in the distance. 
 Isavel felt the dead reaching out to her again, calling to her, but they were not here with her. If she wanted to forge on, to follow the gods’ path for her, she needed to focus on the world around her instead. So she turned her eyes and ears outwards, all attention on her newly gifted senses, and faced the world. 
 As a pathfinder, things popped out at her that she never would have noticed before. She traced footprints, counted snapped twigs, followed trails left behind by animals coursing through the underbrush. With gifted eyes of both sorts she found everything crisper, brighter, more detailed. 
 She came to a stop, alone in the forest, and got down on her knees, reaching out to feel the tiny plants that grew in the crooks of trees and rocks. She could spot bugs crawling about - ants, woodlice, things she didn’t recognize. She took a deep breath, held the earthy and mossy smells in her chest, and let go. There was still a spatter of dried blood on her hand, and she started scratching it off. She had to let go of the dead, or she would never see the way forward. 
 What way forward? A life of roaming the world with a party of gifted, using magic and strength to get by, hiding her powers from everyone around her? 
 What did the gods really want from her? 
 She had wondered this long before she had first died. She had nothing from her past life to go back to, no great calling that death had interrupted. She had tried things - the priesthood, hunting, painting, dancing, all without finding any particular talent. She liked dancing and the plays, but she had never been good enough to draw much admiration, and she had always been given what roles were seen to befit her olive skin and wavy mane of brown hair - the exotic maiden, the strange witch, the doomed foreigner. 
 All of that was gone, and what remained was war. 
 She kept scrubbing her hands. Something about that didn’t resonate. She had the ability - and hell, no lack of justification - to fight these raiders, but not because it was an adventure. She was trying to follow the path the gods lay out before her. And that path couldn’t be endless, meaningless fighting. There had to be some kind of peace at the end of the road. 
 “What are you doing here?” 
 She jumped, spun around towards the voice. Sorn, the tall blond hunter, was standing to the right - how had she not heard him? She had fallen inward again, lost her focus on the world. Now she was looking out again, and she saw a touch of concern in his eyes, his gently raised eyebrows. 
 “Oh, uh, Sorn. I’m just taking a moment to… to breathe.” 
 “Are you alright?” 
 She nodded as he came to squat beside her. “I’m fine. I’m just… Everything’s changed so fast, and I just got into a fight with, well, I almost got killed, and I killed someone in return. It’s hard.” 
 “I bet. A lot of people in our way of life have had their lives turned around in nasty ways.” He paused, looking thoughtful, and reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “It’ll pass well enough, and if not, maybe a medic can help. Come on, Joon’s already back. I think he found somewhere for us.” 
 She nodded. “Sounds cozy. Er, I hope. You know?” 
 Sorn smiled, eyes glinting, and headed off. She frowned after him. No response? Fine, then. Being around this party was already taxing - she didn’t need to worry about how to talk to them. 
 Isavel found Joon with the leaders, the others slowly trickling in. Once they were all there, Joon spoke. “This stream doesn’t come from the mountains - it comes out of a ruin, some kind of drainage pipe I think. It’s behind a bunch of plants, but with a bit of squeezing we can get through and leave it mostly hidden. Looks big on the inside, and seems easy to defend. You’d be a fool to climb in.” 
 Lessa grinned. “So you’d have us climb in.” 
 Joon gave an affable shrug. “No footprints outside, and quiet on the inside. I don’t think it’s occupied right now.” 
 An ancient ruin? Isavel had never seen a truly intact ruin of any kind - only crumbling walls and foundations, and a few tall metal posts along the old roads. She was more than happy to stay away from the ruins too - stories of dangerous relics, unnatural creatures, and unexpected death surrounded such places. 
 Orden seemed to have no such worries. “Well then, unless anyone has a better idea…?” There were no such ideas. “Lead the way.” 
 Joon led the party off at a brisk pace, Isavel cautiously following. Sorn was just ahead of her, and as she tried to clear her mind and focus on the world around her, she found her eyes darting up and down him for a few moments, not unfavourably. Still, she felt a bit silly about it, so she looked around at the others. There were two warriors she hadn’t met yet, one a blue-haired man with a broad face and the other a pale-haired woman wearing a deep red shirt. There was also that other warrior, Kirrit, and - 
 Mamá? 
 Isavel almost jumped out of her skin. There was blood on her everywhere, in her mind, blood from the dead and blood from her enemies. She couldn’t let her mother see her like this. It was shameful, it was not - of course. It was not her mother. 
 Isavel took a deep breath. The tall, dark olive-skinned hunter walking off to the side looked Isavel’s age, but she could easily have been Isavel’s southerly cousin. She must have seen Isavel get scared, because she suddenly turned and made eye contact, smiling. 
 The resemblance was striking. Should she ask? Isavel walked over to her as the group moved forward, stammering. “Sorry, there’s been a lot going on. What’s your name? We haven’t met. Yet.” 
 The hunter looked a bit puzzled, but her smile didn’t fade. Now that she was standing closer, Isavel realized that this woman didn’t actually look that much like her mother at all. Her mother’s dead face tried to peek out from behind the woman’s features, but she focused on the living woman in front of her instead. 
 Sorn turned around and spoke, hauling Isavel’s attention out of the dark corners it was crawling towards. “She doesn’t speak our language much, but she understands if you talk slow. She’s from somewhere south, further south than Angelos even. Rodan picked her up about a week ago, fresh off a boat in Glass Peaks.” 
 Isavel nodded. Still, it was hard not to remember. Her mother had told her of her own home, many times, of a sunny and hot land far to the south, with crystal seas and swaying palms and stone houses. Her mother was driven to journey north to explore, but she had never returned after having Isavel. 
 The foreigner’s head popped into her field of vision with a puzzled expression, and she touched Isavel’s shoulder. “Hm?” 
 Isavel looked at her, then away. “Oh, um - don’t worry. This - these raiders - I lost my family.” 
 The hunter nodded, and Isavel walked alongside her quietly, trying to keep her mind from slipping into memory, keeping her eyes intently fixed ahead. It wasn’t long until they found the head of the stream, and at first glance it did seem to be emerging from a bunch of shrubs. They pulled aside branches and roots, though, to reveal an only partially-buried pipe almost as tall as Isavel herself. There had once been a metal grate across the entrance, she realized, but it had long ago been cut off - probably by a warrior’s blade. Only sharp points of some ancient, unrusting metal remained. 
 The warriors were already clambering into the pipe while hunters took up positions outside, scanning the forest for danger. The sun was beginning to sink towards the horizon, and as she thought of sleep, Isavel was surprised not to find herself worrying about whether to trust these people. Trust came easily, perhaps, when there was no other choice. 
 As the other warriors disappeared into the tunnel, Lessa turned around to exchange a few quiet words with Orden before going in as well. Orden turned to the rest of them and spoke up. “Pathfinders, spread out a bit further and keep watch. We don’t want them seeing where we’re going.” 
 Joon and Shale nodded, splitting off in separate directions and leaving a large, clear space for Isavel to fall into. Fair enough. She glanced at Sorn, briefly meeting his eyes and smile. She would have liked to stay, to talk or just to be in company rather than worry about attack, but should really make herself useful and take watch. Make these gifts earn the steep price she had paid for them. 
 She turned to the woods and started walking, but the foreign hunter was quickly at her side. She looked out and pointed to herself, and then at Isavel. “Marea. Your name is?” 
 That accent was her mother’s. They had come from the same place, wherever that place was. Isavel stammered. “Isavel.” 
 Marea blinked, wide-eyed, as though she had heard the name before. “ ¿Me entiendes? ” 
 Memories coursed across Isavel’s brains, old words her mother used with her. She understood it quite clearly, but she had never heard the words from anyone else’s mouth, and as she grew older she had seen less and less point to using them. Awkwardly, ashamed, she shook her head. “Yeah, I understand, but I can’t speak it.” 
 Marea’s brow furrowed a bit, but she continued talking in their shared maternal language. “That’s okay. Your parents?” 
 Isavel sighed, speaking as slow as she could in this land's language. “My mother.” 
 “Ah, of course. You’re a bit pale.” 
 Pale?  Pale? 
 That was one thing that Isavel had never been called in her life, and the word felt like a slap. She took a deep breath, and glanced down at her arms. It was true - her hair was a little lighter than Marea’s, her skin a little paler olive. Marea’s eyes were a deeper brown, too. Both much darker than her father’s, but he was no longer the point of comparison here. “Where are you from, then?” 
 Marea frowned first, then nodded with understanding. “Near Sajuana. It’s really far south.” 
 Sajuana. Dozens of second-hand memories of that far-away place whispered to her, stories and impressions Isavel had been inherited from her mother but had never truly owned. “My mother as well.” 
 “And your father?” 
 “Here. Just like me.” 
 Marea smiled, and reached into her pack for a lump of food. “It’s very cold here. You want a ration?” 
 Isavel nodded. They were some ways away from the ruin, so they stopped and watched the treeline. Isavel could just hear Orden and Sorn talking in the distance, but she couldn’t make out any words. 
 The ration she bit into was, as near as she could tell, a mixture of honey, nuts, and fruit - high-energy food the gifted would need on a regular basis. As Isavel chewed, she eyed the foreign hunter beside her. 
 What was it like, being so far from anything she had grown up with? She couldn’t imagine travelling so far away that nobody even spoke the same language - it was so much difficulty, so much distance, and for what? Marea was young, gifted, and seemed happy; what could have pushed her so far from home? Or, perhaps, pulled her? 
 Marea frowned.  “What’s wrong?” 
 Damn. She was staring. “Sorry. I’m just trying to remember the words.” 
 “You can try! It’s okay, I won’t laugh.” 
 Isavel sighed, looking up into the air. Gods - or, mother, in this case - she hoped she wouldn’t sound too terrible. “My mother spoken to me lots like this, dog I always spoke the language of my father.” 
 Her words immediately sounded mangled, and Marea bit her lip. To her credit, though, she didn’t laugh. “Not bad! It’s good. It’s hard for outsiders to say  dog  and  but  properly.” 
 Outsiders? She grew up speaking the language! Her mother was from there! Although... Isavel pursed her lips, dragged her fingers through her wavy hair. Heritage aside, she had little connection to that place. Her mother and father were gone. She was left with only herself - whatever that was. She forced a grin, and stuffed the rest of the ration in her mouth. 
 Marea patted her on the shoulder. “So you’re a pathfinder?” 
 Isavel blinked. She had almost forgotten that lie. “Yeah, that’s me.” 
 “Why stay here? You should go south, to Sajuana. Maybe you can take your mother.” 
 Isavel blinked, gaping at Marea. Had she really just - oh. Oh, of course. She spoke extra slow. “You didn’t understand what I said earlier, did you?” 
 Marea blinked, looking a bit ashamed. “No? No. I didn’t understand. Raiders, I understood that.” 
 This, Isavel could say in their mothers’ tongue. “My family is dead.” 
 Marea sucked in a sharp breath of air, and wrapped Isavel in a sudden hug. “Oh gods, I’m so sorry!” 
 Isavel hugged back. It was oddly comforting to hear those foreign words in her ears. “It’s - don’t worry. It’s why I’m here.” 
 Marea remained silent for a moment, rubbing her back, and Isavel let out a long sigh. They stayed quiet for a moment before Marea pulled away, though she kept a hand on Isavel’s shoulder. 
 “Thanks, Marea.” 
 Marea smiled, and suddenly footsteps approach them from behind. Isavel rounded around to see Sorn glancing between them with a wry grin. “Warriors are back - they say it looks deserted. Head on in, I’ll go grab the other two.” 
 He walked off into the woods, looking for the other pathfinders, and Marea gave Isavel a mirthful look. What? Why? She wasn’t sure what it meant, but Marea followed it up with a nudge as they walked back. 
 “What?” 
 Marea shook her head and sighed, still smiling, and they were already within speaking distance of Orden. 
 “You two, climb on in, sun’s dropping. Marea first - Isavel, I don’t know how much you’ve worked with hunters, but they’ve got better night vision for finding threats.” 
 Isavel quashed the urge to correct him - she could play along. Of course she could. “Have we found out where the tunnel goes?” 
 He pursed his lips. “More or less. We went everywhere we could, but some of the old doors won’t open.” 
 Not the most reassuring news, but everyone else seemed comfortable with it, so Isavel went along. They knew the ebbs and flows of this kind of work more than she did. She followed Marea into the ruins, though she made no effort to appear lost or blind.  
 She could actually see remarkably well in the dark. It was… different, and she felt it now more than ever - this was her first trek into such deep darkness since her rebirth.  Although there was only a little light coming in from behind, Marea herself almost seemed to glow, as did other human shapes ahead. It was almost like she was specifically seeing humans, regardless of light. It was deeply bizarre. 
 When they found the first side chamber, however, the darkness fled again. Some kind of artificial light was shining through the entryway, and they stepped inside to find one of the warriors, the blue-haired man, examining ancient machines built into the walls. She should really figure out what his name was. 
 “Hey, what is this place?”  
 The warrior turned around and shrugged. He flashed a pleased smile at Marea before turning to Isavel and shrugging amiably. 
 “I have no idea. This room isn’t much to look at, but the others found a bigger one further up. The lights just turned on when we entered it. I’m Rodan, by the way.” 
 “Isavel.” She shied away from his gaze. It was friendly but a little too energetic, not as calm or warm as Sorn’s. She found herself wishing to talk to the hunter instead. “So, er, why did we send warriors in first if you can’t see in the dark?” 
 “Oh, I can see plenty fine.” Rodan flashed a toothy grin and called up a shimmering blue shield on his arm. “This thing lights the way well enough, and we’re a lot better suited than hunters to survive if something jumps on us from around a corner. No offense to  Marea , of course.” 
 He gave Marea a gentle nudge in the ribs, and she smiled back at him and batted her eyelashes. How much of his normal-paced speaking did she actually understand? 
 She heard splashing footsteps approaching from down the tunnel, and the number and pacing of steps told her Joon and Shale had entered the tunnels, with Orden and Sorn behind them. “The others are here.” 
 Rodan shrugged. “If a pathfinder heard it, it must be true. Come on, I’ll take you to the main chamber.” 
 They followed him deeper into the tunnels, feet sloshing in the shallow water. If this was sewage, it was remarkably clean and clear. Not far into the tunnel, past another bend, they came to an even larger room where the rest of the warriors had gathered - Lessa, Kirrit, and the one woman whose name Isavel still hadn’t learned. 
 The room itself looked like an indoor pond feeding the roots of a giant metal tree. Water had collected into a deep pool on one side of the room, and the ceilings and walls were lined with a complicated series of pipes and gently pulsing lights that flowed together near the centre of the ceiling. A gentle trickle of the pool’s water flowed through a kind of shallow funnel out into the tunnels beyond. There was also something that looked like a doorway off to the side, but the metal door in the arch was shut, and Isavel doubted anyone here could open it. A hallway on the other side of the pool led off into darkness. 
 “What is this place?” 
 “Looks clean now, but maybe sewage, once?” Lessa seemed indifferent. “In any case, this place is far enough down a narrow tunnel that we should have plenty of warning if anyone shows up. For now, we need food and rest.” 
 “There’s some more tunnel that way.” Rodan pointed to the dark hallway. “There’s even a second exit to a doorway that seems almost buried underground, so we’ve got an escape route if we really need it.” 
 Isavel thought back to the pathfinders she had encountered in the skirmish earlier. The memory that floated to the top was that of the woman she had killed, telling her she would find her again. The woman had not seemed afraid in the slightest. She must have been brave. 
 “What if they ambush us in the night?” 
 Joon shook his head. “They’d be dumb not to think  we’re  prepared to ambush  them  the minute they enter. You don’t walk into a killzone unless you’re willing to throw your life away.” 
 Isavel nodded, but she remembered the woman she had killed. Something about that dying face spoke of more to come after death. They might not be as afraid as Joon thought. “We’ll have someone watching that other exit though, right?” 
 Lessa nodded. “I’ve already asked Nera to do that - it’s a narrower entrance, easy to guard with a shield.”  
 Nera! That was the last warrior’s name. Isavel made brief eye contact with the woman as Orden spoke from behind them. “And Sorn will watch the entrance we came through.” 
 Nera walked off and Sorn had not joined them, but everyone else settled down for dinner. Isavel had nothing, but Lessa gave her a shallow bowl and chopsticks, and Marea shared some more food - cold food, for there was no room for a fire in here. 
 Isavel expected them to start telling stories. Wasn’t that what parties did? Adventure by day, swap stories and legends by night. The plays and songs and tales suggested as much, but it seemed the truth was far more subdued than that. 
 The day had been frantic, tiring, and at least for her somewhat terrifying. They told no wild tales; they simply speculated about what they had seen of the raiders so far, briefly mentioning other raider groups from the past in places like Hive, or the northern mountains. 
 After a few minutes, it got worse. Lessa reached over to give Isavel a helping of cured meat and a question. 
 “So what’s your story, Isavel?” 
 Isavel blinked, and stared awkwardly at her food for a moment that dragged on a little too long. She rooted around in her bowl with her chopsticks, rearranging the pieces, not actually picking anything up. She had to lie harder this time. 
 “Um, nothing exciting really. I grew up in a small village, did errands for my parents and the neighbours. Didn’t really have any grand plans, I tried a bunch of things out but nothing really stuck. My mother is… was from Sajuana, and that was a bit weird, growing up, but I managed. Really, until the raiders attacked, it was a pretty normal life.” 
 “What was a pathfinder doing staying in a village her whole life?” Shale asked, and Isavel saw Joon looking at her rather intently as well. “I couldn’t  wait  to leave home once my gift showed.” 
 “I - I don’t really know how to explain it. I was happy there. It was peaceful and comfortable, if not exciting. For a while, at least.” 
 Lessa shrugged. “Well, I guess that shifty skin of yours ended up coming in handy. I’m sorry your family wasn’t as lucky.” 
 Isavel nodded, shoveling food into her mouth to avoid having to respond. Lucky. Right. Lucky to remember the sensation of cold metal piercing her jugular as a man spilled her blood and tossed her into a pile of corpses. Her heart beat faster, and as she swallowed her food she reflexively reached up with her hand to feel her throat. As far as she could feel, there wasn’t even a scar. 
 Focus. Focus on the outside world, on sight and sound and sensation. Focus on what was real, now. 
 She looked up to find everyone staring at her. 
 “I’m - I’m sorry. I don’t like talking about my past.” 
 To her surprise, a few of them nodded in agreement. Perhaps she wasn’t the only one with some issues they would prefer not to revisit, though she doubted any of their tragedies included death and resurrection. Lessa herself smiled grimly and nodded, moving on to recount a story of her own misfortune; a small kindness when Isavel still felt a torrent of blood rushing past her ears. 
 Once she cleaned out her bowl, she laid it down. This was still uncomfortable; she needed fewer people. “I’m going to go take watch with Sorn.” Lessa nodded at her, and Marea grinned. "Pathfinder ears might be good to have out there.” 
 “Good plan.” Orden nodded. “Get back here immediately if you hear anything; don’t engage unless you have to.” 
 “Of course.” 
 She left the party feeling frazzled, but at least she wasn’t hungry. There was a great deal in her life that she needed to come to terms with, and beyond just the prodding questions, the calm after the terrifying exhilaration of a fight was bringing it all back to the forefront of her mind. She needed to focus on something else, on someone else, and there was something comforting about Sorn’s presence. 
 The sounds of the party receded as she found him sitting in the whitish light. He looked up with a somewhat surprised smile. “Hey Isavel, I’m glad to see your ears. Did they get sent out here?” 
 She smiled back. “Basically.” She sat down next to him, looking at the boyish bounce in his blond hair. “You eat already?” 
 He nodded. “Rations. You look bothered.” She could tell there was genuine concern there, his watery blue eyes entirely welcoming. “How are you feeling?” 
 She let out a long breath, leaned her head back against the wall, and lay a hand on his knee. She was too alone, out here. She was scared life would be nothing more than fighting, from here on out. “Nerve-wracked. There’s too much death. Friends, neighbours, enemies - almost dying myself -  it’s been really… I don’t know. I don’t want to think about it, but I don’t have much choice, do I?” 
 “This is life, though, for some people. Gifted especially.” 
 She looked at her other hand, feeling the hunter’s gift hidden within it. She couldn’t flaunt it, but it was always there if she really needed it. “This isn’t  all  of life, is it?” 
 He chuckled. “Of course not. There’s plenty more to life, even for a party like us.” 
 “Good. I miss the things that make me feel alive, and death isn’t one of them.” 
 “What is?” 
 Was he open to this? The anxiousness at the question bubbled in her chest, but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. In fact, it was a feeling she missed. 
 She let her hand trail down from his knee towards his waist. He watched her, smiling at her, eyes inviting. A warm and exciting feeling in a tense and confusing world. Focus on what was real, and the dead would fade away. Focus on sight and sound and sensation. 
 She was on him before she even knew what she was doing, kissing him and tugging frantically to get his shirt off. He was only briefly surprised, lips and hands responding quickly, and it wasn’t long before they were skin-to-skin. Sensation. The need to stay quiet only dimly skirted her mind. 
  
 Chapter 7 
 It clicked. It finally clicked. 
 Ada felt like these voices and moving images had been her whole world for at least a few hours. Tanos had found all he wanted, and was now sitting behind her going through his new trinkets, patiently waiting for her to give up. 
 But she had not given up; instead, with a sudden rush of exhilaration, she understood. 
 “Earth!” 
 She heard Tanos’ startled jump behind her; he had probably forgotten she was able to speak at all. She pumped her hands in the air and shouted louder. She had done it! This was amazing! 
 “ Earth! ” 
 “Huh?” He sounded confused. “What?” 
 “These symbols - this fake code!  It’s not code! ” 
 “You said that already.” He walked over to see what she was pointing at. The set of ancient symbols at the bottom of the wall were changing regularly and, now that she understood, she could suddenly tell that they were changing in time with the voice, not the images. The voice droned on. “ Troops were dispatched from Earth to the colonies on May 4th, 2251. ” 
 “Earth!” Her heart was racing. She grabbed him and pulled him closer, pointing his hand at the ancient symbols. “Those markings are  words .” 
 “What do you mean, words?” 
 “I mean those symbols are… are copies! Of what she’s saying!” 
 “How is that possible? You can’t copy words with drawings like that. How are you supposed to know what they mean? That doesn’t look like the world. It’s just scribbles.” 
 “No, no, it’s like code! The parts represent something, in abstract. Meaning, intent, sound? I don’t know. But look - whenever she says  Earth , those symbols appear.” 
 “What symbols?” 
 “Those ones! The top ones, the long simple ones.” 
 She pointed out the next two examples she saw, but Tanos merely squinted and shook his head, as though he were staring at the sun and not enjoying the experience. “I don’t get what you mean. I couldn’t tell if they were the same.” 
 “They were  exactly  the same.” 
 “Well, fine - so what?” 
 Her eyes widened. “What do you mean, so what? Just - look around!” 
 She pointed to the outer ring, which was covered in such markings. Some were strings of small simple shapes, and others were blocky and dense with lines, but both, she was convinced, were ways of recording speech. 
 “The ancients loved this stuff. It’s  everywhere . Their knowledge, their thoughts, their words are everywhere. We’ve been puzzling about these people for a thousand years, trying to understand their legacy, but it’s written all over the place - written just like code, but… not. You don’t even need to be a coder to understand!” 
 “And yet somehow I  still  don't understand.” 
 She shrugged absentmindedly. “You’re a peasant, of course you don’t. You still need an education.”  
 “Hey!” He looked offended. 
 She smiled, her barb apparently hitting the mark this time, and nudged him in the ribs. “Well, it's true. Coders wouldn’t understand code if we weren’t taught it either. They probably taught their children how to use these symbols; we’ve just never been taught.” 
 “Well that’s all nice, but this peasant here found some relics in one of the side rooms. Now that you’re done staring at the walls, can you maybe take a look?” 
 She glanced at what he had in his hands. What were those things? She wasn’t sure, and her time would probably best be spent otherwise. “I don’t really care right now. Throw them in a bag and we’ll sort them out later. Right now, I need… I need something flat.” 
 The Institute had vast stores of metal tablets onto which were etched single, generally inactive sigils, functioning as an archive of sorts for all the sigils their members had learned. Ada needed to do much the same, here - preserve these symbols for later. She eventually tried the kitchen, where she found something rather plain; it looked like a cutting board, perhaps made of some kind of stone. It was good enough. 
 Tanos watched her walk up to the wall with the tablet. “What are you doing?” 
 “I’m taking the most valuable thing I can from these ruins.” She triggering the moving images again. “Knowledge.” 
 And so she set to work. Tanos sat down against the outer ring and looked at his gadgets; she could hear some of them beeping and making sounds, called to life even by ungifted hands, but though in theory anything might happen, she wasn’t too concerned. She was too busy meticulously documenting the symbols that appeared on the wall, visual echoes of that ancient voice. 
 It was arduous, and she found herself triple-checking certain symbols, but in the end she had a list, and a little more understanding. She focused on the longer strings of simple symbols, as the dense boxy ones seemed to have no clear relationship to the sounds at all. Even so, while most of the simpler symbols were sounds, some were probably entire numbers, and a few didn’t seem to have any particular meaning at all. Some seemed to appear in two variants, large and small, but she counted them as essentially the same. There seemed to be thirty-nine symbols in total. 
 Most pleasingly, she had already guessed how she might write her own name. 
 Her fingers tracing code that was not code, she signed off on the cutting board of symbols with a simple sequence, two identical symbols with another in between. “ Ada. ” 
 “Did you hear that?” 
 She frowned. “That was me. Saying my name.” 
 “No.” Tanos seemed worried. “Quiet.  Listen .” 
 They fell silent, and she listened. Tanos was quietly starting to stow the artifacts he had found into his bag. 
 Then she heard it. There were voices in the distance, sneering laughs and loud barks. She didn’t like those sounds at all, and the thought of somebody coming in here and breaking her focus, or worse, while she was uncovering some of the deepest mysteries she could think of… her heart started thumping faster, and she felt the skin on the back of her neck start to prickle. People were always trouble. 
 “Somebody must have found the entrance. Come on, Tanos, we need to get out of here. Did you see another way out?” 
 He stood up, shouldering his pack, and rushed over to her, his answer flat and unhappy. “There was something that looked like an entrance, but it was buried in dirt. Ada, I don’t recognize those voices, and they sound nasty. You’ve got a gun - keep it out, just in case.” 
 Ada bit her lip, looking at the layout of the place. She would have to aim her gun at the door, which meant there were only limited places to stand. There was no cover - should she crouch to be smaller, or stand to get a better shot? Should she move, or would that worsen her aim such that she couldn’t hit anything? 
 She stared down at the gun. It set things on fire. Could she use that? Would she be wasting time if she didn’t, if she just shot straight at her enemies? Should she try setting things on fire? 
 She shook her head, stashing it away. They didn’t have time to figure this out. 
 “Tanos, I need you to stand here and keep an eye out. I need to code.” 
 “ Code?  You’ve got a gun and you’re going to use  code? ” 
 “I know what I’m doing.” 
 “What if they show up and see us?” 
 She shrugged, kneeling down on the floor. “It will help make my plan work.” In a sense. 
 She started tracing. Sadly, this wasn’t elegant or excitingly heresy - it was mid-level Institute arcana taught to all coders, a means of ensuring they had some options for self-defense. At least it was effective. 
 She scampered around the floor, tracing long, spindly whorls of code around a few central nodes. The voices grew closer, until they briefly fell silent and Tanos gasped. 
 “They’re here! Get your -” 
 “Shut up!” 
 Three men had emerged from the kitchen, and were grinning and starting to hurry towards them, bearing… clubs? Regardless, if Tanos mentioned her gun, they might become too cautious. She didn’t want them being cautious. 
 The man in the lead yelled. “Well hello there!” The friendliness in his voice was as far from friendly as Ada had heard in awhile. 
 “I’m done.” She would have liked to get one or two more sigils down, but this would have to do. “Follow me!” 
 She lead Tanos around the ring. Obviously the ring-shaped hall would lead them right back to the enemy, but hopefully, whoever these people were, they were too dumb to think of that. 
 “Say goodbye to your  bodies! ” One of them screamed, and she heard rapid footfalls behind them. 
 Bodies? Sanity was clearly in short supply here. 
 All hell broke loose when one of them tripped the first mine. 
 Ada tackled Tanos to the ground. The first explosion was almost loud enough to drown out the victims’ screams, and the secondary mines triggered by force or debris quickly silenced those altogether. 
 To her horror, the explosions also shattered glass along all nearby sections of the inner ring wall, silencing the voices and killing the moving images that had been teaching her to read the language of the ancients. Some remained standing, but that loss of knowledge still twisted a cold knife in her gut, and for a moment her mouth hung open in awe at how inconsiderately stupid she had been. 
 She pulled the gun out of her pack and got up, heading back to where the intruders had fallen. Broken, warped glass covered the floor and crunched underfoot. She aimed the incendiary weapon in front of her as she approached the chaos, with Tanos following rather timidly behind her. 
 “Gods - that’s -” 
 She nodded. It was a disgusting mess; the mines were not a fiery explosion so much as a burst of pure force, and that force had smashed the attackers into the walls, each other, and, judging from one of the blood stains, the ceiling. Their mangled and broken corpses lay scattered throughout the hall, ridden with glass, while scorch marks where her code had come alive were etched black into the floor. 
 And the images behind the walls were silent. 
 “The archives.” 
 Tanos stared at her, wide-eyed and bewildered. “And, you know,  the blood and bones and dead bodies.  We didn’t even know if they were dangerous when you started laying these down! ” 
 “Fuck them. This was their fault-” 
 Something cut her off though, a wheezing voice from nearby. Tanos looked over. “Ada, this one’s alive!” 
 “Alive?” 
 She walked over to the body in question, which was, indeed, just barely alive. He was drooling blood and didn’t seem to be breathing very well, but his eyes were still open and darting around. 
 “Who are you?” Tanos demanded, but Ada had no desire for mercy right now. She raised her gun and pointed it directly at the man’s face. It was simpler when they weren’t moving or fighting back. 
 “He’s useless - Tanos, step away.” Tanos moved, but it seemed the man had something left to say. 
 “Don’t… want to… go back.” His pleadings were stained by blood. 
 She snapped. “What? You made me destroy a whole bunch of irreplaceable archives! I’ll send you wherever the fuck I please.” 
 “After life… only... madness.” 
 She raised her gun and blasted the man in the face, setting him on fire. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 Tanos gaped at her in shock, the body twitching even as it burnt. She kicked the dead man’s boot. 
 “Plus, that was mercy, right? Swift death?” 
 Tanos gave a stiff nod, apparently too stunned to put up an argument. Still, he was admirably quick about leaving; she wondered whether he had perhaps seen more death in his life than he was letting on. Together they hurried out of the archival area, through the kitchen and into the storage room. They could hear more voices, loud and arguing. 
 The loading area beyond the storage room was still dark, and that gave them a momentary advantage. They hid behind those huge relics - vehicles of some kind, if they were anything like the ones she saw in the archives - and Ada peered around the corner, holding her gun ready in case they were spotted. Wait, how was she supposed to hold it in this situation? Damn it. 
 She could see human shapes beyond the entrance, and while she couldn’t make out individual features, body language told her they were agitated. Debating. 
 “I think they’re trying to figure out whether they should go in after the others. We don’t have much time.” She glanced around, trying to find a way out. 
 “How are we going to get past them?” 
 Ada’s hand was resting on the vehicle in front of them, and she looked at it a bit more consciously now. “Don’t you see it? The answer’s right here.” 
 “What? This thing? Can you use it?” 
 “I bet I can. That door’s still open. Take the left, I’ll take the right.  Now. ” 
 She moved forward as quietly as she could, slipping into the front of the vehicle. The seats were not the most comfortable, but she wasn’t interested in that - instead, she started stroking the panel in front of them, looking for code that might be useful. It all seemed to lead to two stick-like grips on either side of Tanos. 
 “Shit, we’re on the wrong sides.” 
 “You mean I can control it?” 
 She growled. “I mean this is mine and you need to switch .  Hurry up!” 
 Unwilling to leave the vehicle and risk drawing attention, she had to climb over him while he awkwardly slid over to the other side. Once she was settled, she gripped the handles, and nothing happened. 
 “Hm.” 
 She searched the panel, looking for something, anything… 
 There was a small sigil on the panel, visible to the naked eye without highlighting any of the code. It looked like a black tattoo in the metal, in the fairly simple shape of a hexagon, and it was somehow connected to the handles. That was all she needed to know. 
 She touched it and the vehicle whirred to life, metal doors snapping shut, sealing them in the cabin. Rather distressingly, it also lifted right off the ground, making a loud thrum that appeared to catch the attention of the invaders outside. 
 Even more distressing was the sensation she felt when she grasped the two handles. She briefly felt dizzy, as though her entire sense of balance had been thrown off. Then, after a moment, she realized that her sense of balance was no longer that of her body - she felt as though she were the vehicle itself. And as she pulled on the handles, though they didn’t move, she felt like she was physically pushing the vehicle around. 
 “This is...” 
 The vehicle slid sideways, almost perfectly, hovering half meter above the ground. It went a little too far and knocked against the wall on the other side, but this was far easier than she had expected. 
 Tanos looked panicked, like he had never experienced anything more terrifying in his life. “This is  what? ” 
 “ Fun! ” 
 She gripped the handles firmly and, as though it were her own body, launched the entire vehicle forwards. They were both rammed back up against their seats, but all Ada could do was laugh. She felt like she was flying. 
 As they shot out of the ruin the raiders scattered, and little starlike fragments of light started raining down from above the entrance - onto the raiders. What? As they cleared the ruins Ada felt a few impacts on the vehicle somewhere behind them, but they weren’t targeting her and Tanos. Good. 
 Then a bunch of idiot warriors charged out from behind a ridge, and she struck the leader head-on. The woman was flung through the air and crashed into a tree. Wait a minute, were there two groups attacking each other here? 
 On second thought, what did it matter to her? 
 She swung the vehicle over to the most sparsely forested part of the treeline and turned, so that her door was facing the chaos behind them. There were two black markings near the door, one on top of the other, and she tried the top one. The top half of the door slid away, giving her a clear shot. 
 “What are you doing?” Tanos looked bewildered. 
 “They made me destroy ancient archives.” 
 Ada aimed her gun. 
 She spotted the raiders who had fled the loading bay, and let off several bursts of fire and hard light in their direction. Most of them flew wide, but one hit successfully, and her target ran around on fire as hunter shots flew back and forth between the two competing parties. 
 She breathed a ragged sigh and put the gun away, shut the side door again, and took control, moving the vehicle carefully through the woods and away from the fighting. She apparently wasn’t a good shot, and her main concern was getting them back on the road to town. 
 Tanos groaned, and looked like the vehicle was making him dizzy. She didn’t want him to die or anything. “Hey, Tanos. You okay?” 
 “This thing makes me want to puke.” 
 She couldn’t imagine how he felt. For her it was exciting, even if it was slow going through the woods, but his sense of balance wasn’t connected to the vehicle’s like hers was. She patted him on the head. 
 “Don’t puke.” 
 “I’ll take your advice into consideration, Ada.” 
 “That wasn’t advice.” 
 They found the ancient roadway fairly quickly, and Tanos gingerly pointed her in the right direction. On the beaten riverside path she was able to go even faster, and within minutes they were back at his village. She grinned when she saw the guards on the walls gape in stupid awe as the vehicle pulled up. 
 She opened both doors, and Tanos stumbled out unhappily, propping himself up against the outside of the craft. She was glad she could present herself with more dignity when the guards rushed up. 
 “What the hell is this?” 
 She went for casual. “It’s just a relic. I really don’t know more than that, but we got it out of the ruins to the west. Just let us in.” 
 “The ruins?” The other guard was staring at it, her eyes wide. “You’re not thinking of bringing that in, are you? It won’t fit.” 
 Ada nudged Tanos. “Sure it will. Right, Tanos? We can put this somewhere, can’t we?” 
 He blinked. “Uh… next to my house?” 
 The guards seemed stunned into silence by the sight, so Ada smiled at them. “Can you open the gates please? We’ll be out of your hair soon enough.” 
 To say there was a fuss would be an understatement. Once people in the wood-cabin village realized that somebody was bringing a floating hulk of ancient technology through the gates, everyone was there to stare. People were asking questions that Tanos seemed to be answering; he was walking on foot alongside their prize as she drove it, apparently unwilling to risk further nausea. 
 Setting the vehicle in the right spot was a bit more of a challenge than moving through the woods, since space was limited and there were people were running around, but it was still remarkably easy. She wondered how the ancients had created such a thing; clearly there was an advantage in having vehicles that anybody could jump into and use, but it seemed so far beyond anything she knew of their technology - even those moving images. 
 As Ada powered down the vehicle, those memories came back to her - the words, the symbols written onto the walls, the sounds of them. The language of the ancients. She still had the cutting board with false code engraved on it, but without the reference it was mostly useless, and she might never learn what knowledge that place was trying to transmit. She teetered on the edge of fury, but she knew there were still many ancient relics strewn throughout the world, inaccessible to most of humanity’s degenerate descendants. Disappointment, then, was what she really felt. It was an opportunity lost, wasted by the violence of barbarians. At least they were dead. 
 Ada took a deep breath and held it for a while before letting go and stepping out of the vehicle. At least two dozen people were standing around gawking at their prize. She made sure her gun was visible as she stared back at them. She wasn’t sure if the ungifted could use the controls, but it certainly hadn’t seemed like something only coders could do, so the risk of theft was not zero. 
 “Don’t touch it.”  
 The crowd backed away, and it was only then that she quite understood the look on their faces as they stared at the vehicle. It wasn’t greed or even just fascination, but rather a kind of terrified awe. She sighed at the realisation; she was not old, but living in the Institute she had likely seen more ancient technology than all of these hundred villagers combined. Guns were one thing - not common, but not unheard of - but something of this size and functionality, something that put their horses to shame, probably seemed legendary to them. 
 She turned to Tanos. “Can we trust these people?” 
 “My neighbours? Sure, just let me try something.” He turned to them and raised his voice, steadying himself. “So, yeah - we broke into the Cave of Light.” He paused, and she noted an accusation seeping into his expression. “So it’s  not  just idiots who try . We got chased out by raiders, but there’s a whole lot more where this came from.” 
 She looked at Tanos, and something like pride stirred in her gut as she understood that he was biting back at them for their mockery of his parents’ failure. It was always nice to see someone rise a step above their parents. The crowd’s reaction was more mercenary; furtive glances, murmurs, dispersal. It was a short hop from awe to scheming, it seemed, and Ada didn’t doubt for a moment they were dreaming of ancient treasures for themselves. 
 “Tanos, you realize they’re going to get into a fight with those raiders, right?” 
 “The town has more weapons and gifted than there were raiders - and besides, secretly, everyone living here has always wanted to break into that place. I think they’ll be a bit disappointed, really.” 
 “They certainly will be, now that we wrecked half the place.” 
 “Hey.” Tanos laid a hand on her shoulder, and smiled. “It’s not like we came out empty-handed. Come on - help me figure out what all these things are.” 
 She grumbled at the thought of trying to identify ancient technological marvels like cutlery or ceramics, but the barbarians had forced her hand and cost her the truly valuable prize. At least there would always be other ruins. 
 Once they were inside, the array of objects Tanos laid out on the table before her was not especially impressive; they were mostly featureless rectangles or cylinders. She recognized none of them, but she doubted they were much more than gadgets. She set down the cutting board with her attempts at writing beside them, and she realized with a pang that she had already forgotten which sounds some of the symbols represented. 
 Tanos looked miffed. “What’s wrong?” 
 “What do you mean, what’s wrong? You have a bunch of trinkets here.” She grabbed one. “Like this. What is this thing?” 
 She searched for code. All she found was a rudimentary activation mechanism; she touched the right spot, and the rectangle popped open like a clam. There was nothing inside. 
 “This is basically a fancy box, Tanos. Are you happy?” 
 She grabbed another one, a long cylinder with significantly more complex code - but again, there was a simple activation mechanism at the base. She touched it. A bright beam of light emerged from one end. She sighed; she had seen such things before, at the Institute. 
 “This is a flashlight. It shines light on things. I’m impressed. Stunned. Oh what high and fluffy clouds of science the ancients did stroke.” 
 She tossed the flashlight back onto the table and crossed her arms. Tanos picked it up, still with a bit of sheepish wonder, and turned it off. She looked away. 
 “This is stupid. That vehicle is an impressive piece of work, sure, but we lost an opportunity at uncovering some  real  secrets.” 
 Tanos nodded, reaching to his bag for another gadget. “Right, those moving images.” 
 “More to the point, the opportunity they provided. We could have learned about our inheritance. Now we still don’t understand or have context for any of it.” 
 “Inheritance?” 
 “Yes. The Fall wasn’t just the end of the ancients, it was a break in human culture. We don’t understand what the world was like before it happened - we lost thousands of years of history. And yet that history is lying all around us! The ancients apparently had entire buildings dedicated to the stuff. I’m pretty sure that place was dedicated to a single historical event, some kind of war. Everything we’ve lost could potentially be lying in plain sight - hidden inside this.” 
 She rested her hand on the cutting board, and the faint trails of not-code glowed. 
 “So now I need to find more.” 
 Tanos handed her the gadget he was holding, another inert, flattish rectangle, with one of the longer sides broader than the other, enough that it could stand up. “I found this in one of the side rooms. I figured you would like it.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 There was a black interface on the side, and when she touched it, the side of the rectangle facing her lit up. Images started dancing across the surface - the same images as had been on the walls inside the ruins. The same voice started speaking from somewhere on the back panel, familiar and unexpected all at once. 
 Her eyes widened, and it took her a moment to rip her eyes off the images. Tanos grinned. “You did tell me to keep an eye out for something educational.” 
 She gasped. “Is it  all  here?” 
 “I don’t know. At least some of it is.” 
 “Why didn’t you mention this sooner?” 
 “You mean when you were obsessively watching those archives and told me to be quiet? Or when you were driving us out of that place and trying not to get us killed?” 
 “I think this qualifies as something you could have interrupted my examinations for.” 
 “You didn’t look interruptible.” 
 “You didn’t look hard enough.” 
 She recalled these images playing on many of the now-shattered sections of the walls from the ruins. It seemed Tanos had found actually something that contained the entire collection of records the ancients had tried leaving behind. More than anything else they had recovered - even that vehicle - this, and the knowledge it contained, was the greatest prize of the day. It hadn’t been for nothing. It was all here. 
 She swept over to Tanos and gave him a hug. “Well, I guess you  did  look hard enough at this thing. Thank you!” She kissed him on the cheek before letting go and saw him blush, but now she had eyes only for the archives. “Now, if you’ll excuse me - I need to study this.” 
 Tanos looked pleased, and flustered, as he settled in on his bed with the less interesting trinkets. The most important object Ada had ever held in her hands was right here, begging to be understood. She settled in by the table and began watching the small, glowing rectangle, paying extremely close attention to each of the words spoken and the symbols meant to match those words. 
 It was rough going, and as afternoon gave way to evening she was still puzzling out a great many details. For many words she could see a pattern, but in other places that pattern appeared to be violated. When the voice said “ urged ” and “ Earth ,” she expected the first symbols to match, yet they did not. 
 It didn’t help that she was listening to something that was almost a foreign language. She could certainly hear echoes of her own tongue, but over the centuries the sounds had changed, and a few words had been lost completely. Still, she was determined, and in her frantic grasping for understanding she began to make sense of the message the ancients had left. 
 In the distant past, a time of amazing wealth and plenty - if the bustling, glassy, bright cities from the era were any indication - humanity had taken ships into the skies and beyond, out into the void between the stars themselves. These ships were larger and more impressive than the workhorse-like craft they had claimed from the ruins, and appeared capable of crossing vast distances. And like so many islands in the sea, humans had found other worlds and started living on them. 
 Much of this story she gleaned not from the confusing jumble of words, but from the images she was seeing, sprinkled with the most basic linguistic understanding possible. While she was at first shocked at the notion of humans moving away from Earth, she found it to be fairly prosaic after a moment’s thought. If the sun was but another star among millions, and just happened simply the closest, why wouldn’t there be millions of other Earths out there? What existed in one place could surely exist somewhere else. 
 Then came images she hadn’t seen before - she must not have gotten around to them in the ruins. They contained incredible sights, all the more frustrating for being confined to such a tiny size. She saw ships, and people in suits, and enormous machines welding together vast metal structures in inky blackness of space, high above the Earth. 
 Gods, wait a minute. They were constructing the ring. 
 She let out a gentle sigh, and looked out the window into the sky. It was growing dark, but the ring was a fixture of the heavens at any time, day or night, a single vast and silvery arch stretching from one end of the horizon to the other. Stories said the ancients had once walked the ring, but to have  built  it? The enormity of the task was terrifying. Like the moon, the ring had simply always been there, without explanation. Had the ancients built the moon as well? 
 How very much had been lost in the last thousand years. 
 As she kept watching the images, evening melted into night, and Ada became less and less able to focus on interpreting the symbols and matching them to words, and became more and more intent on watching the images and trying to understand what had happened in general terms. She lay down on the narrow bed next to Tanos, holding the artifact above her head as she watched. 
 There had been war of spectacular violence on those distant, alien worlds, and it had something to do with people digging into the ground with great machines. There was a rust-red world in particular, peppered with sparse lakes and red-leafed, tan-barked trees and shrubs, that featured prominently in the story, apparently as the site of many battles. The word  Mars   came up again and again. Mars was one of Earth’s sister planets, wasn’t it? A reddish star in the sky? 
 The weapons this war was fought with were awesome and horrifying in power. There were weapons that resembled the gun she had stolen days ago, but many were larger and their devastation more explosive. There were massive, lumbering vehicles that looked like great tortoiseshells, hovering above grass and sand and armed with enormous guns that rocked the entire vehicle backwards with each shot. There were lumbering aircraft that dropped explosives down below and, most intriguing of all, lithe ships entwined in glittering duels of light and flight out in the darkness between the stars. They wove and bobbed around one another and around even larger ships, deadly duels unimaginable in scale or setting to anyone on Earth. The technological prowess on display was... intoxicating. 
 It seemed that the outcome of the war was peace rather than annihilation. The word  Armistice  came up a lot. This message had been crafted after the fact, perhaps as a lesson. As near as she could tell, there were agreements between the elders of the various worlds, and the loop of images - which she had surely watched a few dozen times by now - always ended on a strange note. Diagrams of strange, geometric structures appeared and shrank into a silhouette of a human body, and the voice said something about humanity growing within instead of without. The nature of that change remained opaque to her, buried under a millennium of historical, cultural, and linguistic drift. 
 It was dark out, and the village was quiet. Tanos had apparently fallen asleep next to her despite the relic’s noise. She tapped the small archive off, and stashed it in her pack alongside her gun. She stared at the ceiling, dreaming of the vast void beyond. She had glimpsed the glory of the ancients. The heights they had reached were amazing, and the wallowing primitivism of humanity today pained her all the more. But she was - as the Institute elders had told her - an unrepentant heretic who threatened the social order. Having seen what humanity was capable of at its height, she was convinced more than ever that the social order needed some serious threatening. 
 What could she do? 
 She could uncover more of the past. She could learn the language of the ancients, understand what they were doing, perhaps find their scientific and cultural archives. Find out why they had ultimately failed. With that knowledge she could help change things - she could build a better future, richer than the pastoral simplicity of her world and more resilient than the ancients’ apparently fragile edifice. 
 Could she really do such a thing?  
 She could try. She had gotten this far, uncovered things nobody had ever told her about. She was on the edge of a much, much broader world - and she, Ada Liu, would forever be the one who had rediscovered it. Pride swelled in her chest, curling warm in her limbs and getting her heart beating faster. 
 “Are you still awake?” 
 Tanos had rolled over to asked the question. She looked at him; she could feel her megalomaniacal grin still plastered on her face, but then, she saw no point in being humble about her discoveries. “More awake than ever.” 
 “What did you learn?” 
 “That I really  can  do anything. The ancients did incredible things. I just need to find more of their archives, and I can figure out how to do them too. The whole world could change!” 
 He chuckled. “You’re not exactly humble.” 
 She grabbed his shoulder and shook him. “You’re not exactly listening. The people who built all these ruins lying around? They also built the damned ring!” 
 “ The  ring? No way.” 
 “What other ring is there? Just  think  of what we could do if we had access to a tiny bit of their knowledge! It’s so exciting!” She could almost feel blood rushing past her ears, as visions of ships duelling amongst the stars danced across her mind. She could do anything - she was unlike anyone else in the world. She could take whatever she wanted and make it hers. 
 Ada took Tanos’ face in her hands and pulled him over, kissing him and clambering on top of him. 
  
 Chapter 8 
 Isavel was still confused by what had happened. They had tracked the raiders to another ancient ruin to try and ambush them. Just as the fight had started, though, a machine had zipped out of the ruin, striking and killing Lessa almost instantly. It had seemed clear this was another raider, but then whoever was controlling it had stopped and fired at the very raiders Isavel’s party was hunting, incinerating one of them before disappearing into the woods. It made no sense. 
 Seawave Lessa lay silent, now, the crumpling of her bones just barely visible. The remaining warriors - Rodan, Nera, and Kirrit - had dug her a grave not far from the ruins, near the strange circle of blooded stones that surrounded the entrance. Orden knelt down beside her, holding her hand. He was quiet, jittery, shaking, face shifting between red and pale. 
 Isavel wasn’t sure what to do or say. This was yet more death, but she felt numb to it - she had lost so much already, and she barely knew Lessa. And yet that numbness was shameful, and so she looked down at her feet as she stood silently close to Sorn. Orden eventually broke the silence, standing up and letting out a shudder. 
 “I don’t need to tell you that I intend to hunt these people down and kill them. I hope you all feel the same way.” 
 He paused, and glanced at Isavel and Marea. 
 “Well, most of you. Y ou two   haven’t known her that long. If you’re not ready to go all-in on this, I’ll understand.” 
 Isavel felt her face go red. What was she supposed to say to that? Marea looked confused, though, so Isavel translated it as simply as she could, stalling for time. 
 Was this what she was meant to do? She had died, and yet the gods had seen fit to bring her back and give her two brand new gifts - such a thing was unheard of. This could be a warning for her to leave, but it seemed different. It seemed more like a calling, like a demonstration of why she needed to fight. She cleared her throat. 
 “I’ll help. I didn’t know her well, but... she was kind to me.” 
 Shale threw Sorn a glance, but nobody else reacted. Marea seemed ready to stay too, nodding after Isavel. No words wasted on an explanation. Orden pursed his lips, taking a deep breath. 
 “Okay. Good. So we leave now. The rest of the raiders went east, and we don’t have time to plan much anymore. We need to move, to hunt, or we’ll lose them.” 
 Sorn briefly touched Isavel on the arm and whispered. “Thank you.” 
 “I need to do  something . ” 
 She really did. The gods had given her power, and to not use it would surely be foolish. She moved to the front of the party with the other pathfinders as they fanned out into the woods.  
 She wished she could tell them what she had become. This might be that opportune moment - now, more than ever, they might be more willing to accept something that looked like heresy if it helped them. She could tell them the truth, that she was at the very least a hunter and pathfinder both. 
 And they would accuse her of not doing enough, somehow, to prevent Lessa’s death. 
 Damn it. They might not - it would be a terrible accusation to make, wouldn’t it? But they might. And she’d have to skirt the whole resurrection thing, too, because how was she supposed to explain that? 
 She had to do something, but that something would have to involve more sneaking, more distractions, more hiding. 
 The advance along the edge of the valley was long and silent. A pathfinder would occasionally notice something that made them change their course, but they didn’t catch up to the raiders. By evening they had found a small village in the crook between the valley’s two rivers, a village that had not yet been attacked. Isavel thought she might have been there once, as a child, but that was another lifetime. They kept to the woods, but they would need to rest soon. 
 When the sun had definitively sunk beneath the horizon, the party stopped to share food, but the painful silence persisted. That silence invited brooding, so Isavel tried to focus on the outside world again, casting her senses out into the living forest. There was lots out there - sights and sounds, shapes and calls, but nothing she thought might change the course of their evening. 
 “I think we should rest.” Orden may have spoken, but the party didn’t  feel  any less silent. He sighed loudly, his fists tense. “We did just sleep last night, but I don’t want to run into anyone tomorrow night and be tired. Won’t do us any good.” 
 They all nodded, but nothing really changed. Most of them were staring into their bowls. Marea and Rodan were trading bits of food they didn’t like with one another, but even they were quiet. Isavel felt like she was drowning in the silence; she couldn’t stand it. She needed to swim. She stood up, turning towards the village they had passed by. 
 “I’ll go keep watch.” 
 She walked into the woods, just far enough to see that village, and leaned back against a fir tree. The fading glow of twilight was too bright still for her to see the village’s own lights very clearly, but she watched anyway. 
 She could hear things in the distance, voices and faint brushing against vegetation. It was far away, though - maybe foragers in the farmwood. Closer to her, not far behind, she heard footsteps approaching. She recognized the pace, the weight, the caution. 
 “Sorn? What’s up? Come to make sure I’m not running off?” 
 “No.” He sounded a bit cautious. “Just wanted to ask why you’re staying with us.” 
 He laid a hand on her back as he stood next to her. She glanced at him, resting a hand behind his waist. 
 “I have… I’m gifted. I can’t just let that go to waste. And I’m kind of starting to… not like this, but It keeps my mind busy, and I need that right now.” 
 “It sounded like you were living a simple life before.” She could tell she hadn’t answered Sorn’s unasked question, but he didn’t bring it up. “Not to say you were wasting your gifts, but… Is revenge the only thing keeping you here?” 
 “Not revenge.” She looked up to the dimming sky, and the silvery ring stretched out across it. “The gods… I survived when nobody else did. There has to be a reason for that. This is about finding out what they want for me.” 
 “You take them pretty seriously.”  
 She wasn’t sure how to interpret his comment, but it was true. Waking up after dying, newly gifted, all in the midst of what appeared to be a brewing war... there were things that belonged to everyday life, and then there were things she couldn’t possibly hope to explain without the gods’ intervention. Why wouldn’t she take them seriously? Beyond the veil, she could only imagine the gods pulled the strings. 
 “Well, they seem to take  me  seriously. They’ve kept me alive.” 
 “Fair enough.” Sorn pulled her a bit closer. “You can count on me.” 
 She looked back at him with a raised eyebrow. “Don’t you all count on each other?” 
 “More than that.” 
 She sighed and leaned on him, a faint smile crossing her lips. “Thanks.” 
 She kept her eyes and ears focused on things far away, on the sounds down in the valley. The rustling and the voices were louder, but not closer. Strangely, the forest was growing darker, but the village was not.  
 She pulled away from Sorn, stepping closer. “Wait. Something’s wrong. The village we passed earlier -” 
 “What?” 
 Sorn was peering down with gifted sharp eyes, but he couldn’t  hear  what was going on. Isavel heard. She heard screams. 
 “It’s under attack! I can hear them - Sorn, we need to get the others. Now!” 
 He rushed after her as she ran to the camp, and everybody there looked up unhappily. Running into camp didn’t suggest good news. 
 “The village is under attack! We need to get down there.” 
 Orden’s face hardened. “This is our chance.” 
 Joon pointed into the valley. “They came from the east; why would they have circled all the way around the village just to turn and attack it?” 
 “It doesn’t matter. Isavel’s right, we need to go. Everybody up.” 
 That wasn’t difficult; they had barely settled in. 
 They edged down from the mountain path towards the village, and soon enough everybody could hear the screams. They slowed. As the light from the village grew closer and brighter and more orange, it became clear the attackers had again grown in number. There must have been several bands of them running about the forest - more than any of them knew. 
 Orden pointed into the valley. “They must have linked up with their friends - there’s no way the few we saw could take on a whole village. Sorn, Marea, get up on the edge of this cliff with me. Pathfinders, watch our flanks. Warriors, I… you too, circle up behind us in case we get caught.” 
 It was a simple constellation, and Isavel took to it naturally by now. She and the two pathfinders fanned out evenly from the group, crouching down to hide and keep eyes and ears on the forest. The warriors looked lost, their leader freshly buried, but they did as asked. 
 Then the hunters started cursing. Isavel looked around, but Shale and Joon were off in the distance. The three of them were the outskirts of the group because of their gift, but she needed to know what was going on in that village. She couldn’t just stand by and wait. She slunk towards the cliff, leaving a risky gap in their screen of lookouts - but she  had to see . 
 There were scores of raiders. 
 She saw the raiders, crisp and clear with her hunter’s eyes, as they rounded up villagers. They weren’t killing them, heaping them onto piles of corpses. No, they didn’t seem all that violent at all. Methodical, calm, and relentless, they were scouring homes, dragging the inhabitants out kicking and screaming or knocked out, and lining them up, bound, in the village square. These couldn’t possibly be the same people who had killed her. 
 Somebody was walking down the line of captives, calm and collected, and - oh gods. 
 Isavel had never seen anything like it. A sphere-shaped  wrong  flared up every time he stopped in front of a captive,  as though he were peeling back the world to reveal another beneath it. A walker, the rarest of the gifted - but it was the world on the other side of him that truly scared her. Unwelcome familiarity crawled along her spine as she remembered the feeling of cold metal digging into her throat. 
 Each of his victims, as he paused and dragged them into that world, screamed horribly for a few seconds. It was impossible to see what was going on - it was like everything in that place was invisible, except that wasn’t quite true. Something was visible - a deep black void interspersed with jagged, pure white fragments. 
 After a few moments the villagers emerged from that world, staring at their hands and arms as though they had never seen them before, stumbling unsteadily over to the other raiders. They embraced as old friends and laughed as the remaining captives looked on in fear. 
 Isavel could barely breath. Whatever was going on down there was terribly wrong. 
 Engrossed as she was in the horror below, she still heard the footsteps moving towards them in the woods, the cracking of twigs and rustling clothes. Over where she had been - where she still should have been standing guard. 
 Damn it. 
 She stood, turned, and with hunter’s eyes and pathfinder’s ears she found them right away - more than a dozen armed men and women, jogging through the woods towards her party. It looked like they were wielding clubs, and they didn’t look friendly. 
 Isavel scampered across the ridge, stuffing the rest of her rations into her mouth as she went. It might be too late, but she didn’t want to get exhausted in a fight. It wasn’t far to the others, and she found them still staring down into the village below. 
 “Raiders!” 
 They were up in an instant, looking around, but they couldn’t  hear  the raiders. Where were Shale and Joon? She stood next to Sorn, looked over at him and Orden and Marea. They couldn’t see? Why couldn’t they see the raiders? It was obvious! 
 Confused, terrified screams from the village clawed at her ears. 
 She, Isavel, was not just a survivor of atrocity - she was something  different  now. And there was something else different, terribly different, down in that valley. People being taken into the realm of death, reborn twisted and evil. She was no longer the strangest piece in this game, and she knew she would have to face that evil. 
 This was it. The desperate fear obscuring her nature melted away. 
 As warriors raised their shields and the hunters looked in vain for their first targets, Isavel raised her right arm, extended her palm, and let loose the hunter’s gift. Brilliant lances of blue and white fired off into the darkness, striking trees right in front of the approaching raiders, illuminating them in the distance so that even the warriors could see them. 
 “Isavel - you - what -?!” 
 “Sorn, not now.” She felt a firmness in her own voice she wasn’t accustomed to hearing. “You see them now? Good!  Shoot! ” 
 The hunters started shooting. 
 She could feel and taste the electric energy of the hunter’s gift, and there was much power there she had yet to fully experience. She focused on the feelings seething in that gift, and snapped them out of her outstretched palm, each one an almost careless whim. What left her hand was an erratic and motley set of shots, thrumming lances and buzzing orbs and zipping disks, all forged of hard light. The mess of hunter shots struck at the raiders as they approached, sending them scrambling for cover. 
 Their element of surprise lost, the enemy was trying to close the gap. Their own hunters retaliated alongside arrows and gunfire, carefully aimed to pen them in rather than hurt them, and the party’s three warriors with their hexagonal shields were more than occupied warding off the onslaught. An onslaught that was probably going to grow too strong too fast. 
 Someone stumbled from the woods to the side - Joon, carrying Shale. She wasn’t moving. Injured? Dead? A pathfinder’s normally sure footing was no match for live fire punching holes in the dirt. Something struck the ground in front of Joon, he tripped, and they both went down. 
 “Shale!” 
 Defense. They were hurt, they couldn’t move, and they were going to get shot if nobody helped them. Nobody was helping them. Isavel could. 
 She had felt it with a club in her hand, but she hadn’t known its name, and now she felt it in her arm - a hard shell just waiting to exist. Another gift. The gods’ third apology for her death. 
 Well then. 
 Isavel darted out past the party’s warriors, hunkered down by the pathfinders. A flower of blue hexagons bloomed off her left arm, gunshots and hunterfire slamming into it with electric chimes. 
 She reached for Shale, and Joon gave her a look she had never quite seen before. Frustration, surprise, confusion, and revelation all at once. She hauled him and Shale forward. “Come on!” 
 She reached around the shield, loosing more shots at the enemy, stepping sideways to cover Joon as he went. They managed to get behind the other warriors and Isavel joined those front ranks, standing beside Rodan and firing back. Some of the raiders were hunkering down, trying to corner them, while others advanced.  
 Even with Isavel’s gifts, her party was pinned to the cliffside, with no way out. 
 She kneeled down behind her shield, thoughts racing, trying to avoid the confused glances from her companions. She felt through her mind, hoping that another gift might surface - but what other gifts were there that were not already exceedingly rare? Medic? She felt nothing like that in her mind. Was this it, then - the miracle that was her new life, ended in a minor skirmish above a nameless village? Was there nothing more she could do but shoot back as they advanced? 
 She felt the shield on her left arm and the glowing hunter’s gift in her right. Caught between the two, feeling them both at once, she could feel the many ways in which they were the same, all that energy and sensation and bright hard light. The shield was not free to throw around, but it was also massively more powerful. It had to be, or else how could it withstand dozens of impacts from hunter attacks? 
 Could she detach it, throw it, just like a hunter’s shot? 
 Someone yelled. Orden had been stunned by enemy fire, and the raiders were advancing, clubs of wood and warrior’s blue at the ready. There was no time to waste. 
 The shield was not connected to her flesh, but floated on the end of a glowing, hourglass-shaped nexus on her forearm. That light was bright blue-white, not unlike the light in her palm when she struck with the hunter’s gift. That was where she had to work. 
 She let her right palm glow bright with pent-up energy and swept her hand down onto that nexus, shoving hard. Something twisted, like parts of her were being held upside-down, and there was a snap, and suddenly the shield was connected to her palm instead. It was slowly spinning now, moved by the plinking of enemy fire against it, living by the rules of her hunter’s gift. She stood up and extended her palm towards the treeline, and the weapons on both sides grew quieter. Warriors couldn’t do this. 
 She looked at the raiders through the blue-white, felt her skin tingling, and reached into the pathfinder’s gift, twisting it. Instead of concealing herself, she painted strokes of brilliant blue and white light on her face, her arms, her neck - war paint she could feel but not see, rough and ragged. It was as unlike the pathfinder’s gift as this shield was unlike the warrior’s. 
 “You! Whatever you are doing in that village, the gods will stop you - and here and now, I am their instrument!” 
 She let go of the shield with her hunter’s gift, but it was nothing like a hunter’s attack. As the shield left her hand and thrummed towards the enemy, stars flashed all around her and she fell to her knees. The world tilted and spun. She couldn’t move her arms. She heard a colossal thump, saw a blinding light, and felt her body shoved around on the ground. 
 There was screaming, dust, birds taking flight. Isavel’s ears were ringing. 
 Someone was slapping her in the face, trying to wake her up. 
 “Sorn?” 
 He was moving his lips, looked distressed. She couldn’t hear anything but ringing. The sky was dark, and there was nothing nearby. What was going on? 
 “- away-” 
 She felt herself dipping out of consciousness, then suddenly something was in her mouth. It was fruit - a piece of apple? - and she chewed at it. 
 When she swallowed, someone splashed cold water in her face. That woke her up only slightly. She was awake enough to look around the area, though. Awake enough to see the carnage. That  really  woke her up. 
 “Gods - did I - was that me?” 
 “Yeah - yeah - look, we need to run, Isavel! They’ll be coming!” 
 She stumbled to her feet, helped along by Sorn and Marea, and gawked open-mouthed at what she had done. 
 The enemy was no more. All around where she had been aiming, chunks of dirt and undergrowth had been torn up, and larger trees had been stripped of their bark and their small branches. Dirt had been blown away, leaving only rocky roots exposed to the air. 
 There were a few bodies, too; some impaled on branches a dozen meters from the point of impact, others scattered in bits across the forest floor. The rest seemed to have fled. There was a swath of destruction centred where her shield had struck, unlike any she had ever seen. Except… well. This was different. Of course it was different. 
 This was what she was becoming - a destroyer. There was no way around it now - this was what the gods wanted from her. But why? Why her? Shame and fear whirled around her gut and spine as she looked west, towards the one place she might find answers. 
 The party was down two. Orden was nowhere to be seen, nor was Kirrit. Sorn and Marea were still scanning the trees; Joon was tending to Shale; and Rodan and Nera, the last warriors, stood with their shields quietly humming in the night. It was just them - and herself. “Orden?” 
 Sorn’s gaze was fixed ahead of them, looking to escape. Nera answered before he could. “Your explosion knocked him off the ledge. Him and Kirrit.” 
 She wrenched herself away from Sorn, heat prickling up the back of her neck, and paused to look back into the valley. The fires were still burning in the village, though there were fewer screams. There was still death behind them. 
 Suddenly, Nera shoved her shoulder. “Come on, freak, we have to  go! ” 
 Freak. 
 It was happening again. Maybe Nera was just scared, just angry. Isavel took a deep breath, looking at her. “Nera - I know, we have to go. But once we’re away, we have to talk.” 
 “Whatever, right now let’s just… let’s get out of here.” 
 Isavel nodded, her jaw set and her eyes still fixed on the dancing orange light around the village. There was nothing she could do for them. 
 The rushed escape up the forested foothills was, strangely, an opportunity for Isavel to regain her strength. Whatever she had done with the shield had been foolish, but it had also been spectacular. It had drained her of an enormous amount of energy and almost knocked her out cold - but more than that, it taught her she had powers beyond the raw sum of her gifts. That power scared her - if she had learned anything from stories, it was that power attracted power. These abilities would draw things to her - people, events, ancient currents of the world - that were beyond what anyone else faced. She needed guidance. She needed help. 
 When they had clambered higher into the mountains and found a secluded spot to settle down, the rest of the group turned to look at her. She looked at them all, in turn, to try and gauge what they were thinking about her. They looked confused - frustrated - defeated. More than whatever they might feel, though, Isavel felt apart - no, she  was  apart. They were all sitting a little bit distant from her, except Sorn. Like they were scared. 
 “What  are  you?” Joon asked. He was still cradling Shale, who was alive but weak, and had had to be carried up with Rodan’s help. “Some kind of golem?” 
 Isavel took a deep breath. Time for the truth. She really should have started with this. “No. I was born ungifted.” 
 “What?” 
 “Then I was killed.” 
 “That’s not -” 
 “I saw the world on the other side of death. Jagged white angles in a black void. The same world that was down there around the walker in the village, actually. Then, when the gods brought me back, I was gifted. A pathfinder, a hunter, a warrior.” 
 She paused, and none of them looked much more surprised than they already had. After all, they had seen how this story ended. 
 “I don’t know what I am, but the gods have given me a second chance, and the power to do things beyond anything I could have imagined.” 
 Sorn shook his head. “Beyond what  anybody  could have imagined. No hunter’s attack is as powerful as what you did down there, Isavel.” 
 She nodded slowly. She realized her arms were wrapped around her knees, and she let go, trying to relax. “I don’t know what the gods want with me, exactly. But I know that I can’t just live life as a villager or a vagabond. They have a higher purpose for me, and I need to find out what it is.” 
 The members of the group looked at each other, wary. 
 “Can you help me?” 
 “You killed two of our own.” Nera snapped. “Hell, three! Lessa might not have been dead if we’d known -” 
 “She didn’t do it on purpose.” Rodan shook his head, but he did sound a bit cautious. 
 “She didn’t know what was going to happen!” Sorn agreed, though he faltered. “Did you?” 
 “I didn’t. I didn’t even really know I had the warrior’s gift until today.” 
 There was more silence, more confused wondering, until Joon spoke again. 
 “Shale needs a medic, and we don’t have one, unless there’s more you’re not telling us. I told you all we should have found one in Glass Peaks before leaving.” He sighed, exasperated. “I’m taking her back; feel free to follow.” 
 Follow. He was trying to position himself as their leader, Isavel realized - and maybe he was? Was he the most senior of them all? Isavel watched him, carefully. He didn’t look happy, or trusting, or welcoming of her. And he wasn’t alone in that. 
 She pursed her lips. “The preachers used to tell us about the shrine in the temple of Glass Peaks. If I can get there, talk to the gods at the shrine, maybe I’ll understand. I - I need to go there, too.” 
 Sorn nodded. “Of course we’ll help.” 
 Marea smiled nervously at her and squeezed her shoulder, and the others nodded in assent. Isavel breathed a sigh of relief, a breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding. Even if they were afraid of her or mistrusted her, one thing was clear: everyone here was in over their heads. They needed to run. 
 “Thank you.” 
  
 Chapter 9 
 It was a hot night for Ada and Tanos; the fires devouring the village outside saw to that. Between the roaring flames and the screaming, there was more than enough commotion to wake them up. 
 They pulled on their clothes and grabbed their packs, Ada double-checking for her gun and the archives. They had a vehicle parked just outside - there was no reason to stick around and get themselves killed - but Tanos insisted on seeing if there was anything they could do for his neighbors. 
 Family, tribe, village - Ada would never understand the appeal of bonds forged only by birth. People were going to die, but the two of them could still run. 
 Yet here she was, seething, creeping through the narrow alleys between wooden shacks with Tanos, sneaking towards carnage and away from all reason. It wasn’t long till they had gone as far as they could without getting caught. She grabbed him by the shoulder to stop him, and they peeked around a corner. What were they up against? 
 The moment she saw it Ada hissed. She had never seen such a thing with her own eyes, but she still knew exactly what she was seeing. It was a walker, perhaps the rarest of all the gifted, granted the ability to walk from this world to any of a thousand others that existed as its children, each other world hidden away from normal eyes. And this walker… he was walking in some ghastly black world filled with harsh white angles and seemingly nothing else. The villagers he dragged in with him stepped out of that eery place changed, pacified. Possessed. 
 “Ghosts.”  
 Ada knew the myths, the legends. She knew what this was. 
 “Tanos we need to run!” 
 She grabbed him and dragged him, trying to get him to wrench his confused gaze away. He tried to shrug her off. “Hey, what do you -” 
 She clamped a hand on his mouth and hissed into his ear as she hauled him away. “Shut up shut up shut up -” 
 She fumbled with the gun as they were retreating and shot at every wood cabin they passed, setting them on fire with a crackle that got lost in the din of screaming and roaring flames. Tanos gaped in horror as she set even more of his village on fire. 
 “Ada, what the -” 
 She shook him hard. “Shut up! No time!” 
 They were back at the house when somebody shouted, and the distinct texture of someone shouting  about her  filled her chest with icy terror . She looked, but even as she raised the gun she felt an arrow zip past her head. Tanos cried out, collapsing to the ground. She blasted flaming death at the raiders, igniting them and everything around them, then spun around to check on Tanos. 
 The arrow, brutally crude and painfully effective, had gone right through his thigh. Ada knew nothing of the healing arts, but she knew he was in no shape to move on his own. She should abandon him, take the vehicle, and he… she felt the resistance to that idea firmly in her mind. She didn’t want the naive orphan to be turned into a ghost; he still had potential. 
 She hauled him up and started stuffing him into the passenger side of their last hope of escape. Tanos protested, moaning something about helping, but she ignored him. He would have to be content with being the sole recipient of what little sympathy she had to share. 
 She ran around the front of the vehicle, indiscriminately firing down the street at anything that moved. Whether she was killing ghosts or humans didn’t really matter anymore; it was all the same at this point. 
 Ghosts.  She jumped into the vehicle. 
 The old stories were clear. Something catastrophic had happened five hundred years ago, a war that had threatened to destroy humanity. And at the centre of that story were mythical spirits, evil creatures who used walkers to cross into this world and steal human bodies. 
 Ghosts. Here, now.  She activated the vehicle, grabbed the control sticks. 
 Her ancestors - coders of centuries past - had supposedly ended the war, locking the ghosts away in a prison where they could no longer walk the thousand worlds and prey on the living. So it was said. 
 Yet here they were, closing in on her and Tanos, five hundred years later. Obviously somebody, somewhere along the line, had completely and utterly failed. 
 Ada set her gaze dead ahead. The craft came alive and she felt its awkward bobbing in space, the breezy power with which it moved. Ghosts were rounding the bend between her and the town’s exit, and she made a point of accelerating straight into them, knocking them flying. The town’s gate on this side was locked shut, though, and she wasn’t sure ramming the vehicle into it was safe. 
 What were her other options? 
 The doors were sealed, and the outside of the craft was sleek. It would be difficult for anybody to grab onto it if she drove right past them. She turned the craft, aimed it down the street towards where the ghosts were perpetuating their atrocities, and accelerated, throwing the tiny craft forward as fast as it would go. 
 The vehicle briefly passed into the world of the ghosts, and for a split second the interior lights inside the vehicle illuminated horrific, twisted faces and clawed hands clutching at them from the midnight void. She gritted her teeth, trying to find satisfaction in the idea of knocking them aside with the vehicle. 
 A few shots nicked the hull, and the vehicle shuddered with several thunks. Had she hit the walker? Hopefully, but there was no time to check. She sped through the bubble of this hell as quickly as possible, and emerged back out into the real world on the other side.  
 Beyond the ghosts’ newest victims Ada saw a broken gate, the same one she had walked through herself. She made for it, zipping out of the town and circling around it as closely as possible. They needed to get away. She didn’t know of any place except the Institute - 
 No, they couldn’t go there. She scowled. Either those old coders had lied through their teeth about banishing the ghosts or - vastly more likely - they knew nothing at all in the first place. Either way, the Institute was inhabited by the descendants of those old coders, and as such she didn’t imagine they could be of any true help. Besides, they hated her, and for the most part she returned the favor. 
 The only thing to do was to keep running, to follow the river away from the Institute. It might lead her to Glass Peaks, that city perched on the edge of the ocean - but it could just as well lead her elsewhere. Anywhere was better than near the ghosts. 
 She kept moving, kept driving the ship. Avoided the open river, taking a slow and winding path through the woods, but keeping the river just within sight as a guide. Kept breathing. The firelight and the black flickers of the ghosts’ hell still licked at the edges of her mind. 
 The river snaked around, its home valley always framed by the mountains to either side, but for a long while she saw nothing worth stopping for. No village would be safe. They had to get as far away from those nightmares as possible, and she couldn’t think of a better way to do that than… 
 She turned a corner and, in the distance, she saw a nest of ruins. Blocky, glassy spires crowned by strange metal flowers poked out from between a rough, patchy rainforest and the ocean beyond. 
 The ocean. 
 “Tanos, we’re almost safe.” She looked over and saw that he looked none too happy, pale and clutching at his leg, head lolling around against the back of his seat. She ground her teeth and looked out at the ocean again. 
 It wasn’t quite empty - knew there were islands out beyond the bay - but it was a massive expanse of water. She couldn’t think of anything more likely to slow the advance of a bunch of rabid and mindless ghosts. She wanted to cross it, to keep running as far away as possible. 
 And yet… Tanos would need a medic. The great unknown across the water was safest, but medics would be easiest to find in a city. It was a frustrating decision to have to make, but there was no other way. She needed to get him to Glass Peaks. The ocean wasn’t going anywhere; they could cross once he was healed. 
 And so she angled away from the water and towards those glassy spires, still high and shining enough to impress even her. On the way they passed other ruins, some towering and some squat. A few of them were fairly intact, despite being half-buried in dirt and weeds or partially submerged under water. In other places, little more than oddly rectangular hills remained. The way the wild had reclaimed the ancient architecture here was diverse and confusing, but at least the places that had once been roads were still mostly clear. It was a mercy the watchers still tended to some of the ancient infrastructure. 
 Ada’s heart finally started to slow as the sounds and sights of the ghost raid faded from immediate memory. She tried to think of something else instead, and her mind wandered back to one of her favourite places - the cherry orchard at the Institute, shedding petals all year round without ever running out, like no other flowers she had seen before or since. The golems, human-shaped metal relics with only simple minds of their own, were always sweeping those petals away. They were probably still doing so, and might continue doing so for centuries. 
 As she approached, traffic picked up. People called out and horses shrieked as she drove by, and she decided it might be best to enter the city somewhere other than through the front gate. When she reached a patchwork of wooden and concrete walls around the city, she turned left, circling around until she came to water. The floating craft barely even jolted as it transitioned from land to water, and she skimmed all the way to the docks, settling down on an unused pier. 
 People stared, but they didn’t seem quite as shocked as the villagers. Perhaps somebody found such a machine every now and then and drove it through; it certainly wasn’t unheard of for people to find and use great artifacts, when luck was on their side. Still, she was no more comfortable with a crowd of onlookers here than she had been in the village. They were eyeing her things, and that was never a good sign. 
 As she helped Tanos out of the vehicle and waited patiently while he threw up on the pier, she contemplated telling the locals about the ghosts. They might not even know what ghosts were, though, let alone understand the magnitude of the war that could be brewing just a day's’ walk inland. How could she possibly help them? 
 She couldn't really, so she simply kept an eye on them as she hauled Tanos off the pier, carrying him under the shoulder. She hauled him towards the city, with no clear idea of where to go, and it was here that the gawkers proved useful. She singled out a blond woman staring at them and shot out a question. 
 “Hey you! He needs a medic. Where can I find one?” 
 Eyes were wide at the sight of blood and vomit, but the woman she had asked nodded. “Of course, I'll show you. Come on, it’s not far.” 
 “Thank you.” She paused, and addressed the rest of the crowd. “That ship knows who I am. If you try to steal it, it’ll explode. So don’t.” 
 The woman who was helping her and Tanos along frowned. “I doubt anyone would want to steal it. We don’t do that sort of thing around here.” 
 Ada shrugged. “Give me a few days to start trusting you all first. Besides, things are going to get pretty chaotic here in the next few days. Anything could happen.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Raiders.” Ada nodded to the east, not entirely lying. “There are bands of raiders in the townships, burning down villages. They’ve been headed this way.” 
 “Raiders?” The woman’s voice cracked a bit. “Is that what’s going on? People have been coming into the city, more than usual. Nobody’s got the same story, though. There haven’t been big raiding parties here in decades.” 
 “Well, all I know is that there’s been fighting, and that a lot of people are dead. You might want to stock up on food, just in case.” 
 “Oh, food won’t be an issue!” The woman sounded almost relieved. “We have plenty of food from the farm towers.” 
 “The… farm towers?” 
 “Like that one.” 
 It was difficult to get a clear look while she was helping Tanos hobble along, but Ada saw the tower the woman had pointed to - even glassier than the rest, she could see green just behind the glass on all floors, bright under ancient lights. One of the windows was broken halfway up the tower, and vines of some kind were crawling up on the small spaces between the glass windows, but overall the building looked quite intact. Suddenly she could venture a guess, imagining a farm on every level of the tower. 
 As she looked back down to the ground outside the buildings, though, she found she couldn’t imagine any of these people managing such a thing. 
 The city was filled with stamped earth and weeds, mid-sized animals of all kinds running around underfoot, and a few spherical watchers hovering through the city. The bases of many of the tall, proud towers had been shored up and added to with tents, cabins, and huts, the newer and more primitive buildings growing across the glittering bones of the city like a thick brown crust. Aside from the occasional artifact or relic she saw here and there, there was no sign that anybody in this city understood or cared about the vast technological prowess of those who had first built the city - they looked like villagers, except more numerous and with more possessions. It was disappointing, but then again she had no intention of staying here. 
 She supported Tanos as the woman led them to a large wooden building built onto a half-collapsed set of ruins. They brought him inside, where they found a few injured being tended to by people with the medic's gift. The closest medic approached them with an air of concern on his face. 
 “What happened?” 
 She frowned; that should be obvious. “He was shot by an arrow.” 
 “An arrow? Where’s the shaft? I can’t see it.” 
 She looked down. “It’s right -” Suddenly she realised the shaft was gone. How could she not have noticed that? She felt stupid, but stamped down on the feeling by reminding herself she had been busy keeping them both alive. “Shit, it must have broken off. I have no idea.” 
 They were already taking him away and inspecting the wound. The medic's hands hovered over him, glowing pale green. “The outside parts broke off, but there’s still a lot of wood in there. This will take some time, but he’ll probably be fine. We need to make sure he doesn’t heal over the wound until it’s out.” 
 She had never seen such an injury before. “Does that actually happen?” 
 “It can, especially if he’s a warrior. Medics can slow the healing process, though.” 
 “He’s not a warrior. Can you reverse the healing?” 
 The man scowled. “Of course. Now come back this afternoon. We need to work.” 
 She stepped back, watching for a moment as the quiet green glow of the medic’s gift cast slightly eerie shadows in the healing house. 
 The blond woman who had helped them tried to reassure her as they left the building. “Your boyfriend will be fine.” 
 “He’s just a friend.” 
 Her expression changed a little, a flicker of a smile. “Sorry - your friend. He’ll be fine. Listen, I’m sure you’re worried - while you’re waiting, do you want to get a drink?” 
 The question caught Ada completely off-guard. Drink? Ada vaguely knew that people drank in taverns, of course, but she couldn’t see why. She glanced up and down at the woman, trying to figure her out, but all she could think about was how there was too much going on and she wanted to be alone. “No thanks, I’m not thirsty. I’ll be fine. I’ve never seen the city, I think I’ll just… walk around. Explore a bit. Thanks for helping, though.” 
 “Well, if you need anything, I can always show you around.” 
 Ada shook her head, trying to smile but really desperately wanting the stranger to just go away. “Thanks, but I’m on edge after what happened. I need some space.” 
 The woman backed off with a friendly smile and left. Friendly or not, Ada was already feeling better now that she was left to her own devices. The medic’s gift would take care of Tanos; people rarely died from injuries that weren’t quickly fatal. Compared to animals, humans were remarkably resilient. She just needed to wait, to occupy her mind. 
 Ada started walking back towards the docks, as best she could remember, but she paid attention to her surroundings as well. She had indeed never seen this city, or any other like it - her parents obviously kept her well away from such places as a child. The Institute was fairly large, a collective of coders that numbered almost a thousand, all living an ancient facility they had repurposed and turned into their home. But this… this was far greater than that. There might be ten thousand people here, at least. Not unlike the cities the ancients once lived in. 
 As she kept a slower pace and a more diffuse focus on her surroundings , she felt like she was walking through a graveyard, through the tomb of a world much greater than her own. Where had the ancients been headed when it all fell apart? What had stopped them? She didn’t like having to ask those questions - it was infuriating that the answers were so elusive. But it seemed she was the only one with any interest in those answers. For everyone else the ancients had simply disappeared, and there was little point in asking why. 
 She found her way back to the docks, where her vehicle was still sitting peacefully on the pier, drawing only a few passing stares. She was surprised at how casually the locals accepted its presence. Really, it was almost insulting that they weren’t more impressed. Perhaps living in the semi-functional ruins of an ancient city dulled their sense of wonder - if they had ever had one to begin with. 
 From where she was standing she could see the glassy farm tower, and the parabolic flower-like structures on top of it. It was close, and with no clear danger to her possessions it seemed she had time to indulge her curiosity. It was only a short walk to the base of the tower, where a sort of fresh food distribution bazaar had sprung up. How were they getting the food? 
 Ada walked around the base of the tower until she found a large open door that people were going in and out of. She approached it, and though she attracted a few glances - perhaps more to do with her fairly stark black clothes than anything else - nobody stopped her as she went in. 
 She stepped into a great hall filled with tall cylinders reaching up into the ceiling. People crowded around them - she could see there were elevators filled with food at the bottom of each cylinder, and she saw markings in ancient writing that likely none of these people understood. It wasn’t easy, but she took the time to read each of the symbols. 
 Temperate Fruit  was one of them, and  Tropical Fruit  was another -  Fruit  being the key word, since she understood what that meant. There was also  Legumes , which she didn’t understand;  Herbs ; and a few more that were out of sight or that were unfamiliar. They were all accompanied by those blocky sets of lines, whatever those were. No doubt the inhabitants of Glass Peaks had figured out what came out where through trial and error, but Ada was quietly pleased that she wouldn’t have to ask, or go through any trials and errors herself. 
 She looked, but didn’t see any obvious way into the tower, so she wandered the edges of the great hall looking for a way to access the upper levels. When she eventually found it, it was a bit disappointing - a fairly innocuous door on a much smaller cylinder, off to a corner. Above it were two ancient words:  Elevator Access . She understood what access meant, and that was enough. She approached it and started looking for buttons. 
 “What are you doing here?” 
 She spun around in surprise, but the two people staring at her looked concerned more than territorial. Still, she couldn’t be sure of that. “I want to go up and look at the farms.” 
 As she said that, their expression grew a shade of horror. “Just wait for the food down here! If you go up there and take it, the watchers will kill you.” 
 The other chimed in. “Or they’ll stun you and send you back down instead of food.” 
 “They’ll send you back down  as  food!” 
 That was enough for Ada to understand that nobody  actually  knew what the real consequences were. “I see. Well I’m not looking to steal. Do you know how this works?” 
 “I think you need to say something to it.” 
 “No, there’s some kind of tool on the side you can use. You need to code it.” 
 “I thought Sandar got in, and he’s not a coder, is he?” 
 Ada ground her teeth. “I appreciate the advice, thank you. I’ll be fine now.” 
 They looked at her as though she were very rude, and walked off with dismissive shrugs. Myths were not always entirely baseless, so she was willing to bet there were watchers in the farms that didn’t take kindly to stealing, but she had no intention of taking anything. Besides, everyone knew to be careful around watchers. They seemed peaceful, but they were more than capable of destruction if provoked. That old adage was true to its core:  Watch the watcher, it’ll watch you back. Burn the watcher, it’ll burn you black. 
 She would be careful. She inspected the controls on the side of the elevator, looking for code, but didn’t see anything at first. Some quick inspection of the code told her that one of the little black hexagons might be worth trying, though, so she touched it. The door slid open by itself, revealing a cylindrical space inside. Ada stepped into the lit space, which was remarkably clean, and the doors shut. Was this really that hard for people to figure out? 
 She saw no further controls in here. 
 She looked around, confused, until a gentle, slightly reverberating female voice spoke in an old-fashioned, ancient dialect much like the one in the archives. 
 “ Please state your destination. ” 
 She jumped in surprise, and looked around, but saw nothing. It was likely a machine. “Options?”  
 The response wasn’t encouraging. “ I didn’t catch that. This hydroponics tower has 27 unrestricted floors. Please state your destination. ” 
 She understood only half of that, including twenty-seven, but now she also had a good idea of why nobody got this to work. The ancient dialect wasn’t something everyone was exposed to regularly. She guessed, trying to shape her word like the ancients did, remembering the voice from the archives. “Twenty?” 
 There was no verbal response, but the cylinder suddenly started moving. She could feel it, like an increase in gravity, and there were rings of light that seemed to sweep down the cylinder as it rose through the tower. She felt around her bag for the gun; it was there, though she hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. 
 When the door opened, that thick dialect chimed again. “ Twentieth floor. ” 
 She stepped out into something that felt like a dream. The ceiling of the entire area seemed to be one enormous, glorious light, making the plants that grew here look as though they were under a bright and cloudless sky. In the moments before her eyes adjusted, it was almost painful to look at. 
 The plants grew in rows stacked into shelves, with occasional spaces between them. She did in fact see watchers, though they were smaller than the ones she encountered in the wild. One of them quietly hummed through the air towards her, the faint blue glow of its innards seeping through between the irregular panels that made up its spherical shell. It stopped a few meters away, and seemed content to… watch her. 
 Ada didn’t mind; she really had no intention of stealing. Her eyes wide and her mind a gaping maw ready to devour all the sights and all the ancient echoes she could, she walked past the watcher. 
 As she walked down the rows she began to see more than just the light and the plants. She saw insects - small insects, not unlike bees, buzzing lazily through the farm, landing on plants here and there. They were not bees, though - closer inspection made that quite clear. Though they were round and fuzzy like bees, they were striped bright cyan and black, and they behaved quite differently, not only crawling around the flower but around the entire plant as well. 
 It occurred to her that she had never seen an animal with such colours before. Cyan? She had barely ever seen that colour at all. 
 “What are these?” The watcher following her didn’t respond, as mute as any other watcher. Ada sighed and kept walking. 
 There were long water conduits underneath every shelf of plant rows, shimmering in the bright light. She slowly became aware of the way the omnipresent light seemed to pulse and change in direction - was it tracking the time outside, steering the lighting towards noon? She also saw small extrusions from the water conduits that sprayed fine mist into the air. 
 Some of the watchers used floating metal graspers to pluck out plants and store them in large containers that hovered alongside them. And so it became clear - the entire structure was automated. The watchers and the tiny insects tended to the plants; the lighting and water were controlled by mysterious processes no doubt embedded in code; and the entire thing functioned perfectly without human intervention. 
 And it had indeed continued to do so for a thousand years after humanity had forgotten how anything in here worked, feeding an ignorant but grateful population in what remained of the city. 
 Then she found one of the insect hives - a bright orange mash of stuff that was built into a large, clear cylinder. And under that cylinder, dripping down from the hive into a sealed basin as high as Ada’s waist, was something golden and viscous. 
 “Honey?” 
 She knew what honey was, of course. There had been an apiary at the Institute. But this was not how those honeybees had produced honey - they didn’t just let it dribble out of their nest, so convenient for human consumption. 
 It was, in fact, suspiciously convenient. 
 She circled the hive, watching the cyan bees climb in and out of their hive as others busied about the hive itself, engaged in whatever mysterious processes created honey. 
 She stuck her hand closer to the creatures, and while the watchers reacted and hovered closer, the bees did not seem to care. She inched closer and waved her hand back and forth, hoping to agitate them. The insects moved lazily out of the way, but they showed absolutely no signs of aggression. 
 She looked straight at the watcher. “Can you speak?”  
 There was no answer. 
 She turned around, scanning the farm, looking for something to help her understand what was happening - something to confirm her suspicions. She didn’t have to look far; as she inspected one of the insects crawling on a plant’s stem, she glanced into the water conduit that flowed beneath all the plants, and saw tiny shapes darting between the watery roots. She moved closer to get a better look at them - small fish, striped black and cyan, order and pattern of stripes identical to the strange bees. 
 There was no way that that was a coincidence. 
 Ada began to comprehend something that nobody had ever told her, something that even perhaps even illiterate peasants couldn’t be blamed for missing. It was so subtle, so rarely in evidence. The ancients, she realized, had not only created wondrous machines and traveled the void between the stars. They had created  life . 
 Whatever these bees and fish did, they had been specifically created to do so, their matching colour patterns a purposeful marker of how artificial they were, and perhaps where they belonged. Watchers and less conspicuous machines had continued to take care of these creatures long after humanity had forgotten their purpose or origins. 
 Ada could feel her heartbeat quicken, as though the ground were opening up beneath her feet. What else had the ancients left them with, that they had forgotten? What about the other animals? Chickens were a key food source for many communities, the Institute included, and it was awfully convenient that they laid eggs that never hatched - were they ancient creations too? What about dragons? What about plants, like the ethereal glanterns that the Institute had received as gifts from coders returning from the south, or the quinoa cultivated by watchers in the drier areas around the Institute since the times of the oldest stories? 
 What about humans? 
 She looked at her hands, looked at the tips of her fingers that gave birth to code, that most arcane and mysterious of the gifts. Her skin, smooth and untarnished; dextrous fingers; the ability to speak. The ability to survive great trauma and live, as Tanos was surely discovering this very moment. The ability to  read . 
 The archives had shown her a drama of humans, cities, and machines, played out on top of natural-looking worlds. The legacy of the ancients had seemed easy to identify - their great machines, their wondrous technology, and perhaps the gifts, to those not inclined to believe the gods were responsible for those. She had thought she knew what to look for, what to try to understand. But now - now, everything was suspect. 
 Somewhere between the rise of humanity’s firstborn and the catastrophe of the Fall, the ancients had gained control over  life itself , and all she knew was she no longer had a good way of knowing what parts of the world around her were relics of their civilization, knowledge she needed to reclaim - and what parts of the world were as nature had made them. All this time, she hadn’t even known the full extent of her own ignorance. How different was she, then, to everyone else? The thought unbalanced her, set her teetering on the edge of a dark pit. How many bad assumptions did she still cling to? How could she even know? 
 Ada walked towards the edge of the farm, in a daze, and peered out through glass that remained smooth and spotless under the eternal care of the watchers. Human-made insects buzzed lazily in the air behind her, water flowed and hung in the air as a mist, the ceiling light ebbed and shifted as a false sun. A sustainable marvel of creation churned quietly and efficiently all around her, as it had for centuries, a gift from her human ancestors that continued to care for their descendents. Perhaps that was why the difficult questions didn’t seem to animate anybody. Humanity was still safe, still cared for, still wrapped in the protective embrace of its dead parents. 
 She tried to steady her breathing, reminding herself of why she was different. Yes, she was ignorant. Yes, she barely saw the gaps in her own knowledge - but she cared. She cared when nobody else seemed to, and that, she could only hope, was enough to set her apart. It was all she had left. 
 Ada laid her hand on the glass, looking out to the forests that covered the east, where the threat of the ghosts was brewing. Where she had come from, exiled for believing there was more to wisdom than the echo and ritual of the Institute. A great white mountain rose in the south-east, singular and alone. To the left of that, though her eyes weren’t sure, she was convinced she saw smoke on the horizon, rising up to meet the midday sun. 
  
  
 Chapter 10 
 Isavel and the others had practically jogged to Glass Peaks, taking turns carrying Shale. It was hard going, and they would surely need to sleep tonight, but it was worth it for Isavel to glimpse the turquoise spires of the city in the midday sun, towering above the cool coastal rainforest from behind the city gate, were taller than she could possibly have imagined. 
 After trekking down from the foothills, they came to the city gate. It was also tall, looking impressive yet strangely out of place. Four smooth stone pillars rose up in a line, their sides etched with red symbols that looked like they had been carved by coders. Between the pillars stretched three panels covered in more symbols, above which rested three broad, golden roofs. The outermost pillars were swallowed by the wooden framework of the city walls, and the space between the innermost pillars was fortified and turned into a kind of watchpost; those entering the city did so to the right of that post, and those leaving did so to the left, though that seemed more a convention than a rule. 
 Beyond the gates was the city itself, and in the cracks of that city Isavel saw more humans than she had ever seen in a single place, a roiling sea of heads and skin and clothes that seemed to have no end. 
 She hesitated, squeezing Sorn’s arm. “This… This is Glass Peaks?” 
 “Yeah. What’s wrong?” 
 Her eyes only dared watch the throng of people for a few moments, for fear of drowning. “It looks… crowded. Are cities all like this?” 
 Rodan spoke up from behind her. “The few there are, yeah. The only other one nearby is Hive. Further south you’ve got Fogpoint, Angelos, Sajuana. Somebody told me I should go to Fogpoint once - can’t remember who, though. I haven’t been yet, but I hear it’s pretty, anyway.” 
 The glass towers did have a certain beauty to them, but it was hard to see when there were so many people around. The others didn’t seem as distracted, though; Joon was already helping Shale into the city, her wounds twisting her walk, so Isavel and the others followed. 
 Still, she felt her throat tense up and her spine straighten and tingle as she did. The press of people on the other side of the city gates was almost too much to handle. This was a different kind of place, one that hinted at a forgotten world even more incomprehensible still. Was this how the ancients had lived? 
 She suddenly realized Joon was disappearing, and she panicked at the thought of losing the entire party in the crowd. “Joon! Where are you going?” 
 Joon stopped and turned, his face flat and disinterested. “Shale needs a medic. We’ll be at the docks at sunset.” 
 “Docks?” 
 But Joon and Shale were already melting away into the crowd. Sorn pointed southwest. “There’s a dock for fishing and trade ships, on the edge of the ocean.” 
 She repeated that last. “The ocean.” 
 She had never seen the ocean, smelled its salt. She certainly smelled no salt now - only people, food, animals. A frantic churning welled up in her brain, and she tried rocking her head back and forth to find balance. The sounds of hundreds, maybe thousands of people talking, walking, laughing, shouting - it was more than she had ever been exposed to. She had lost her way already, barely a few steps inside the gate, and she would lose herself any minute now. No wonder children got overwhelmed in cities. 
 She turned and focused on Sorn, staring him straight in the eyes. “Take me to the temple. Now!” 
 His eyes softened. “Of course - come on, it’s not far.” 
 Isavel took his hand and walked alongside him, barely noticing that the others - Marea, Rodan, and Nera - were disappearing on their own. She kept her eyes on the ground as she walked between hundreds - thousands - could there truly be more than thousands of people in one place? It was mind-boggling. 
 She had to retreat inward, inside, but she knew what lay there. Memories of the dead that could begin haunting her again at any moment. She already saw them looking at her from the crowd. So what, then? 
 Focus. She had to focus on something specific. 
 What was there in this place, besides hordes of people? 
 Isavel started her search on the ground, in the hopes that it might be a calmer place. The first things she saw were animals all around - dogs, cats, birds, goats, red pandas, raccoons. They seemed to live alongside the inhabitants of the city, coming and going and running about the streets. There were more of them here than in the forest, if that was at all possible, and they didn’t seem shy in the least. 
 Okay, the ground was fine. She looked up, hoping for more calm above the crowds. At the lower levels, glass had been smashed out of some of the towers to make way for rickety wooden balconies. Here and there between buildings, people had strung up rope bridges that Isavel would never dare set foot on. The ancient towers were barely buildings in their own right; they were a sort of landscape into which the inhabitants of the city had wedged themselves, filling the cracks but not truly inhabiting the city itself. 
 “Isavel. This is it.” 
 Her eyes snapped forward, and she saw what Sorn was pointing at. Somehow, they had arrived at the temple; a round, brown building, nestled inside a great curved wall of the same colour and style. As they approached, she felt like she was walking into a snail shell. The walls were lined with open windows, most either filled with melted candles or covered by hexagonal canvases with roughly painted images of the gods. Some she recognized, many she did not, but they all stared back at her with a colourful grandeur that had never graced her village. Everything was so big, so vibrant, so dense. 
 Between the outer shell and the inner structure was a sort of courtyard where pilgrims in thick clothes, relics chained around their necks, prayed to effigies and burning incense. High above the courtyard, connecting the temple and its outer shell, was a glass ceiling. The candlelight and incense and low praying made this place feel unlike any other Isavel had ever been, but there was a strange calm here, at least, that the rest of the city did not have. She could breathe. 
 A short bridge, part of the concrete ground itself, connected the courtyard to the temple door. Looking up to the temple’s array of glass windows, she saw see priests in familiar garb, but nothing that looked like a shrine. She did meet eyes with an elderly priestess on the second floor, however. A priestess who was watching her. 
 Unnerved and abashed, Isavel looked down to her feet. 
 There might well be as many priests and pilgrims in that temple alone as there had once been people in her entire village. Madness. How did people not drown in the crowds? 
 She and Sorn walked towards the bridge, but two guards stepped forward, warrior shields snapping up brilliant blue to block their path. “Everyone must wait their turn, travellers.” 
 Isavel felt a brief rush of indignation course through her spine. She had a much more pressing problem than anyone else here could possibly have - but that very indignation was shameful. Who was she to presume such a thing? She averted her eyes and stammered, but Sorn quietly laid a hand on her shoulder. 
 She took a deep breath. “This can’t wait. I need to get to the shrine now. I need to speak to the gods.” 
 The guards raised their eyebrows but didn’t move. She bit her lip. She would have to demonstrate. 
 What if they accused her of heresy, too? 
 The temple was right behind them. Surely they would want to bring her in, to find out what was going on. She relaxed and let her gifts flow. Her skin rippled into the textures and colours of bark and moss, the hunter’s gift bloomed in her right hand, and a warrior’s shield to match the guards’ own snapped up on her left forearm. Each gift was unmistakable on its own, and the combination brought a sudden, shocked silence onto the small courtyard. 
 Both guards’ eyes widened. “You… you have  three  gifts?” 
 “Yes. I don’t know why.” She let the gifts fade again, returning to her normal self. Her ears were hot and her mind was racing, and she felt the stares of the pilgrims needling her back. “I  need  to see the priests about this. Please.” 
 She heard the pilgrims approaching from behind, cautiously shuffling towards her. Some reached out to touch her pants or her hands, and she took a step closer to the guards, anxious. 
 Then the pilgrims started muttering. “Is that sorcery?” 
 “She’s been chosen by the gods!” 
 “Do you have the walker’s gift? My son went missing!” 
 “Bring the priests! They have to see her!” 
 The guards went from surprised to worried as the commotion among the pilgrims grew, and they glanced at each other uncertainly. Isavel looked past them, into the temple, where more faces were looking out at her now. Had they seen? 
 Suddenly a figure emerged from the temple, the same elderly priestess Isavel had seen earlier. She stepped forward and the guards immediately parted, bowing at the shoulders. “Mother Jera.” 
 Isavel looked the woman up and down. Her pale grey robes, the same basic shade as any preacher’s, were intricately decorated with angular white and blue lines. She was light-brown skinned and grey-haired, elderly by all measures, but she still stood straight and commanding, peering at Isavel down a pointed, triangular nose. 
 Sorn shrank away as this Mother Jera approached, leaving Isavel to face her alone. Isavel was slightly taller, but still managed to feel a great deal smaller. She tried to straighten her shoulders. 
 “The gods are expecting you.” 
 Mother Jera was smiling. Isavel blinked. “Me?” 
 “When I woke up this morning, the temple steward told me the gods awaited me at the shrine. I spoke to them, for the first time in many years.” Jera glanced up at the sky, at the ring barely visible behind the grey spring clouds. “They said that a young woman would arrive, and that I should bring you to see them. And here you are - I cannot imagine they meant anyone else.” 
 Isavel’s heart kicked into higher speed. The gods were waiting for her. Of course they were - they had chosen her, hadn’t they? They had made her. She shouldn’t feel surprised. Suddenly Isavel’s heart grew lighter, and the shadows began to fade from her mind. She was doing what the gods wanted - she was on her way to enlightenment. Soon she would understand why this had all happened - why her family had to die, why she had to die, why she bore all these gifts. 
 Soon, she could stop wondering. 
 “Please, I’ll speak to them as soon as possible.” 
 Mother Jera continued smiling. “What’s your name?” 
 “I - uh - Isavel Valdéz.” Why hadn’t the gods told Mother Jera that already? 
 Mother Jera gave hummed curiously at the name for a moment, but thankfully said nothing. “Very well, Isavel. I am Mother Jera, eldest priestess in this temple. Believe me, I am just as curious as you are to learn what the gods have in store for you. Follow me.” 
 She beckoned and Isavel followed, Sorn trailing silently behind her into the temple. 
 The temple’s ancient architecture was vast and open, but walls of canvas, cloth, and shelves had been erected to block out smaller rooms. Much of the temple’s space was lit by ancient lights in the ceilings that no doubt followed their own incomprehensible rhythms, but there were candles and smaller relics strewn around as well. 
 Mother Jera led them up a set of stairs, and then another - the shrine must be somewhere on the highest level of the temple, closest to the gods. That made sense. 
 A knot of anticipation twisted in Isavel’s stomach as the elder priestess led them on. Never before had she so desperately wanted to know, wanted to understand. Never before had the gods promised to tell her exactly what to do with her strange and seemingly aimless life. Today, that would all change. 
 The shrine was not what Isavel had expected. 
 She wasn’t sure what she  had  expected, exactly, but the thing she was looking at now was not it. It was a tall, flat rectangle about the size of a torso, built onto a concrete wall. It was something like a light - glowing brightly with a single, solid grey - but it was easy to look at and didn’t hurt her eyes. Everything else in the shrine room was comparatively unremarkable - more candles and canvases and incense. The shrine was the real draw, of course. 
 As Mother Jera silently set her afloat in this room, the shrine’s grey shifted to something else - a deep orange. They knew she was here. Isavel did the first thing that came to mind. She got down on her knees and bent forward, palms and forearms flat to the ground, elbows alongside her knees, and pressed her forehead and the tip of her nose to the ground. She could feel the warm breath from her nostrils as she recited the simplest and most fundamental prayer she knew. 
 Gods above, whose whims are life, death, and transcendence. Lead me down the path to the future. 
 Mother Jera and Sorn watched silently from the edge of the room, but Isavel felt their presence nonetheless. She felt the heat of their expectations waft along her neck. Isavel had never done well with expectations, but there was little she could do about that now. She waited for several long moments. Had the gods heard her? Did they expect a longer prayer? Did she need to ask a clear question? 
 A chorus of voices in unison echoed out from from somewhere behind the shrine. 
 “Show us why you have come.” 
 She almost jumped, and she spun around to look at the others, who were gazing intently at the orange square. Mother Jera made a shooing motion, so Isavel turned to look at the shrine again. This was it. After this, they would reveal her purpose to her. 
 She flashed the three gifts at the shrine, as though it were the gods’ eye in this place - perhaps it was. The shrine shifted from orange to a pale purple. 
 “Tell us your story.” 
 Isavel frowned, taken aback a little. “Uh, my name is Isavel Valdéz. I grew up in a… a village in the mountains. I was ungifted. I was always ungifted.” 
 The colour became a little redder. 
 “Not long ago, my village was attacked by raiders and burned to the ground. They killed me - slit my throat. And then I woke up, and I was gifted - a hunter, a pathfinder, a warrior. I need… Why? What’s your plan for me? Why did this happen?” 
 The colour shifted from burgundy to white, and there was a quiet buzz before the voices responded again, a calm yet loud chorus. “You are destined for great things, Isavel Valdéz.” 
 She waited, desperately hoping that that vague pronunciation was not the end of it. It wasn't. 
 “Your skills will make you a fearsome fighter. You are needed now more than ever. A war will soon flow down the mountains towards Glass Peaks, and the city will need someone of your strength to defeat this enemy. You have been given might, but you are not yet complete. There is still much for you to learn, much we alone cannot give you.” 
 Isavel bit her lip. Three gifts was a lot - what more could they need from her? “What do I need to learn?” 
 The orange glow returned.  
 “Leadership.” 
 Her eyes widened, and she shuddered a bit, as though she had been punched. Leadership? She couldn’t just become a leader by virtue of her strength - leadership was not pushing people, it was pulling them, drawing them naturally to oneself and one’s path. Isavel had never had any pull. “What? Why would anyone follow me?” 
 The gods did not elaborate. “You must lead Glass Peaks against the enemy, Isavel.” 
 Isavel felt herself grow dizzy. Leadership? She was to lead a… a city? Nobody led cities. Nobody even led villages. “What - which enemy? Who is going to attack Glass Peaks?” 
 There was a long silence, but the colours changed furiously, a rainbow of confusion that finally settled on a lime green. “Ghosts. The ghosts have returned.” 
 The shrine shifted back to the original dark grey it had held before she arrived. 
 Isavel knew that word. Knew it meant nothing good. 
 “Ghosts? What do you mean?” 
 There was silence. She grew more desperate. 
 “I’m not a leader - I’ve never fought a war - how am I supposed to lead  a city?  Nobody will follow me!” 
 The gods, it seemed, had said all they needed to say. 
 “There hasn’t been a war since… centuries! Gods - please, talk to me!” 
 It was Sorn who finally broke the long silence that followed. “Isavel, I think that’s it.” 
 Mother Jera kept her face impassive. “Your friend is right. The gods have spoken.” 
 Isavel turned around to stare. She felt her jaw hanging, her arms frozen. She could acutely feel the cavernous void in her head where the gods apparently expected to find leadership and battlefield prowess. She had no answers, only more expectations, and she felt herself gasping for air. 
 This was a disaster. 
 She looked at the others, hoping to find sympathy there, but she found none. Sorn just looked dumbly amazed, and Mother Jera’s serenity was replaced by an intense look of thought. “Isavel, the ghosts have returned.” 
 Isavel nodded slowly, stepping towards the elder priestess. She knew the legends; everybody did. And with that revelation, the scene of possession at the village was starting to make a terrible kind of sense. 
 Maybe Mother Jera had a plan. Maybe she could help her figure out what exactly the gods wanted Isavel to do. Mother Jera’s face looked stony as she spoke. “We have all heard of raiders and violence in the mountains, and now it seems you are destined to lead our guardians.” 
 Isavel blinked. “But I don’t know anything about -” 
 “The gods have chosen you for a reason.” Mother Jera’s tone was firm, and only barely warm. “Of course, there already is somebody leading the city’s guardians, but he was not chosen by the gods. You should speak with him. We will send our steward Venshi to lend your word authority.” 
 “I can’t - I can’t do this.” Isavel’s eyes flicked desperately around the shrine. If there had been a window she might have jumped right out of it. She backed up, almost knocking into the shrine, trying to shirk this destiny unasked for. 
 The priestess stepped forward and reached for her shoulder, her face a sculpture of compassion with just a few scuffs of impatience. “You have been given incredible powers, unlike anyone has ever had. The gods cannot have done this lightly. Have faith in their judgement, and you will discover why you were chosen for this struggle. Trust in them.” 
 Faith. Trust. 
 Leading people into battle was crazy, but faith, trust - those were not so hard. Isavel tried to slow her breathing. She was living proof of the power of the gods, after all, wasn’t she? So… trust. She could do that. She couldn’t become a leader overnight - probably not ever - but she could be faithful. She had always been that. 
 “Mother? I believe I heard my name.” 
 That voice, strange and unnatural, came from the hall. 
 Mother Jera glanced to the hall. “Ah, there she is. Come, Isavel - this is Venshi.” 
 The priestess reached out to Isavel and steered her into the hall, towards the steward. Isavel couldn’t see much of Venshi at all; the newcomer wore intricate grey robes embroidered with something that glowed very faintly, and her face was entirely covered by a smooth, glossy white mask only barely shaped like the idea of a human face, with no concession to eyes or a mouth. Whatever eyes rested behind that mask couldn’t possibly see a thing. 
 The rest of Venshi’s head and neck were swathed in a smoky turquoise veil of some strange fabric, but it was thick enough that Isavel couldn't see what was underneath. Venshi’s hands were folded together, covered in embroidered black gloves. No skin was visible, anywhere. Had she been burned, perhaps, injured beyond a medic’s ability to mend? 
 Mother Jera did not seem nearly as unnerved about Venshi as Isavel felt. 
 “Venshi, take Isavel Valdéz and her companion to the Bulwark. She has been chosen by the gods to lead us in a war against the ghosts. Ensure the Bulwark understands the… divinity of this intervention.” 
 “As you wish, Mother.” 
 The feminine voice that rang out from behind Venshi’s mask was broken, incomplete. There was something wrong with it, as though it were buzzing, or as though it had been rattled in a box before leaving the owner’s mouth. 
 Then Venshi looked straight at Isavel.  
 Despite there being no way for light to reach Venshi’s eyes, the gaze immediately convinced Isavel that Venshi could, in fact, see straight through her porcelain mask.  
 “Follow me please, Isavel.” Venshi gestured towards the stairs. “It’s not far.” 
 “I - can I return here?” 
 Mother Jera smiled. “After you’ve spoken to Dendre Han, the leader of the guard. Of course. You will always be welcome here, Isavel. It is rare that a truly blessed one graces these old halls.” 
 And so Isavel followed Venshi out of the temple, in a daze. Everyone else seemed perfectly content, but how could they be? They had learned nothing, and Isavel had only been given more weight and responsibility than she knew what to do with. This was not how the stories were supposed to go - the gods were supposed to provide clarity and purpose. Isavel only felt more confused than she had coming here. 
 The pilgrims stared at her in awe as they left the temple, whispering and pointing, but she just wanted to get away. She found herself silently hoping that this Bulwark, Dendre Han, would reject her, so she could stick to things she knew how to do. Surely someone with a title and a role in the city should lead them all - not her. 
 It wasn’t long before Venshi led them to a great, round, vine-covered ruin. She pointed at it and spoke, sharp and quiet. “The guardian’s arena.” 
 As Venshi led them inside the arena, Isavel began to notice that the steward didn’t move right, either - the way she walked was too smooth, too carefully calculated. Could a geneforge have made her so graceful, and somehow disfigured her? Geneforges were not known to disfigure people, though. Perhaps Venshi had some rare gift. 
 They reached the centre of the arena, and Isavel found it was bowl-shaped, with rows upon rows of steps rising from the flat field in the centre up towards the walls. These ancient steps had once been barren, but the inhabitants of Glass Peaks had covered them in a dense nest of wooden shacks, interspersed with narrow alleys and small open squares. The arena had a vast ceiling that had once been whole and closed, it seemed, but huge holes gaped in it now, obviously beyond the ability of any watchers to repair. 
 There were scores of people in the field, perhaps even a few hundred, and they seemed to be training for war. 
 Many were warriors, shimmering weapons and shields of light catching the eye as they went through the motions of combat alone or in duels. Others were hunters, firing quiet and restrained shots against practice targets or each other. A small few were neither, armed with ancient guns of a variety of shapes and appearances, ungifted for war but still willing to fight. Was it always like this, or were they practising because they knew what was coming? 
 Overseeing them all was a single black-haired, round-faced man with narrow eyes, gold-browning skin, a thick black beard, and the bulky frame of a warrior. Venshi pointed at him, with no subtlety. “That is Bulwark Dendre Han, leader of the guard. He will not appreciate our visit.” 
 Isavel nodded. “I wouldn’t blame him.” 
 Venshi was already moving towards the man, though. Isavel glanced at Sorn; he took her hand and squeezed it, but she sensed a little nervous anticipation. He didn’t need to be here, and he must feel out of place, but he was here nonetheless. Even in all this chaos, it was nice to have a friend at her side. 
 “Bulwark Dendre Han!” Venshi’s voice suddenly felt unnaturally loud in its crackling. “The elders have sent someone you need to meet.” 
 The Bulwark turned and looked at Venshi with… was that fear? At the very least, it was a colder cousin of respect. “Venshi. How nice of them to send  you  along too.” Dendre glanced over Venshi’s shoulders and saw Isavel, no doubt noticing her panicked expression. “Her? What about her?” 
 Venshi bowed slightly and extended a gloved hand in a smooth gesture. “This young lady is Isavel Valdéz. She has been blessed by the gods, chosen to lead our people against the enemy.” 
 Dendre Han’s eyes narrowed at the words. 
 “Excuse me? She looks pretty damned young. Is she even gifted? What exactly is the temple trying to pull here?” 
 Venshi’s voice was unnaturally patient. “They are trying to carry out the will of the gods, Dendre.” 
 “Listen - Isavel? - you don’t even look like you  want  to be here.” 
 She nodded heartily, without even realizing it. “I have no idea what I’m doing.” 
 “Gods, listen Venshi - she said it herself!” 
 Venshi tilted her head condescendingly. “And yet the gods have plans for her. They spoke directly to her, the venerable Mother Jera, and her dear companion. Ask him, as a witness.” 
 Isavel saw Sorn nod out of the corner of her eye. Wait, what? He reached out to grasp her shoulder, no doubt as a show of support, but she shrugged it off, hurt and betrayed. She had gotten no real answers - instead, she had been thrust into a brewing war, without enough experience or ability to walk the path that had been laid out before her. 
 “You will need to speak at great length with her, no doubt.” Venshi seemed sure Dendre would agree, and though he clearly disliked the steward, he remained tight-lipped as Venshi continued. “I will leave you to discuss the city’s defenses. The ghosts are coming.” 
 The Bulwark blinked. “Ghosts? Are you shitting me?” 
 Venshi didn’t respond, walking away with unnerving straightness and smoothness of motion. Isavel was left staring at a man she had never met, and whose day seemed to have just been ruined twice over.  
 Not sure how to talk to him, she tried to answer his last question. “I saw a walker… doing something to group of villagers. It looked like they were, well, I think they were in the realm of the dead. The captives came out converted, like new people. Like raiders.” 
 “The afterlife? What makes you think they were there?” 
 “Because I died, and I saw what comes after death.” She paused, giving him time for the usual blinking and gaping. “And what I saw around that walker was the same thing.” 
 “You  died?  Is that what Venshi meant by you being blessed?” 
 “That’s part of it.” 
 Dendre scowled. “Doesn’t sound like a blessing to me.” 
 Isavel shifted on her feet. He seemed to understand her predicament a lot better than anyone else, so why was he being so hostile? 
 “And you’re supposed to lead us?” 
 “That’s what the gods said. Although I don’t want to… take your place or anything, Bulwark.” 
 “You might not, but I doubt Venshi’s masters care much what you want. Anything the gods say at that shrine is, well...” 
 Isavel glanced up. “Sacred.” 
 “Yes.” He couldn’t deny the gods, of course. 
 “So what now?” 
 Annoyance flashed across Dendre’s face. “You think I know how this is supposed to work? Tell me, have you ever led an army? A party, even?” 
 She looked at Sorn, as though he might offer an answer better than the truth, but he did no such thing. She shook her head. 
 “No, I - I’ve only been in a handful of fights.” 
 “Wonderful. Did the gods explain why they picked you?” 
 She sighed. “They didn’t.” 
 Dendre ran his fingers through his dark beard, and it looked to Isavel as though he were considering yanking it off with his fist. “All right, then. Will your special powers reveal themselves in the midst of battle?” 
 “That’s already happened.” 
 He paused. “Oh? And what  are  your special powers?” 
 She was about to tell him. She  should  tell him - maybe that would convince him. But there was something simmering away in the back of her mind that she couldn’t deal with anymore, something frantic and buzzing that was starting to take over.  
 Frustration.  
 Here she was, being led about and told what to do and what she was meant for, and yet she still had no answers and no clear purpose, not from the gods themselves. If the gods had chosen her, was it really just so that she could be buffeted around by the winds and the wills of those around her? That couldn’t possibly be the case -  anyone  could be pushed around. The gods must have chosen her for… something else. 
 And if they wanted her to learn leadership, she wasn’t going to learn that by reacting to everyone around her. She needed to become worth following. 
 She ran her hand through her mane of hair and frowned. “You know what, Bulwark? I don’t want to deal with this right now. And neither do you, from what I can tell.” 
 “You’re beginning to understand.” Dendre scowled. “Get out of here, and we’ll just pretend you didn’t interrupt my day with the news that the most apocalyptic nightmare of the last thousand years is about to show up on my fucking doorstep.” 
 Sorn spoke up, reaching out to her even as she turned to leave. “Isavel, you need to -” 
 “No.” She pushed his hand away. “Sorn, not now. Not right now.” 
 “Okay - well, we can -” 
 “No. Leave me alone. I need… I’ll find you later, at the docks, like Joon said. Just leave me be. I need to find my own way.” 
 She walked off at a brisk pace, leaving Sorn trailing behind. 
 Outside the arena, she quickly lost her way. She could barely breath in the crowd, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. She turned one turn after another, finding people and animals everywhere, no direction better than another. 
 Here she was in Glass Peaks, city on the sea, and she had yet to see the ocean. 
 Southwest. They had said it was southwest. 
 She started walking, trying to ignore the assault on her senses by the vast crowds. She tried to smell the sea, but caught barely a whiff of salt. 
 She had a destiny, some vague fate set out by the gods, something she still didn’t understand. Perhaps it was time to fill in the blanks herself, then, if even the gods wouldn’t provide her with the answers she needed. What did she know? How could she start to figure it out? 
 The dead watched her from the corners of her eyes, from strange faces in the crowd. But she needed to think - she couldn’t escape her mind forever. She kept thinking. 
 The ghosts needed to be stopped. Isavel knew she had gifts unlike any that had ever been seen before, but she was not all-powerful - she couldn’t stop them alone. Her instincts told her that her first priority should be to kill their conduit between worlds - the man she had seen in the village, converting the captives. The man with the walker’s gift. He needed to die; it was the logical first step. 
 Did she smell smoke, already drifting in from forests and villages afire in the mountains? No, that was smoke from a market. Meat on hot grills. She kept walking. 
 Get help. Kill the walker. After that, deal with what may come. The gods would reveal the next step in time; if they were being cryptic now, it was only because Isavel didn’t need to know the details yet. Who she was now, without that knowledge, must be enough for the task at hand. Why else would they have chosen her, yet told her so little? 
 She saw a break in the city ahead, a rippling glimmer of water. 
 She knew where to start asking for help. She didn’t know them as well as she might like - not Marea, not even Sorn - but she knew them more than anyone else, and they seemed the right kind of people to ask. They were, after all, adventurers. Wasn’t saving the world a part of that? 
 She knew she needed help. Who was she? The least impressive, least talented person in her village. Nobody. Never clearly of her father’s people, yet apparently also not of her mother’s. She had never had any great talents or great ambitions. All she had was faith - faith that the gods knew what they were doing, and that she, in turn, would be able to play her part. That was all she had left of herself, all there ever was. But all but the brightest-burning faith cast shadows of doubt, and hers was not quite that bright. 
 She stepped out onto the waterfront, onto the docks, onto the place where city and ocean met. The city was towering and tangled, but the inlet here was quiet, the forests to the south of the inlet were calm, and the bay and the ocean, out west, were vast and empty. There was a huge world out there. 
 The thought of fleeing the city briefly flickered across Isavel’s mind, but she cast it out. Regardless of how confusing this all was, she knew she had to do  something . She didn’t understand her destiny, but she understood her duty - to her gods, and to the people of a city about to be besieged. She may not be a hero or a killer, but she was someone with an incredible opportunity - one that had cost her her life once already. She shouldn’t squander it. She just needed some help. 
 She breathed deep, and tasted the ocean salt in the air. 
 She turned to scan the dockyards, wondering if her friends had made it here yet. She didn’t see any of them, but something did catch her eye. 
 It was a ship of sorts, but nothing like the dozens of wooden boats at the docks. This one was a long, sleek ancient artifact, rounded metal shell with a flat platform at the back. Isavel immediately recognized the vehicle - one just like it had killed Lessa. What were the odds this one was unrelated? 
 A young woman was sitting on the platform, her back against the ship’s head, staring at something in her hands. Isavel headed straight for the ship. 
 When she walked onto the pier where the craft was sitting, the woman on the ship looked up. She must have been around Isavel’s age, and her pale, subtly golden face struck a hard contrast to her jet-black hair. Her eyes, nestled below unusually flat and creaseless eyelids, surveyed the world - and now Isavel herself, in her entirety - with striking energy and intensity. Isavel slowed down, meeting those eyes. 
 The other woman twitched, looking nervous and frustrated. She looked, in some fuzzy way, how Isavel felt - not like a killer. Or, at least, not only that. 
  
 Chapter 11 
 Ada’s eyes were drawn to a solid-shouldered figure at the edge of her field of vision. The woman was around her age, wore short pants and a short white poncho, and was darker-featured, her face framed by a mane of wavy brown hair. She was frowning, as though something confused her. Ada’s eyes flicked across her dangerously muscular-looking arms, and she immediately knew this woman could beat the crap out of her. But she didn’t look aggressive. She almost looked… nervous? There was something else about her, too - some kind of pull that wasn’t letting Ada look away. 
 Ada rested the archives on her lap and spoke up, hoping that she might remain in control if she did. “What do you want?” 
 The woman walked closer, glanced at Ada’s vehicle, and looked down at the archives. “Sorry, I - what are you looking at?” 
 Ada frowned. She hadn’t expected anyone except thieves to be interested in what she was doing, but this woman didn’t look like a thief. Not at all. “Just a useless old relic.” 
 The woman nodded, her lips pursed. “That you dug up from some ruins. Recently.” 
 There was too much familiarity in her tone. Ada narrowed. “Maybe.” 
 “Along with this.” She gesturing at the ship. 
 Ada’s hackles were finally rising. Of course there was something wrong. She laid her hand on the gun at her side in the most obvious way possible. “So?” 
 The woman looked at the gun, but didn’t seem especially fazed. Ada didn’t know how to feel about that - either the stranger didn’t know what the gun was, which was pitiable, or she didn’t care, which was intimidating. 
 The stranger shook her head, almost looking hurt. “Sorry, it’s nothing.” 
 “So why are you bothering me?” 
 The woman looked puzzled. “I don’t mean to bother you, I just… I’m supposed to meet some friends here, later. I’m early.” 
 Ada eyed her up and down, looking for some clue as to who this was. She couldn’t get a feel for this woman, but the way she was standing there was oddly familiar, and Ada found she wanted to know more. “You interested in ancient technology, then?” 
 “No.” She paused for a moment, and looked east, rubbing her arms as though she were cold. “Do you know much about ghosts?” 
 Ada felt a sympathetic chill go down her spine. “More than I’d like.” 
 The stranger looked at her cautiously, then sat down on the other end of the platform. She stared out at the water for a moment before answering. “You saw them too.” 
 Ada nodded. She looked east, trying not to think of how many ghosts must be out there, how many humans must already have been possessed. “Did they get to your village?” 
 There was the oddest expression on the stranger’s face, as though she didn’t understand the question, or know how to answer. She reached up to rub her throat, as though it were sore. “Maybe. I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. But I did see them… possessing another village last night.” 
 Ada blinked. They had both been at the same place, at the same time, last night. Driving the vehicle through the woods had been slow and confusing, but still, to get here this woman must have jogged most of the way, knowing exactly where she was going. Even if she had fled before Ada and Tanos woke up, the timing was impressive. 
 Who was this woman? She looked melancholy, a little lost, and Ada felt a pang of sympathy for the horror they had shared. “I was there too. I just barely escaped.” 
 “Some of my friends didn’t.” 
 Ada remembered her frantic struggle to stuff Tanos into the vehicle. For a brief moment, she felt guilty about even thinking of leaving him behind. “I’m sorry.” 
 The woman sighed, and reached out with a hand. “I’m Isavel. Valdéz.” 
 “Ada Liu.” She clasped Isavel’s forearm. Isavel’s skin was warm, and her grip was strong. It was only after a moment that Ada noticed she hadn’t been wary of reaching out. “If you’re hoping I can tell you how to defeat the ghosts, I’m going to have to disappoint you.” 
 Ada doubted Isavel could tell she was a coder, and all the better. The coders may have locked away the ghosts in ages past, but if they were back, that defeat had clearly not been as effective as they had hoped. More failures on the part of her ancestors, and Ada didn’t want to answer for them. 
 Isavel didn’t seem disappointed, though; she almost smiled. “No, it’s fine. The gods have plans. They won’t let the ghosts win.” 
 Ada raised her eyebrows. “I wouldn’t count on the gods.” 
 Isavel bit her lip. “Why not?” 
 “The gods are a joke.” Ada leaned her head back against the ship, looking to the sky. She had often wondered about the relationship between the gods and the ancients; had the gods been responsible for the Fall, perhaps? “If they really had our best interests at heart, they wouldn’t have let the ghosts come back in the first place. Whatever their plans may be, the gods were either too weak or too cruel to do anything. Now people are dying.” 
 “The gods do care, though. They… have a plan. It’s going to stop.” 
 Ada looked at the ring, trying to remember any story of divine intervention that did not ring truer as a lesson in the frailty and apathy of the gods. She couldn’t think of any. 
 “They might - but even if they do, the fact that they need a plan means they can’t just stomp on the ghosts now. Where’s the godfire? What are the watchers doing? Why haven’t the gods organized armies well before now?” 
 “I don’t know!” Isavel seemed distressed. “I wish I knew. I wish I could sit them down and ask them what the hell is going on.” 
 “So why do you have faith that they’ll do something?” 
 Isavel looked out across the water, and gave a tired sigh. She glanced over at Ada and held her gaze for a moment before looking away again. 
 “I just know they do have a plan. It’s… complicated.” Isavel sighed, pursing her lips. “Ada, do you know what it’s like to have people expect great things from you, when you yourself have absolutely no idea what you’re doing?” 
 Ada laughed. Nothing could be further from her own experiences. “Not at all. Do you know what it’s like to know exactly what you’re doing, and to have people tell you that you’re wrong or dangerous and need to stop?” 
 Isavel looked at her and chuckled. “Not at all.” 
 Ada watched Isavel as she sat on the edge of the platform, an arm across her knees, looking out across the quiet harbour. Who was this Isavel, and why would anyone expect great things of her? 
 She let her voice soften. “If it’s any consolation, Isavel, I certainly don’t expect great things from you.” 
 Isavel’s eyes flitted over to meet Ada’s and she grinned, amusement flickering across her eyes. “Well that’s a relief. At least one person I won’t disappoint.” 
 Ada chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll manage better than you think. Becoming more than we are is what being human is all about. Besides, it’s not like you have the weight of the world resting on your shoulders.” 
 It was an offhand comment, but Isavel seemed to consider it seriously for a moment, watching Ada closely. Her expression was doubtful. “No more than you.” 
 The response unsettled Ada, like Isavel had sniffed out something in her bearing that told her exactly what Ada wanted to do. And yet there was complicity in her tone too, something Ada struggled to recognize. Isavel knew nothing about what Ada’s frustrations and hopes were - knew nothing about the future she wanted to build for, yes, the world. But there was some kinship there nevertheless. 
 Ada shook her head. She must be imagining things. Maybe Isavel was one of those people who just put her in a mood. “Tell you what, Isavel. If the gods ever give me good reason to believe they’re on our side, I’ll try to send you a sign. Maybe that’ll help you feel at ease.” 
 “I would appreciate that, Ada.” Isavel looked out across the docks, and stood up. “I have some advice for you.” 
 “Do tell.” 
 Isavel looked her in the eyes, giving Ada an unsettling sense that she was trying to memorize the details of Ada’s irises. “When you drove this thing out of those ruins, you killed one of the leaders of my party. A woman with a title. I barely knew her, but my friends followed her for years. They were… deeply upset.” She shook her head. “They wouldn’t be happy to see you here.” 
 Ada’s entire body tensed up, and her hand grasped reflexively at her weapon again. “What makes you think that was me?” 
 “Where else would I have seen something exactly like this before?” She pointed at the vehicle. “That’s my advice. Take your ship and hide it as soon as you can.” 
 Ada nodded, slowly, and stood up as well. “I appreciate the warning.” 
 Isavel’s arm twitched forward a bit, as though to shake Ada’s hand or touch her shoulder, but she pulled it back. Instead, she gave Ada a smile and walked off, saying no more. Ada watched her until she had faded into the crowd along the waterfront. 
 If what Isavel said was true - and, since Ada did remember striking someone, she saw no reason to doubt it - she had yet another reason to leave this city. Once Tanos had healed, she would take him and go. She didn’t need to run any of the risks involved - not the threat of revenge from city-dwellers, nor the impending invasion of the ghosts. This was just one more reason to keep running. 
 She looked at the archives she held in her hand and, frustrated, threw them into her bag. The ancients had left so much to be understood, and there was a very real possibility that the ghosts might obliterate humanity before she could discover what she needed; they had just barely been stopped last time, and apparently even that had been a failure. There was nothing she could do but run, and try to discover what she could along the way. 
 She stood up and ventured into the city. For a second she thought she saw Isavel in the crowd again, but when she turned and looked, she realized she had imagined it. She paused and considered if for a moment. What a strange thing to imagine. 
 She forged onwards into the city, stopped by to grab some rations from the farm tower market, and found Tanos recovering in the medics’ lodge. 
 “Ada! There you are. Looking for your rations?” 
 She froze. “What?” 
 Tanos pulled her small jerky pouch out from his belt. She stared at it, her mind blank for a few seconds, but surprise welling in her chest. How had she not noticed those were missing? To his credit, though, Tanos looked at least a little ashamed. 
 “When we were getting near the docks, I got worried about getting hungry alone in the city. So I thought I would borrow it. I... figured you’d come back.” 
 Ada blinked. “Oh.” 
 Despite the Institute’s reputation for a lack of social graces, Ada understood exactly what had happened. It was among the most basic traditions, well-known to young people across the land; borrow something simple from the object of one’s affections, thus providing an innocent excuse for a reunion. If borrowing wasn’t an option, stealing would do. Ada had done so once before, to good effect. Good in the short term, in any case. 
 Still, she hadn’t expected such a gesture from Tanos. It was too loaded with implication. She shook her head, trying to cast off the surprise. “Um. Well, how are you feeling?” 
 “Great, a lot better. It’s true, what they say about medics - I’m good as new. They, uh, helped with the memories too. The flashbacks.” 
 Ada nodded. She would never let a medic touch her mind, but she wasn’t blind to the fact that they helped people. “Good, well, come on. We’re leaving.” 
 He looked crestfallen. “Wait, what? This is Glass Peaks! I’ve never seen the city before, and I just… my whole village just disappeared. I still need some time. Can’t we just -” 
 “No, you can process this when we’re somewhere far away. It’s not safe here.” 
 Some of the medics and recovering patients caught that, and looked up at her in confusion. She took a step closer to Tanos and whispered as quietly as she could. “The ghosts are coming, and I don’t want to be here when they arrive.” 
 “So in the village - you were right?” 
 “I’m always right. They’re coming for Glass Peaks; some of the people here already know it. We need to go.” 
 He pursed his lips, sighed, and nodded. She still wasn’t sure what he knew about the ghosts, but it was clear he at least understood they were an existential threat. That was enough. 
 “Okay. All right. Where are we going?” 
 She led him out into the streets. “Our transport can cross water, and I just grabbed some food. We cross the sea; there are islands out there. If we hit the open ocean, we head south. Maybe to Hive.” 
 Tanos was gawking at the bustle of Glass Peaks, but she dragged him by the hand back towards the dock. As they went, he stuttered, trying to argue away reality. “I know you say those were ghosts, but weren’t the ghosts destroyed?” 
 She shook her head. “Not exactly, no. I’ll explain - right now, we need to keep running.” 
 They got into the hovercraft and settled in, laying their provisions and belongings into the convenient space between the seats. Ada kept an eye on her things, this time, although Tanos didn’t try to slip anything else into his bag. She powered the ship up, grabbed onto the controls, and was again overtaken by the strange, alien sensation of  being  the hovercraft, or at least sharing its sense of motion.  
 It was a welcome change of being. 
 In a burst of fear and frustration, she accelerated so fast they were thrown back against their seats, and they shot out onto the water, underneath a vine-infested bridge, and out into the open sea. The islands in the distance were her first target. 
 “Okay, so - what do you mean, the ghosts weren’t destroyed?” 
 Ada sighed. “What  do  you know about the ghosts, Tanos?” 
 Tanos seemed to strain, as though digging through childhood bedtime stories. “They came from the thousand worlds, as walkers, and they tried to kill the living. There was a terrible war, a lot of people died, but they were eventually defeated by coders.” 
 She waited for a moment before replying. “That’s it?” 
 “The stories weren’t really consistent in the details.” 
 “Well, the coders have a fairly consistent story of it. First, they didn’t come  as  walkers - the ghosts were wild spirits, and they possessed people who happened to be in the thousand worlds. They destroyed minds and took on bodies like clothes. Walkers were always vulnerable, since they walked the thousand worlds directly, but once a walker was possessed by a ghost, they could use the walk to help other ghosts possess anybody else.” 
 She glanced over at him, to make sure he was following along. 
 “There was a terrible war, yes - apparently people feared human civilization might be destroyed, our bodies turned slaves, to be possessed by ghosts at birth, never having minds or souls of our own. Everyone got involved.” 
 “And then they were destroyed, weren’t they?” 
 She shook her head. 
 “They were just… defeated. According to coder lore they were sealed in a prison, forever. They couldn’t really be killed, except directly in the thousand worlds. And there were too few walkers in the world to fight them, even back then, especially considering how many of them were already possessed by ghosts. So the ghosts were just locked away. Nobody remembers how.” 
 They approached the islands. Most were narrow and small, no great place to lay low. She kept driving the craft away from the mainland, hoping to find the edge of the chain and skirt that southwards. 
 “So… they’ve been around the whole time. And now they’re free.” Tanos swallowed hard. 
 “Yes. Somehow.” 
 “So what now? The coders need to lock them back up?” 
 She sighed. “That’s one option. I don’t know if the coders even know how to do so, though. If they don’t… well, there are two other options.” 
 “What options?” 
 “Humanity gets destroyed by the ghosts.” 
 Tanos looked at her with a measure of horror. “That’s not an  option! ” 
 “Well, it’s a possibility. It’s the option we go with if we don’t make any other choices.” 
 “So what’s option number three?” 
 She looked over at him. It should be obvious. “Come on, Tanos - you can figure this one out. How do the ghosts get into our world?” 
 He frowned. “Using walkers.” 
 “So…?” 
 He was quiet for a moment before shaking his head. “I’m not sure what you’re saying.” 
 “Every generation, there are fewer and fewer walkers. There are so few now that most people have never seen one.” She paused, and looked over at Tanos. “We could try killing every single person with the walker’s gift. As a preventative measure.” 
 “What?! That’s… that sounds awful.” 
 Of course he would say that. He didn’t know just how limited their options were. Ada knew better than anyone just how useless most coders were. “Without a bridge between the thousand worlds and our world, the ghosts wouldn’t be able to cross over. Odds are they’re already having a hard time finding and catching new walkers to use as conduits. The less walkers they have, the slower their numbers can grow.” 
 “Is that something the coders would even consider?” 
 She ground her teeth, and jolted the hovercraft along faster. “No. That suggestion was one of the many reasons they exiled me.” 
 She could feel his worried gaze, but she was in no mood to entertain questions about morality. She kept driving. Skirting past the smaller islands, it wasn’t long before they reached an island so large that moving south along its coast for half an hour didn’t reveal its end. This island had more signs of life, too. 
 In fact, she realized as she rounded a bend, this island even had a port. 
 It was an odd, dingey thing, with awkward wooden infrastructure built around a monolithic ancient pier. There was an ancient structure behind it, which by the looks of it had been gutted and infested by modern humanity, just like Glass Peaks. Wooden shacks were built up against it, as though glued to the sides, and there were a few dozen people visible. On a nearby shore, plump animals with dog-like faces rolled around on the rocky shore, paying them all little heed. 
 “Can we get off here?” Tanos asked. “It’s been hours. I’m getting jittery.” 
 “Hours?” She frowned for a moment until she remembered that he wasn’t actually feeling the ship. He must be bored, and sitting for so long at once, unmoving, wasn’t something most people were used to. “Well, it is getting dark soon. Let’s see if we can stay the night.” 
 She angled towards the port. The inhabitants reacted to the hovercraft with much greater awe than people had in the city; several of them hurried down the pier as she approached, seemingly just to stare at her ship. She was wary, but they looked harmless and wide-eyed, in a more typically rural way. 
 “They look friendly.” Tanos seemed optimistic. 
 “They look like they don’t get a lot of traffic from Glass Peaks. Good. If the ghosts take that city, it’ll still be a while before they show up here.” 
 Tanos’ expression grew more sullen at the notion of Glass Peaks falling to the ghosts. And presumably at his memories of the night before, even if the medics had dulled their edge. 
 Ada brought the hovercraft straight onto the pier - frightening the onlookers away - and shut it down. She took a deep breath, and stepped out with Tanos to a swarm of questions from the locals. 
 “Who are you?” 
 “Where did you get that ship?” 
 “Are you from Glass Peaks?” 
 She spoke loud and clear to try and get over the questions. “We’re travelling south. We’re just looking for a safe place to rest for tonight. Can we stay here?” 
 “Yeah, Ellen’s the innkeeper.” 
 She locked eyes with the man who had answered, hoping to narrow her number of conversation partners to one. “Thank you. Can you take us there?” 
 They were soon standing in front of someone’s home, not a purpose-built inn. The woman who greeted them at the door, Ellen, was a brawny-looking, auburn-haired woman who might be a warrior, or might just be really strong. She was quite friendly, though, and immediately offered them food, leading them into her warmly-lit home. 
 As Tanos sat down at the main table and ate some dinner, Ada asked their host about the island, and about travelling south. 
 Ellen looked confused. “Oh, south? Well, you’re on the Island right now.” 
 “The Island? There are a lot of islands.” 
 “Oh, yes! But this is the biggest. I don’t think there are any villages on the small ones. A few hermits, maybe.” 
 Ada considered it. “How big? I want to get around, to skirt the ocean down south.” 
 “But there aren’t any more islands between here and the ocean. This is it. You might as well just go south along the Island, really, then back to the mainland.” 
 The mainland was where the ghosts were - but if there were no other islands down south, she had little choice. She was definitely not heading north. She mulled it over. “So if we just keep heading south, will we hit anything else on the Island? Any cities?” 
 The woman shrugged. “Not really. A few villages if you head north, along the coast. But down south… nobody but the outers, and well, you know.”  
 Their hostess looked a bit uncomfortable at the word  outers , even more so when Ada’s eyes lit up. Ada’s mind was racing, though.  Outers?  She had heard of them, of course, but she had never met one, or indeed met anyone  else  who had. They were an insular and isolated race - perhaps it was no surprise they would live on an island. 
 Ellen seemed keen to avoid talking about them. “Are you from the mainland? Glass Peaks? Haven’t had anyone here from Glass Peaks since the spring started. They don’t bother much.” 
 “No, I’m from… we came from further inland. Ellen, you said something about outers?” 
 Ellen blinked. “Well, yes. They live in the south, in some ruins. But they’re not friendly. They don’t often trade, or talk, and they never let people in. You might as well pass them by. Sometimes the trappers cross paths with them in the woods, but, well, you know. They’re the way they are. Not much to tell.” 
 Ada didn’t care for their privacy. The chance to meet outers was suddenly dangled in front of her - a rare opportunity in anyone’s lives, at least unless they lived in the right place. But she nodded as though she agreed, because she could tell that Ellen thought any interest in the outers was bizarre. Over the years Ada had learned to tell when it was too dangerous or troublesome to express her real interests. 
 The sun started to slide down towards the horizon as they finished eating, so they retreated to the bedroom, and while Tanos continued poking around at his inconsequential gadgets, Ada settled in to continue learning to read. 
 She knew the story the archives were telling by heart now, though, and it was becoming increasingly difficult for her to push herself to keep studying the words. She knew her concentration was truly shot when she thought one of the people in the images looked like Isavel. Her mind remembering some inconsequential stranger was a sure sign she needed to think of something else. 
 So she turned her attention instead to mulling over the stories and legends passed down to her about the outers. It was said the outers were not of this world, that they came from the stars; but Ada knew that the ancients had done a great many things that humanity had since forgotten. Were the outers, too, given their lives and forms by the ancients, like the bees and fish in the farm tower? It would be impossible to know if she didn’t investigate. 
 “There are outers here. To the south.” 
 Tanos blinked, turning away from his trinkets. “Outers? As in, the… the ones that aren’t human?” 
 “Yeah. They might know things - about the past, about the ancients.” 
 “You think they can help us defeat the ghosts?” 
 She shook her head. “I doubt they care. I don’t think they did much of anything the last time the ghosts were around.” 
 “But you want to go see them.” 
 His tone suggested this was some new adventure. Ada hesitated. She absolutely wanted to see the outers, but she was being gnawed at by the idea of letting Tanos come along. It made her uneasy, now. He had a lot to learn, and she rather enjoyed teaching him. Beyond that, she certainly didn’t mind having someone to help warm the bed at night. But if his little borrowing act was any indication, he was starting to want more affection on top of that, and the last time she had let affection seep into this kind of relationship, well... 
 She sighed, shaking her head. “I doubt they would talk to us. It’s just a shame, that’s all. We’ll have to keep heading south.” 
 Ada dropped the subject and returned to studying the tiny words on the archives, keeping an eye out for outers. Now that she looked, she did see figures that didn’t seem human, but only briefly or in the background. When night fell, she set the archives aside and made the most of having someone to spend the night with. A war to end all wars looming on the horizon was exciting, in a desperate sort of way. But while Tanos seemed to have no trouble sleeping, Ada awoke later in the night feeling increasingly uneasy. 
 She looked over at his sleeping face. Tanos was a perfectly nice young man, but this would end badly. He was no equal partner, he was… almost an apprentice. Sort of. Enough that this was setting off alarm bells and scratching dangerously close to scars that had not yet grown hard enough. Ada wanted to change the world, to uncover the secrets of the ancients, and pull humanity beyond destitution and towards a new day. Her feelings weren’t clearly articulated in her mind, but she knew he didn’t fit into the future she saw for herself, however vague that might be. And she knew he thought he might. 
 She couldn’t explain this to him. He wouldn’t understand. He would protest, he would beg, and he would make her feel guilty. She  hated  being made to feel guilty. She knew he had lost a great deal, recently as well as in the past, but she had let this go too far. It wouldn’t end well if she stayed. 
 It was sometime after midnight. Ada quietly gathered her things, leaving Tanos with all his own belongings and half their provisions, careful to make sure there would be no mistaken borrowing. Then, remorse shoved aside by determination and memories of mistakes past, she stole away into the night. She powered up the craft - which suddenly felt far, far too loud in the silence of the night - and sped off through the village, up old paths that beat their winding way through the island’s tall forests. With the ring’s eternal glimmer in the sky as a guide, she headed south. 
 A forest of towering moss-covered firs and spruces rose high into the sky on either side, but the paths were clear, either the work of watchers or foot traffic. Grass and weeds grew sparsely in a suspiciously even space around those paths, the unnatural geometry hinting at an ancient road not far beneath the ground, sunken and forgotten but still thick enough to prevent deeper roots from taking hold. Nothing unnatural caught her eye, except a brief glimpse of a single hooded shape on the shore of a large lake. 
 She didn’t know what exactly she was looking for, but eventually she would have to stumble across the outers - alien beings spoken of in whispered third-hand accounts at best. She hoped they might understand more of the ancient writings and archives than she did. She doubted she was going learn anything from her fellow humans. With any luck, maybe someday they might learn from her instead. 
 As the sun began to rise, she came to a downwards slope in the terrain and, looking ahead, was struck by two impressive sights at once. First was a city, or the ruins of an ancient city at least. More subdued than the towering spires of Glass Peaks, it was nonetheless unmistakable, especially when so many of the buildings she could see were made of stone. And though much of the city was interspersed with overgrowth and decay, there was a circular core of sturdy buildings near the water, in the eastern fringes of the ruins, that seemed remarkably intact. An artificial glow there was still visible in the morning light. 
 The second sight was more incredible still; a single, thin pillar, rising from the sea far in the distance and reaching up into the sky, all the way to… well, she couldn’t rightfully see where it ended. It seemed to stretch out to space. For all she knew, it might be connected to the ring itself. She had heard of such things, but the name escaped her mind in the moment, overwhelmed by the sheer size of it. 
 She stepped out of the vehicle, looking down from the mountain at the remains of this city. She had seen few signs of human life since the village; unlike Glass Peaks, this place didn’t seem to be an epicentre of humanity’s remains. There was no traffic, no smoke - just overgrowth and animals. 
 She got back in and drove into the ruins. As she went down the mountain and approached the ruined city, she saw more and more buildings - fairly short and shout, many of them empty stone husks that were overgrown with weeds and trees. In other places there were large, suspiciously rectangular, dewey meadows that she couldn’t make much sense of. Here and there, a tall metal post stood straight, covered in vines. The entire area was unmistakably urban, and yet also unmistakably lost to time and nature. She saw deer look up in fear and scatter as she approached, and she also saw several plump rabbits hop away. It was almost absurd, the way nature so easily blanketed what was clearly anything but natural. 
 She checked a few of the more intact ruins as she travelled further into the city, but none contained anything of interest. Ada could tell she was travelling along what was once a main traffic artery; today, though, it was just a long, straight, flat strip of grass and weeds between overgrown or crumbling ruins on either side. She saw the odd watcher floating about, observing her as they seemed to enjoy doing, but little else. 
 In the core of the old city the buildings were mostly intact, though they were covered in vines and sprouting trees and moss and weeds in all sorts of awkward places. It would take forever to search them, and at any rate she felt quite certain the entire city had been picked clean centuries ago. 
 But something felt different here. Cleaner, less wild. She stepped out of the vehicle and made for a large, open building that seemed to have stairs all throughout it, and started climbing. It was easy enough to get to the topmost level, but her ultimate goal - the rooftop - proved a bit more elusive, with the access hidden from clear sight. She wondered why; who wouldn’t want to stand on rooftops all the time? 
 Once she was there, she gasped. 
 Installed along the rooftop, in a mostly orderly fashion, were a series of black panels with a very faint sheen. They were each connected to a long, thick cable of some sort, and these cables were wound and bound together, disappearing into an awkwardly-punched hole in the roof. 
 She looked around, and found that several nearby rooftops were equipped with the same panels. These didn’t look like leftovers from before the Fall. This was certainly technology, but it looked to be in use. Whatever she might find in the centre of these city ruins, she was certain this had something to do with the cluster of buildings to the east, where she had seen those dim morning lights. 
 She hurried back down the stairs, armed now in case of any surprises. She needed to get to her vehicle, and head east. Or maybe she should look for the cables, try to find out where they were hidden and where they ran. Either way, here was a new mystery, a new step on the path to knowledge. 
 It seemed the day’s surprises had only started, though. When she reached the last flight of stairs and could see her vehicle outside, she found that it was being carefully inspected by a tall, hooded figure who stood strangely, had strange hands, walked strangely, and quite simply didn’t look human. 
 When they saw her, they pulled hands up and held them out, palms closed, either in a gesture of peace or defense - she couldn’t rightfully tell. She made a point of keeping her weapon visible in one hand, though she held it loosely at her side. 
 Slowly, as though she were walking on glass, Ada descended the last set of stairs, eyes locked on this strange figure out of dreams. They seemed hunched, bowed as though a great weight rested on those shoulders. Slit pupils like a cat’s watched her from yellow irises, and their mouth looked a bit more like a short snout. Its hands came into focus, too, and they were strange - four fingers, not five, and covered on the upside with thin white fur. 
 She stopped advancing when she was about two meters from the outer. 
 “That’s my ship.” She pointed at the vehicle. 
 The voice that emerged from that alien face, from grey-green skin covered in grey-white fur, was more human-like than she had expected, male and gravelly. 
 “Why are you here, human?” 
 She pursed her lips. Why indeed? “I need your help.” 
 The outer’s next gesture was markedly less human, and she became aware that he had a remarkably flexible and long neck as he bobbed to express what she guessed was surprise. 
 “Help? Why should I help you?” 
 She pursed her lips. “I don’t know. I have nothing to offer. But I need to learn how to read.” 
 “Read. You mean code?” 
 “No. The ancient language.” 
 The outer looked at her for a long time in silence. He was eyeing her in a way that was starting to make her uncomfortable by the time he finally spoke again. 
 “You cannot read. Go home.” 
 She was taken aback. “What? What do you mean? I  can  read! I just haven’t learned how to read  well .” 
 “No. You cannot learn to read.” 
 How could he presume to tell her that? Frustration flashing hot across her face, she plunged her hand into her bag and hauled out the haphazard surfaces she had been practicing on, false code glimmering in the shapes of sounds. 
 “Look at these! I found ancient archives - I studied them.” 
 The outer looked at her, his alien face inscrutable. But he took the scraps in her hand, examined them closely. He was silent for a very long time. 
 “This.” She pointed to one of the words she had practiced most. “This is my name.” 
 The outer looked from her to the words, back and again. He said nothing. 
 “I need to learn more.” 
 “Ada.” The outer was reading from her scribbles. “Is that your whole name?” 
 “Ada Liu.” 
 “Interesting. You wrote this.” 
 “Yes. Why is that so hard to believe?” 
 The outer took a long, slow breath. “It is... almost impossible to believe. Your writing is sloppy, but in a way that lends it credence. I am glad this was not a waste.” 
 She eyed the outer suspiciously, and he offered something like a grin, too toothy and carnivorous to be entirely friendly. 
 “My name is Zhilik. It is no coincidence that I am here. We saw your hauler glide down from the hills. We have not seen such vehicles in the hands of a human for several years; it is a rare event. As the resident scholar of ancient human culture, I was sent to investigate.” 
 “Scholar?” She felt her mood lifting already. This was perfect, if a little unexpected. “They wouldn’t have sent someone armed?” 
 Zhilik shook his head, and his ears flattened a bit. “We do not bear arms. Such things are… forbidden. By your gods.” 
 “So you found me and my… hauler.” She glanced at the vehicle. “What now?” 
 Zhilik paused. All the pausing made her uncomfortable. “You are asking to learn to read. Why?” 
 She thought back to the sight of ancients building the ring, flying across the stars, and dizzily imagined herself doing much the same. “I want to understand the ancients. Their technology. They did amazing things, then they failed spectacularly. I want to understand what happened, fix their mistakes, and use their power for the world today.” 
 At this, Zhilik laughed, a deep hissing sound that was slightly unnerving. “Indeed. So this is what the commotion is about.” 
 “That - what?” She frowned. There was something else going on here. 
 “I believe your gods want to meet you - or, perhaps they desperately want to  not  meet you. Either way, Ada Liu, if you like, you may come with me to my city. You will learn more than you bargained for.” 
 She exhaled, her eyes set and a smile creeping onto her mouth. “I didn’t bargain, Zhilik. I want to know it all.”  
 Chapter 12 
 Waiting for the others to arrive, Isavel had seen Ada hurry into the city, and return with a younger man in tow. They were both gone soon enough, but Isavel still watched the sea after they had gone, remembering how it had felt to be assured she would never disappoint. Even coming from a stranger, those were comforting words, especially now. 
 Her mind returned to the future when her friends finally arrived. They fell easily into Isavel’s orbit as they reappeared; Sorn was first, looking like he had suddenly found his way when he saw her. Marea and Rodan arrived next, and eventually Joon and Shale too showed up, the latter looking entirely healed but unhappy. Nera never reappeared. The party was greatly diminished, not only in numbers but in years and titles and experience. The realization that this was partly her fault didn't escape Isavel. 
 As they sat on the grass by the water, she let Sorn tell them what had happened in the temple and at the arena. Never in living memory had the gods chosen someone so directly, and even the legends didn’t speak of anyone granted new gifts, but so it was. The others didn’t look as skeptical as she expected, though of course they had already seen enough impossible truths. 
 The story over, they were staring at Isavel as though wondering what she would say. She was certainly wondering that herself. Part of her wasn’t convinced she had all that much to say; after all, some measure of clarity and detail was missing in the gods’ proclamations, and what more did she know? 
 She took a deep breath. “I can’t promise anything. I don’t understand the will of the gods much more than I did yesterday. But the walker we saw in that village - somebody is going to have to kill him. I’ve killed ghosts, and I can do it again, so I think I can do this. The gods said I should defend the people of Glass Peaks, and this the best way I can follow that path.” 
 She met their eyes, one by one. 
 “But I need help. So I’m asking you, all of you - will you help me? I don’t know what that involves, and I don’t have a plan yet. I just know I need to try.” 
 “You killed Orden, you know, with your stunt back at the village. And Kirrit, far as we know.” 
 She looked Joon right in the eyes, holding her head high. “Yes. I did.” 
 Joon let it linger there. “I’m not sitting here for you, Isavel. I’m here to see what the rest of my friends think.” 
 Isavel sighed. She tried to remember the sincerity she had felt from that stranger, accepting her for whatever she was without expectations. Of course it was easy for a stranger to say such things in the moment, but perhaps it was something she could do for herself as well. “I’ve made mistakes. I will continue to make mistakes. I’m not asking for your judgement, and I’m not asking for your terms. If you don’t want to help me - go. There’s a big world out there, and may the gods watch over you. I’m asking you whether you’re willing to tell me, right now, that you’ll help. Whether because you trust me, or have faith in the gods, or because you just have nothing better to do. That’s all I’m asking.” 
 The silence lasted for a moment, and to nobody’s surprise it was Sorn who first rose to stand by her, nodding in silence. Marea was next; Isavel wasn’t sure how much she had understood, but she wasn’t about to turn down the help. 
 All eyes fell on Joon, next in the circle, who stood as well. 
 He looked her in the eyes again, shaking his head at Marea and Sorn, and sighed. He looked at Shale and gestured towards the city, and with a silent look of regret, Shale stood as well. She remained silent as Joon said terse goodbyes to Sorn and Rodan, and even Marea, passing over Isavel entirely. The two of them walked away, no words needed. 
 Isavel nodded, tried to look composed. She likely wouldn’t see them again, and that was of her own doing. It stung; she hadn’t understood what she was doing, but she had done it all the same. Killed good people, even if by accident. 
 Rodan, finally, stood as well, and scratched his head. 
 “I don’t know much about you, and I don’t particularly care for the gods.” He nodded somberly. “You did kill two of ours, Joon’s right on that.”  
 He tugged at his blue beard, and sighed.  
 “But, you know, I get that it was an accident. People do rash things in scary situations. We’ve all made mistakes. I don’t exactly have anywhere to go back to if this party falls apart, and I definitely won’t turn down the chance to fight alongside a gods-chosen defender of the city. How would I ever explain that to the mother of my children?” 
 Isavel blinked. “You have children?” 
 “No.” Rodan grinned. “But I’d like to think I might one day, and how do you think  that  story would go down?” 
 She grinned. Refreshingly simple. “Good enough for me.” 
 “And me. So what’s next?” 
 She bit her lip, eyes probing the thicket of towers. She had one idea, a simple one, a ridiculous one. “Four people is a start, but we need more help. We need to talk to the leader of the guard, Dendre Han.” 
 Sorn looked uneasy. “The Bulwark didn’t like you much.” 
 “I know, but I have an idea for getting through to him. You can follow, or you can meet me outside the arena at sundown. Your choice.” 
 They followed. 
 Dendre Han was clearly a warrior by gift and a fighter by nature, and his title seemed to imply as much as well. He thought she was ridiculous and unqualified, and perhaps he was right - but neither of them would know unless she tried to prove herself. Arguing couldn’t possibly be the best way to do that. She needed to try something more primal. 
 As she walked through the city, a few people somehow recognized her - pilgrims, given their chains of relics. They stared, pointed, and whispered. Did they still remember her display at the temple? She tried not to worry about it. When her work for the gods was done, this would all pass. It had to. The thought of everyone expecting great things of her forever was crushing and terrifying.  
 Well… not quite everyone. A glimmer of amusement in the face of that storm. Ada Liu, at least, would apparently never be disappointed in her. The stranger’s striking face flickered at the edge of her mind, laughing off her worries. Isavel didn’t need to expect greatness of herself, either; she knew what she was, and whatever that happened to be was enough in the eyes of the gods. Others might want to measure, but she didn’t have to. She just needed to get the job done. 
 She strode to the arena field, where she found the guards playing dice, eating around fires, or just not doing much at all. Perhaps training was for the morning, or perhaps this was all just a break. 
 The Bulwark was sitting down near a small fire with a few others, and stood up with an angry look on his face when she approached. “You again? I thought you decided this was too much for you.” 
 She nodded. “I did. I have no intention of leading the people against the ghosts.” 
 “Then why are you here?” 
 She took a deep breath.  “I was born ungifted.” Taking a step back, she raised her hands and called up the warrior’s gift, molding her weapon into a club rather than a blade, the hexagonal energy shield blooming against her left arm. “I died last week, and I came back like this.” 
 Dendre raised his eyebrows. “So you’re literally the world’s least experienced warrior? I suppose that’s  something  special.” 
 She took several steps back, and Dendre’s eyes narrowed as he began to understand what she was doing. Isavel’s friends backed off as well. When there was a good distance between them, Isavel planted her feet firmly on the ground and faced him. 
 “Attack me.” 
 Dendre Han’s entourage cringed, as though she were humiliating herself. She set her jaw. Others further away had noticed the obvious challenge in her body language, and were drifting over to watch whatever was going on. 
 Dendre Han, the Bulwark, laughed. 
 “Oh, this is going to be good!” He called up his warrior’s gift as well, a baton of little hexagons rippling out from each hand. The Bulwark didn’t think he needed a shield. “Too much faith in the gods, kid.” 
 She felt at the hunter’s gift in her brain, keeping it hidden, figuring out just how gently she could strike. She clenched her teeth as he started to lean forward. 
 He dashed at her, one weapon held low and the other high, ready for a parry or an opportunistic strike. She had a sword and shield at hand, but that wasn’t much of an impediment. She loosed a quick and mild shot from her palm even as the sword dissolved, striking Dendre Han in the thigh, throwing him out of his dash and onto the ground. 
 Dendre groaned as he got back up, but otherwise there was complete, utter silence on the field. Everybody was staring at her. 
 “What was that? Was that a  gun? ” Dendre demanded. “Did she pull a gun on me?” 
 She shook her head, calmly, showing her shield on her left, and her bare right hand. Dendre clenched his teeth and brought a shield back up. He charged again. 
 She swirled her skin from its normal olive to the dirty texture and colour of the grass below. She dodged out of the way of his first strike, against the spin of his body. He lost her, if only for a split second. She pounced, flashing her face brilliant white, and he flinched as their shields connected. He staggered back a few steps, she fired into this thigh, waited for him to fall. 
 Unfortunately, the sting was too mild for that. He lunged again, angry, and it was all she could do to jump out of the way. Her reflexes were faster, but the air sung where his baton had been, and she knew she wouldn’t want to catch it. 
 Isavel tried for boisterous. “Have I made my point?” 
 “Not if you don’t finish this.” He advanced, cautious now. Her mind raced as she tried to think of another trick, firing and hitting his shield. She needed to catch him off-guard - but he was already striking, and as she caught the baton on her shield the force staggered her back a step. He hooked his shield onto hers, gave a deft twist, yanked her shield arm out and exposed her. 
 Warrior and hunter instincts failing, her pathfinder’s evasive instincts kicked in, and she twisted and slipped just out of range. If a warrior’s shield could be pulled right off, she might have lost hers. 
 Wait… could it be pulled off? She had done the same to her own, after all, with fairly devastating consequences. He was advancing again, quickly, so she blasted a hole in the dirt in front of him. His foot landed in it, he stumbled, and she rushed to grapple his shield. 
 Mistake. As she wedged her own shield in to get behind his guard, she left her flank open, and Dendre’s baton came down on her shoulder like a hammer. Staggered from the hit, she backed off, trying to fire, but was struck again even as she pulled away. The impact sent her to the ground. Her hunter’s gift hummed to life as she aimed glowing palms at the Bulwark, but he didn’t try to hit her as she was down. He simply stood and stared. He looked a bit shaken, a bit frustrated, but his voice contained only bravado when he spoke. 
 “You’re inexperienced, undisciplined, no identity. You have no focus. Your only strength is that you’re a freak, difficult to read. That’s not enough.” 
 He paused, and she realized that there was a tense quiet in the arena, and that just about everyone had gathered in a large circle around them. She hauled herself up. 
 “It this the blessing the gods have given you? Three gifts at once?” 
 She nodded. “Yes.” Shame prickled at the back of her neck with hot needles. Gifted by the gods, and yet still beaten. She reached past the shame and strangled the expectations it fed on, holding her breath for a quiet moment. She was what she was, no more and no less. 
 “Well, unfortunately for the gods’ plans, there’s no gift for leadership. I’m disappointed this is the best they could send.” 
 She stood up straight, and looked him square in the eye, the pain already fading from her shoulder. “I may be a freak, but I know what I have to do. The ghosts have a walker - they  need  that walker - so I’m going to kill him.” 
 Dendre Han raised an eyebrow. “Not by fighting like  that. ” 
 She narrowed her eyes. “Someone once told me I was inexperienced and undisciplined. It seems I need sparring partners, and a place to train.” 
 He gritted his teeth. He clearly disliked this divine intrusion into his life, but she couldn’t figure out exactly why that was. But she was doing what the gods wanted; she didn’t need to heed his feelings any more than strictly necessary. She took a careful, measured look at the people surrounding them, staring at her and Dendre in equal measure. She saw Sorn, Marea, and Rodan, all looking like they expected some great new show from her. And the others, watching on as though the show were not yet done. 
 She decided to take a risk. 
 “The day isn’t over yet.” She looked past Dendre Han directly at his guards, rolling her shoulders. “And we don’t have much time left before the ghosts arrive. I need to spar. Who will fight me?” 
 For a brief moment she worried the challenge had fallen on deaf ears, but then someone broad-faced and black-haired stepped out of the crowd, a hunter by the looks of her, and faced Isavel from across the grass. Dendre’s look of frustration grew even more severe as the crowd rearranged itself around Isavel and her new challenger, its new geometry paying him no heed. 
 She looked the hunter in the eyes, and the duel began. 
 What Dendre had said rang true as she fought the hunter, as in the next three duels she fought that afternoon. She didn’t know what to expect from her opponents and didn’t know how to best react to their attacks. But she was unpredictable, wily, just as difficult for her opponents to read as they were for her. At any moment she could be any combination of warrior, pathfinder, and hunter, and nobody seemed able to juggle anticipating three different kinds of enemy in the same place at once. 
 Still, that didn’t quite make up for inexperience. 
 She lost her fight against the hunter when she raised her shield to block one shot and got hit in the shin by a quick follow-up. She lost her second fight, against a warrior, when he shifted his shield to a baton in a moment of confusion and stuck out far more dexterously than she had expected. A pathfinder decided to duel her with a gun and a sword; she won that fight, but shooting his weapons from his hands and running him down with a baton didn’t exactly feel fair.  
 Her final duel, against another hunter, was the most successful - hiding behind her shield for a long time, she goaded the woman into unleashing a more powerful, draining attack that left her briefly unable to shoot back as Isavel dodged and dashed in for the final strike, without a shield to obstruct her movement. She felt the sharp sting of a strike on her shoulder, though, even as she tackled her opponent down. That could have been a nasty wound. 
 She got up, helping her opponent up as well. Isavel was sweating and panting - she couldn’t remember the last time that had happened from exertion. Her muscles were  sore , and her body was done for the day. She could only hope that with practice, this would become less of an issue. 
 She looked over at Dendre Han, watching silently, and at the rest of the spectators. She should close this off neatly, to say something appropriate and rousing, but she was too tired. 
 “I’m done for now.” She raised a hand in an exhausted wave. “I’ll be back.” And with that, she shuffled away towards the edge of the group. 
 The crowd of guards parted for her almost instantly. Isavel stood there for a moment, confused. What were they doing? Why did there seem to be more of them? As she started walking past their quiet, watching faces, she realized that not all of them were guards. Some were pilgrims, relics rustling against their clothes, and as she went they reached out, touching her shoulders and arms. 
 She froze. She didn’t know how to play this role, pawed at as though she were a holy artifact. Didn’t they understand she had just been roundly defeated by a few trained guards? Gods, they were muttering  prayers . 
 “Isavel?” 
 She focused on the sound of Sorn’s voice, took his hand, kept walking. The pilgrims let her drift past without following or stopping her, apparently satisfied just to reach out and try to touch someone blessed by the gods. 
 Once they left the confines of the crowd, she turned and looked directly at her friends for the first time in a while. “I - we need to find somewhere to rest. I’m sore, and tired.” 
 “A lot of the towers have space in the higher levels that nobody lives in. There’s this one we stayed in last time, not far from here.” Rodan patted her on the back. Then he paused, pulled his hand off gingerly and chuckled. “Usually there’s fresh water too, some old system the watchers keep running. You can wash up.” 
 She was sweaty, wasn’t she? She smiled awkwardly, quietly keeping an extra pace behind Rodan and Marea. She glanced Sorn, and then straight ahead again, at the turquoise-tinted glass towers all around them. “So… what was that all about? The pilgrims?” 
 Sorn looked bemused. “Once the first guard stepped out to challenge you, people started running off to bring friends to watch. Nobody has ever heard of someone with more than one gift; word must have gotten out.” 
 She pursed her lips, still trying to figure it out. “That’s obvious. But I lost against all of them, except that pathfinder. Even that last fight would have ended badly in the field. Why did they care? What good are these gifts if I still lose?” 
 Rodan turned and raised an eyebrow. “Your gifts got people’s attention, but it’s your attitude that kept it.” 
 “Attitude? I don’t have an attitude.” 
 “Sure you do. You weren’t afraid. Not of the Bulwark, not of people judging you, apparently not even of the ghosts. People could tell.” 
 Sorn nodded eagerly. “Rodan’s right. If there’s one thing the gods do that’s more important to people than give them shiny powers, it’s help them overcome their fears. You reminded people of that.” 
 Isavel looked at her hands. She saw no fearlessness there, only acceptance. “I was just... I have a  job  to do - protect the people of Glass Peaks - and I’m just trying to get that done. I have to trust that the gods chose me because I’m enough. I’m not trying to inspire people.” 
 “Destiny.” Marea’s words, in the group's shared language, made her pause. “You look like destiny.” 
 Isavel wasn’t sure what to make of that. 
 “What if part of your job  is  to inspire people?” Sorn asked, taking the idea one step further than she already had. 
 “The gods said nothing about inspiring people - they just said I need to help defend the people against the ghosts.” 
 “You need to  lead  people. I was there. I remember what the gods said, at the shrine. You don’t need to learn to fight, you need to learn to  lead . You need others to want to follow you. Inspiration is as good a means as any.” 
 Isavel knew what the gods had said, of course. She remembered the wording quite well, all the more so for how baffling it was. She wasn’t in any position to lead anyone; she didn’t have the skills, the knowledge, the experience. She had only the gifts the gods had given her, and what opportunities flowed from those. That mostly just meant violence. 
 And, apparently, she had no fear. Well. She looked for fear in her heart, knowing it was there - but thoughts of being a poor fighter, of losing in battle, even of dying all failed to spark that fear. If she feared anything, it was failure on some deeper level. She sighed. “Rodan, are we there yet? I need to sleep this whole day off.” 
 He grinned and pointed. “Right there.” 
 It was a tower much like the others, massive and emptier than it had been built to be. As they climbed the stairs looking for vacant space, she felt more and more exhausted. When they finally found a set of rooms that seemed bare, she barely had the energy to clean herself off and throw down her blankets before collapsing into a deep sleep. 
 She awoke in the night, when the sky was thick with clouds and the city was muffled by the patter of late spring rain. She left Sorn’s arms and stepped towards the window that dominated an entire wall. Only a few cold-coloured ancient lights pierced the rain. Besides those lights, the city was invisible beyond the downpour. 
 She stared out the window for a long while, watched water trickle down the glass, one hand pressed against it. She was doing her best, but the ghosts would come too soon, bringing too many legends with them. She would kill their walker, or die trying. That prospect didn’t thrill her, but carrying the people’s hopes and expectations and faith was even more daunting. 
 She was, after all, only human. 
 She gazed across her sleeping companions. Marea was wrapped in two blankets, the nights here too cold for her liking. During the coolest months of winter, especially during her childhood, Isavel had lay curled up alongside her mother, listening to stories of the sunshine and warm ocean water of Sajuana. Even so, the idea that this climate was truly frigid still felt strange to Isavel. Her father’s inheritance, perhaps, or maybe just habit. 
 Still, she had always wondered. If she traveled to those southern shores, would she feel too warm, or would she feel at home, perhaps more so than here? 
 She spoke the language well enough, Marea had said. For an outsider. 
 Isavel started feeling uneasy, standing here. She didn’t want to wake anybody and have them ask her what she was doing. The door wasn’t far. 
 She slunk out  of the  room to the stairwell and started going down, pathfinder ears perked, listening for anything. There was a faint noise in the cramped stairwell, arcane technology or magic still humming away after all these centuries. After a few flights there was something else, too; a subtle clunk in the distance. Like someone laying a heavy-bottomed empty glass on a wooden table. The precision of that impression surprised Isavel, if only for a moment. 
 Curious. She heard no talking, no sounds of socializing. What were they up to? 
 She homed in on the sound’s source, bare feet padding across the cool concrete. It was dark - the stairwell always seemed illuminated, but the halls clearly weren’t. Her eyes made light of the darkness, though, and through an open doorway she glimpsed the faint, warm glow of a woman’s shape sitting at a table, apparently drinking. Her posture spoke of distress, and Isavel suddenly felt concerned. 
 In darkness and unfamiliarity, Isavel was just a stranger - not blessed, not a leader, just another human. The kind of disguise even the pathfinder’s gift couldn’t provide. It felt liberating, in a strange and slightly guilty way, but she would make the most of it. She coughed to announce her presence. 
 The stranger glanced up at the doorway. “Who’s there?” 
 “Just someone who can’t sleep.” Isavel could smell wine, and salt. “Drinking alone?” 
 “Spying on neighbours?” 
 She blushed in the dark. “Distracting myself, I guess.” 
 “Welcome to the club.” The woman raised the bottle. “Want some?” 
 She considered it, slipping past the canvas door into the room. There was no harm in a glass. “Thank you.” In the villages, word on the city-folk was pretty clear - they were less warm and genuine, more cunning and cold. If city-folk hospitality was rare, she might as well make the most of it. 
 “Just a second, let me turn the lights on so you can get a glass.” 
 “No, don’t worry, I can see well enough.” 
 Isavel took another thick glass from a nearby counter and set it down on the table. The woman was quiet, and Isavel suddenly realized she seemed cowed somehow. Her voice seemed to crack when she asked her question. "Hunter or pathfinder?” 
 Isavel frowned in the dark. She didn’t need to be what she was - just whatever worked. It would be better not to intimidate. "Well, I’ve also got good ears.” 
 Her host nodded with a faint smile, and tried tried to pour some wine into the glass. It was dark, though, and she managed to spill a bit on Isavel’s hand instead, snickering at the sound of wine splashing on wood. 
 “Sorry, I’m -” 
 “Don’t worry about it.” 
 Unsure of what to do with a messy hand, Isavel started licking the wine off. Apparently seeing what she was doing, her host burst out laughing. “You’re a weird one.” 
 “You have  no  idea.” Isavel shared the laugh for a moment, then took a sip of the wine. Red. That was as far as Isavel’s palate would go. “So what’s the occasion?” 
 “For the wine? It’s just one of those days. Nights.” 
 “What kind?” Isavel sipped at the wine, already knowing from the woman’s voice that it was the bad kind. 
 “The kind where you learn your brother died.” 
 Isavel hesitated for a moment. “I’m really sorry. Was it the ghosts?” 
 There was a brief silence, and the woman burst out laughing. “ Ghosts?  What ghosts? I heard there were raiders, but ghosts? Hell, I don’t have enough wine for this fucking day.” 
 The woman topped off both glasses, and Isavel took another swig. They sat in silence for a long moment. “If I may… what happened to your brother?” 
 “Apparently - if you believe his no-good friends - they were in a boat, up north, and it capsized. Trying to find dragons - idiots. Three dead, or at least missing in the water, and two survivors.” 
 Isavel thought back to what few stories she had heard. “That sounds awful. I’ve heard terrible things about the north. Dragons, tigers, blizzards, storms - it’s a dangerous place.” 
 The woman groaned. “And he  knew  that. I don’t even know why he went.” 
 “Was he a fisher?” 
 “No, just an idiot. Never had much inclination to make himself useful.” 
 They drank in silence for a little; what was she supposed to say? She watched the woman’s face, her pained brow and slouched shoulders. Rain pattered against the glass outside, uncaring, and as Isavel listened to it she felt the alcohol starting to go to her head. She was unused to it. 
 Her host broken the silence with a long sigh. “So why are you here, drinking with a stranger? I don’t recognize your voice, so I’m guessing you’re no neighbour.” 
 Isavel swirled the glass a bit. “I’m just passing through. I… don’t really know why I’m here. I’m restless. It’s just nice to talk to someone who doesn’t know me.” 
 “Are you that poor company? You seem fine to me.” 
 Isavel chuckled, but she wasn’t really sure how to answer. Was she good company? “No, I’m just tired.” 
 “I see. This your waking night?” 
 “No, I should be sleeping, but… I guess the gods decided I was done sleeping, and kicked me out of bed.” 
 The woman scoffed. “Hah. Gods. Always deciding to kick us around. They say all this shit is part of a plan, but why is their plan so terrible?” 
 The question made Isavel extra thirsty, and after a long draught of wine she sighed deeply. “You’re asking me? I really don’t know. I think… I think they’ll protect us against the big things. Against war, plagues, famine, ghosts. But I don’t think they’re keen on making our lives too easy.” 
 “Or letting some us live them at all.” 
 It was true. Some died young, and others… Isavel was alive and apparently blessed, but how much her own was her life, now? With her power came responsibilities towards the gods and the people around her, responsibilities she couldn’t easily shirk. 
 “I don’t know if everything is part of a plan, but I’m sure many things are.” She bit her lip. “Maybe we understand it better if we discover that plan ourselves.” 
 “So what’s  your  part in the plan?” 
 Isavel thought about it for a long moment, then chuckled. “I guess I have to save the world.” 
 Her host laughed. “Save the world? Well, shit. I see you’ve got it all figured out.” 
 “I have nothing, trust me. I just know there’s fighting that needs to be done.” 
 “Those ghosts?” 
 “Who else?” 
 The woman shook her head. “Gifted people are always pushing things, always fighting, adventuring, wandering the world. I feel like half the violence in our lives is warriors and hunters itching for a fight, a chance to use those gifts of theirs. Why live a life of peace when you have the potential for so much chaos? You pathfinders, and the coders and medics too - you don’t need war, not really. But those two? Without a fight going on, I don’t think they’re really…  complete .” 
 Isavel felt prickled. “I don’t know if humans are ever really complete.” Her counter surprised even herself, though, and she paused. She finished off her glass as her host divided  the last drops  of the bottle between them. Words came back to her then, words wrapped in the voice of a stranger she met on the waterfront. 
 “Wanting to be more than the simple animals we are is human. I mean, if we were complete, we’d just sit in a corner and die smiling. But we don’t - what we are in any given moment isn’t enough. We want, we need, we’re scared, we have duties. There are always things pushing and pulling us towards something else.” 
 The woman raised her voice. “It’s not always violence, though! You can’t just want to hurt people all the time. There has to be something else, something afterwards - what will you do if there’s peace? Pick a new fight? That’s all warriors and hunters seem to do.” 
 Isavel nodded. “Right! Not always violence. I’m... I’m sure even warriors have peaceful ambitions.” 
 “Really? Like what?” 
 Isavel searched through her mind, prodding at the aggressive, physical, muscular parts of herself that woke up when she called up weapon and shield. All that part of her wanted was to catch and strike - to ward off strong enemies, and tear apart or pound into the ground whatever was standing in her path. 
 “My path to what, though?” 
 “Huh?” The woman was downing the last of her wine. “What did you say?” 
 “Oh, I - nevermind. I was thinking out loud.” 
 “Well, I’m out of wine, and really it’s more the pouring than the drinking that helps, so - unless you want to watch me get sober -” 
 Isavel stood up, suddenly and wobbly. “No, I - come here.” 
 The woman paused and turned in her general direction. Isavel took a step or two in the dark and gave the woman a hug. At first her hostess didn’t reciprocate, and when she did it awkward, slightly confused. 
 “I’m sorry for your loss.” Isavel sighed. “Whatever the gods may have been thinking.” 
 The woman sighed, and rested her head more comfortably on Isavel’s shoulder. “Don’t apologize. You’re not the gods’ representative here.” 
 “No. Yes. But no, I’m really sorry.” 
 “Why?” 
 Isavel sighed, letting her hand run down the woman’s back. She was lighter than Isavel, softer, and it was cold here. “Because sometimes things happen that don’t make sense. And you just have to deal with it. And it’s hard.” 
 “That’s very profound.” Slight pause. “You’re hand’s getting a bit too far down there. Let’s call it a night.” 
 Isavel withdrew. “Sorry - I’ll go. I’d like more sleep before sunrise. Busy day tomorrow.” 
 “Saving the world?” 
 “You know it.” 
 As she turned to leave, the woman spoke one more time. “Thanks for the chat, really. It’s just not that kind of night for me.” 
 Instinctively, Isavel reached out to touch the woman’s arm. She stopped short, though, realizing that she was a bit too tipsy from two glasses of wine in such short order. It was late, and she needed to rest. 
 She headed out into the dark halls, feeling a little too confident and graceful, bumping into the wall as she went. She giggled, climbed back up the stairs. A black cat passed her by on the way up, a small bird dying in its mouth; they traded guilty glances, walked passed each other in silence. Isavel found her way back to the tangle of blankets, and back to sleep next to Sorn, without quite thinking of anything at all. 
  
 Chapter 13 
 Zhilik said the outers called their city Campus, and that it had once been the a place of great learning. And true enough to that spirit, the first thing Ada saw as they approached was a lesson in just how impressive a city gate could be. 
 A bright sheen of hard blue light crackled between two great metallic pillars. Hooded figures patrolled the tall walls on either side of the gate, though they didn’t look armed. They watched her vehicle in silence, no body language that Ada could read on display. Zhilik leaned out the side of the hauler, and must have given them a signal; the blue light flickered out of being, allowing them through before snapping to electric life again. 
 Ada stopped the hauler inside the city, and stepped out of the vehicle. Zhilik was beside her, his voice rising a little. “Welcome to Campus. It is the only true refuge for my people within a thousand klicks.” 
 Ada was hit by the strange sensation of having stepped into another world where humanity had been peeled away, the old world left exposed and raw, no longer hidden under a layer of grime and dust. Campus had all the activity and bustle of Glass Peaks, but it felt nothing like a human city. It felt  real . Ancient buildings stood intact, no wooden shacks in sight. The outers used their technology - relics, lights, strange little command consoles in the walls. The city felt whole, alive. 
 Besides a few vehicles like her hauler, most of the streets were dominated by outers, on foot. She saw a few of the tall alien figures walking around with devices much like her archive - and  using  them. They were poking at the objects with clear intent, or talking at them - having conversations, she realized. With what, the relics? She had never seen a place where people lived in such harmony with ancient technology, not even at the Institute. Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt weak in the knees. Here it was - everything she had been missing out on her entire life. These people had had it all along. 
 People. The outers were not at all human, but Ada was pleased at just how readily she saw them as people. At a glance she knew that even if they were not human, they lived very human lives. Indeed, they might be living the legacy of the ancients more truly than humans themselves. 
 “Ada?” 
 Ada looked at Zhilik. “You’ve preserved the civilization of the ancients.” 
 Zhilik blinked at his city and laughed a deep, hissing laugh. “No, not in the least. We make use of what technology we find, but we can produce very little. Our cities cannot grow, or your gods will become angry. We have collected what archives remain intact, but most of it is lost or inaccessible. Much human technology was never meant for us to use, and your gods are hostile to us. This is not our world, and to maintain such a civilization would be too much. We… must settle for other dreams.” 
 “Other dreams?” 
 “You will understand.” Zhilik lowered his hood, revealing a flat-topped head with triangular ears like a cat’s. He was mostly covered in a layer of white fur - concerning, given white hair usually meant impending death. But perhaps it was different for them. He seemed healthy, free of the shudders and the sagging weight of old age.  “Leave the hauler. There are no thieves here, only people you should meet.” 
 Ada followed him, feeling out of place, shy, like a child walking through a crowd of adults. She hadn’t felt this way in a long time. The outers saw her, too, their slit-pupiled stares marking her as a stranger. She retaliated, staring straight back and studying their features, trying to get a handle on what this species even  looked like , collectively. 
 They varied from one to the other, just like humans. What eyes turned to meet hers were blue, green, even grey. Though they all shared the same greenish-grey skin, the fur that covered it varied wildly, from solid white like Zhilik’s to black or brown, to patterns that included stripes or mottled mixtures of colours as well. They were lanky, and looked a little hunched compared to humans, despite being about as tall as she was. Still - they were remarkably humanoid, in general if not in detail. 
 She turned back to Zhilik. “Who should I meet? You said my gods wanted to speak to me? Are they… here?” 
 He tilted his head side to side in a strange approximation of shaking it, ears twitching. “Your gods do not live here. I am taking you to see the… think of him as our leader, our elder. You have precious few words left for such things.” 
 She frowned, not sure what he meant. Of course the outers must have their own word for whatever this person was, but was Zhilik implying there used to be more words for leader? Why would there be? That wasn't even the most confusing part. “Why would your elder care about me?” 
 Zhilik’s ears perked up. “You can read. That alone is impossible enough to attract our attention. And it is not alone.” 
 “What do you mean, impossible? I stumbled across it by accident and taught myself. It’s not hard.” 
 “You are correct, it is not  hard . For most humans, it is impossible. Now - here.” 
 He gestured as they approached a massive, imposing structure, one that looked considerably less old and venerable than the surrounding city. It was shaped something like a stepped pyramid with a flat top, and large pieces of technology Ada didn't recognize jutted out of its steps in seemingly random places. Something about it was eerily alien. “What is this?” 
 “In your language, we call it a ziggurat. An ancient human word. It is the home of our leadership, such as it is. The home of our dreams.” 
 She scowled. “Zhilik, are you all obtuse and cryptic like this?” 
 He grinned sharply, almost looking like he was baring his teeth. “Your kind and mine are both descended from pack animals - we may seem similar from the outside, but we are no more like one another than you are like your fellows.” 
 “So you’re uniquely annoying.” 
 “Yes. I find it highly amusing, and in any case Elder Kseresh will surely prefer to explain himself.” 
 She blinked, baffled at the bald-faced acceptance of his own behavior. “I don’t like you.” It wasn’t quite true, though - she could sympathize with the desire to lord hidden knowledge over one more ignorant, and to admit it plainly was in some way admirable. She wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of such treatment, though. That part made her grind her teeth. 
 More outers emerged as they approached the ziggurat, and they spoke quickly with Zhilik in a fast, snapping language. They glanced at Ada and pointed at her repeatedly, and she got the feeling that Zhilik found it equally amusing to only inadequately explain the impossible facts to his own kin. 
 “You read? Words?” 
 The outer who asked her that question had a much less impressive grasp of Ada's language, but she understood nonetheless, and nodded. “Yes. Believe it or not, apparently?” 
 “What does that say?” 
 The outer was pointing to a sign in the distance on one of the ancient buildings facing the ziggurat. Ada squinted, and, somewhat laboriously, sounded out the words. 
 “ Faculty off Medical Skienkes.  What’s a skienk? Was this a hall of medics?” 
 Zhilik corrected her. “Actually,  Faculty of Medical Sciences . But the mistake is not your fault.” 
 The outers were looking at each other wide-eyed, and Ada was glad that they didn’t see her ears turn pink at the awkward mispronunciation. How the hell was she supposed to know  that?  The damned ancients should have just written exactly as they spoke. No wonder their society fell apart. 
 Zhilik pulled her away from that thought and into the ziggurat. She was swept along by their surprise and, she sensed, by some kind of expectation. That was an odd feeling - somebody expected something of her, something other than heresy and failure. Again that stranger Isavel came back to her mind, smiling and nervous, and Ada frowned at the memory. Just another person she would never meet again - why bother remembering? Forgetting people was usually second nature to her. 
 Inside the ziggurat, they climbed stairs that were built for longer legs than the ancients’, and passed a great deal of rooms filled with… glowing rectangles, and outers studying the displays intently. She recognized written words. Fully intact archives? Her mind grew giddy at the thought of what knowledge must live here. 
 When Zhilik finally led Ada into the elder’s room, he stepped out of the way and watched her from the side, as did the other two who had followed. An older-looking outer, more wrinkled and with sparser beige hair, hauled up from an old wooden table and looked at her. She barely paid him any attention, though; she was too confused and captivated by the shelves along the walls of the room. 
 On those shelves, in hundreds of colours and sizes, were rectangular… things. She had no idea what they were. They didn’t look like technology - they had no metallic or ceramic sheen, no ethereal glow, no knobs or code or circuits. They looked rather leathery. Elder Kseresh spoke to her, without any introduction, even as she stared past him. 
 “Do you know what those are?” 
 His voice was gravelly, wheezing, and should have been weak; but it carried across the room quite clearly. The other outers present were entirely silent. 
 She briefly met his alien eyes and shook her head. “No, I’ve never seen anything like them.” She stepped towards the shelves. “Can I look?” 
 “Be my guest.” 
 She walked to the nearest wall, and recognized writing on the sides of the objects. They seemed to be sideways, as she had to tilt her head to make out the symbols. In a brief moment of uncertainty and panic, she pulled out the smallest one she saw, hoping it might be simpler. It was flat and almost square, with the side visible on the shelf being just a kind of seam. One of the wide, flat sides drew in Ada’s gaze with an alluring, stylized image of two women intertwined beneath it. The imagine almost brought back memories, but she focused instead on the words embedded above the image. 
 “ Carmilla. Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu. ” She paused. “I don’t know any of those words. What is this?” 
 The elder’s reaction was a gentle yet unnerving laugh. Not condescending - not quite - but certainly the laugh of someone who knew something she didn’t. 
 “Excellent! In the words of your ancients, that is a  book . We have many more that we rotate in and out of storage, but you are perhaps the first human being on this planet to read from one in over a thousand years.” 
 That claim - bizarre, impossible, strange - lit Ada’s brain on fire. She whirled on Kseresh, shaking the book at him. “Yes!  That!  Explain that. Zhilik’s been going on about how special I am for reading, and I don’t -” 
 Kseresh held up a four-fingered hand to interrupt. “I cannot answer all your questions. There is a great deal you simply do not have the historical context to understand. But I  can  tell you why none of the other humans can read.” 
 She fell silent, and waited. 
 “There is a disease that has infected your species on this planet. Every single one. We know it as the technophage.” 
 She blinked. That was the most ridiculous thing she had heard in a long time. “Excuse me? How much contact have you  had  with humans? Humans don’t get diseases. Diseases are for animals.” 
 The outer’s grin was sharp-toothed and too cunning. “Ah, yet you are animals just like any cat or dog. There was a time when humans did suffer disease, long ago, but I will admit that the technophage is… different. It was a weapon, designed to wipe out human civilization. It succeeded.” 
 She blinked. The magnitude of what that implied - the conflict, the technological power, the desperation - was staggering. She had to know more. “Go on.” 
 “The technophage has three key effects, though the first barely matters. Infection triggers almost complete memory loss, but since humans are now infected in the womb nobody ever notices this.” 
 Memory loss? An odd choice for a weapon. 
 “The second key effect is a population density control. Babies and children, even in the womb, will die if they encounter too many different individuals in a short time span. You attribute this to stress - the ‘whelm,’ I believe you call it - but it is a lethal consequence of the weapon you are all carrying.” 
 Her eyes widened a bit. “Yeah, you see children everywhere in little villages. I guess that explains that.” 
 But Kseresh was shaking his head. “No, it explains is why there are  no  children in cities. Before the Fall, humanity lived in cities of millions, adults and children alike, and those cities were engines of cultural, scientific, and political change. Now cities are simply collections of restless and gregarious adults, sustained only by villages where children can survive.” 
 It was a sobering thought. Glass Peaks had perhaps ten thousand inhabitants at most, all of them adult migrants from smaller villages. Millions of people sharing a city was inconceivable. “And the third effect?” 
 “Pure, severe dyslexia. An ancient disease of the human brain that interrupts the otherwise normal ability to read written language. Your archives, your books - all your written, recorded culture - was made useless. Without cities or books, or the even memory of such things, humanity would become… primitive. Harmless. Neutered.” 
 She was still holding the strange book in her hands, its leathery outside and leafy insides tragically unfamiliar to her. She walked towards the desk, looking into the elder’s alien eyes, and slammed it down on the wooden surface. 
 “Seems to me it worked.” 
 Elder Kseresh didn’t answer at first, shrugging slowly and deliberately. An oddly human gesture. “Perhaps. And yet here you are. Have you ever had children? Did you grow up in a city?” 
 She shook her head. “No and no, of course not. I was born in the Scorch. I grew up in the mountains far south of here, and my parents brought me back to the Institute when my gift manifested.” 
 “Well, your literacy is proof enough of your immunity for me. Now, if you -” 
 She interrupted him. “Wait a minute - what about  you?  Why aren’t the outers affected by the technophage? And why didn’t you... take charge of the planet?” 
 “The technophage was not designed for us.” He said that as though it were simple. “Our ancestors were on Earth in tiny numbers - diplomats, visitors, scholars, travellers. Many died in the chaos of the Fall, and those who were left hid themselves away. There is much about this world that is… well, this is not our world.” 
 “So those legends are true? You’re from the stars?” 
 “Poetically speaking, yes. But those you see here - we have never seen our homeworld, Mir, before. We were born on this planet - too heavy, and in places too cold and dry. I was born in Campus, like almost all who live here. There are other cities of our kind, too, but they are far and few.” 
 “Why hasn’t anyone come looking for you, in a thousand years’ time?” 
 “They have. They were killed. Probably for that very reason, they have not tried again.” 
 “Who killed them?” 
 “Your gods.” 
 She took a deep breath, unsure of how to process that. The gods - the humans’ gods, apparently - had shot alien ships from the stars, killed rescuers trying to collect their people. Why would they do that? What sense could that possibly make? 
 She looked at the book again, looked back at the elder, and gritted her teeth. “Zhilik said my gods wanted to talk to me.” 
 Kseresh nodded, glancing at Zhilik behind her. 
 “Well, I have a lot I need to ask them. Or tell them, if they aren’t the type to hold up their end of a conversation.” 
 “Good.” Kseresh was nodding. “We need you to talk to your gods as well. They only listen to humans, and you are the only human we know who has a chance at being able to meet them.” 
 Ada thought of meeting her gods. What did that mean? She had never much cared for them, so what would they think of her? Would they strike her down as a heretic? The thought of them fearing her enough to attack her amused her, though. Emboldened her. 
 It was clear there was something wrong in the world, and she needed to set things right. Humanity had lost its way because some ancient weapon struck down its strengths. Someone had decided humanity needed to be put down and kept in place - so a key step in building something new would have to be dealing with that original enemy. 
 “How do you know the gods have any interest in me?” 
 The elder walked towards the door. “Come. I will show you.” 
 She glanced at Zhilik, who seemed to be grinning a little, but he was no help. She followed Kseresh, then, and he led her down a flight of stairs to a broad doorway. He had her wait outside for a moment while he said a few words to the people inside, and then he brought her in. 
 There was a great deal going on here, but the key point in the machine was a great display floating in the middle of the room. It was a map, built from millions of tiny green points of light coalescing together to form lines and images. There was alien writing on it that she couldn’t understand, and she wasn’t sure she knew what area she was actually looking at, but she could tell it was a map, and that there was water and a few cities involved. There was also a bright white, zigzagging line crossing much of the terrain. 
 “What is this?” She looked at the outers, and saw Zhilik make a strange expression, his ears flattening on his head as he examined the map. She stepped closed to the display. “ Where  is this?” 
 The elder outer walked around the edge of the display, and touched one of the ends of the line. “This is the Institute.” 
 That one piece of information was enough - the rest of the map suddenly started to make sense, recognition growing and blooming throughout the rivers and valleys and settlements. By the time Kseresh had finished tracing the line to a small glow of light, Ada already understood. 
 “Glass Peaks.” 
 “Yes.” The line crossed the water afterwards, and Kseresh followed it with his finger, to the southern tip of a large island. 
 “Campus.” The line was her. The path she had taken. 
 Kseresh nodded. “Your gods do not talk to us, but the watchers talk to the gods, and we have been listening. We knew they were paying very close attention to something - something that was moving towards us. It appears it was you.” 
 She looked up and met those alien eyes, and Kseresh emphasized his point. 
 “We had never picked up this kind of signal from them before.” 
 The elder said that with a measure of finality, glancing over at Zhilik as though to impress upon the him the seriousness of that fact. Zhilik looked like he would speak, for a moment, then quieted. Ada she wasn’t sure she trusted this elder, but for the moment she was willing to play along. 
 “So the gods are watching me? Why? Because I’m immune to this technophage?” 
 “Presumably.” 
 “What do they care? Did they create the technophage?” 
 Again, odd glances were passed around. “No. But we do not know what their intentions are for you. They have been very… conservative, in their reaction to humanity’s decline.” 
 She reached out to the map, and it moved at her touch. The world shifted in one direction, with some areas disappearing while others slid into view. Suddenly she could see the enormous pillar south of Campus, the one she had seen with her own eyes earlier. 
 Kseresh pointed at that strange shape. “If you want to speak to your gods, you will need to climb that. Humans now call it the Pillar of Heaven.” 
 Climb? Ada knew she was many great things, but athletic was not one of them. “I’ve heard of it, yes. You want me to climb that thing? What, with my hands? It’s huge.” 
 “Not literally. Like much technology from before the Fall, the Pillar’s controls are biometric - they were built to be operated by human hands and bodies. We cannot use them properly. Beyond that, there will be some reading involved. We have tried to have normal, infected humans activate it, and they have been… less than successful.” 
 Zhilik piped up, for the first time in a while. “One of them went insane.” 
 “We don’t talk about that one.” 
 Ada shook her head, almost laughing. “This sounds ridiculous.” She knew she wasn’t like the rest of them. She knew that, now, for a fact. “If I’m so special - gods, you know what? Take me there. I obviously have some business to settle with the gods. When I get back, I expect your help figuring out all this ancient technology. There’s a new world to be built, and I intend to lay the first stones.” 
 Kseresh hesitated for a moment. “Proud words. You will find things are not so simple. But if you are ready -” 
 “I’m not ready, Kseresh, but I don’t know if it’s ever possible to be ready to meet one’s gods. I just know that I need to go. I have to keep moving. Are you going to help?” 
 There was a long silence before anyone spoke. 
 “You are not what we expected.” Kseresh’s words sounded like a confession. 
 “What does that mean?” 
 Zhilik shrugged. “She is what  they  would have expected.” 
 Even as Ada puzzled over that, Kseresh elaborated. “You are… dangerous.” 
 Ada blinked, confused. “Excuse me?” 
 “When we watched the line that traced you, we thought you were fleeing from something. Standing here, though, I feel more like you are  hunting  something.” 
 Ada chuckled. “Much as I like the sound of that, I  am  fleeing. The ghosts are back.” 
 There was a great deal of hissing and shocked muttering at that, a sudden cascade of babbling in their alien tongue. 
 “Quiet!” 
 Elder Kseresh seemed to command great respect, but he couldn’t completely banish the tension from the room. He made some pronunciation in their language, something that sounded both grand and simple at once, before translating for her convenience. 
 “The ghosts were defeated before, and will be once more. If necessary, we may intervene again.” 
 “ Again? ” 
 “There is much you do not know about your history, coder. Your ancestors did not acquire all the knowledge they used to defeat the ghosts from their traditions. We provided them with… help, of a sort, and ultimately at great cost.” 
 She mulled the thought over. The histories she had been taught did not mention the outers in any such capacity, but she certainly didn’t trust the retrograde scholars of the Institute to display the cunning and novelty required to seal away the ghosts. “You’re coders too, then?” 
 “No. We have none of the gifts, as you call them. We are, in fact, even less gifted than your ungifted.” 
 She narrowed her eyes. “Okay, Kseresh, I can tell there’s a  lot  you aren’t saying, and I don’t really like that. But right now, I want to climb the Pillar of Heaven and talk to these damned gods. I expect you to explain a whole lot more when I get back, but - well, you said you need my help, and I imagine you’ve got something to offer. Let’s talk details.” 
 Kseresh bobbed his head around. “There is no need for details. Zhilik will take you to the base of the Pillar, and you will gain access. We have only one request. When you speak to your gods, please convince them to deactivate their tachyon interdiction fields.” 
 She blinked, and laughed. “To do  what?  I have no clue what you just said.” 
 “Deactivate their tachyon interdiction fields.” 
 She waited for an explanation, but none was forthcoming, so she repeated the phrase. “Deactivate their tachyon interdiction fields. Fine. What will that accomplish?” 
 Elder Kseresh didn’t speak, but his ears flattened backwards when Zhilik did. “We might then be able to send a message to our homeworld, if we can setup and calibrate a transmitter.” 
 Their homeworld, Mir. Ada looked around at the outers again, bundled up and isolated, on a world too cold and too heavy for their bodies. She saw, or imagined, a cocktail of hope and despair in their alien eyes; for generations they must have dreamt of a mythical homeworld, just as Ada had dreamt of the glory of the ancients. She could respect that, even if, to her mind, they were earthlings just like she was. 
 “Alright - I’ll deliver your message to the gods.” She looked at Zhilik. “And afterwards, I’ll be back. Zhilik, we have somewhere to go, don’t we?” 
 Zhilik nodded in his alien way. She looked around the room, at all this technology being operated by outers, technology that was her   own inheritance as well. It was bittersweet, knowing it was all here while she was basically ignorant. She would have to learn it all from the beginning, like a child. 
 Kseresh took a step away from the map. “I am glad you are so eager to help. I hope you understand the magnitude of what we are trying to accomplish.” 
 Ada shook her head. “I don’t. I think I understand the magnitude of what  I’m  trying to accomplish, though. And if there is a way for me to reach beyond this prison of a planet along the way, then I’m happy to help. I need to free us from the technophage - and the technophage is your problem, too.” 
 Elder Kseresh nodded again, but paused before continuing. “Something has set you on the warpath, Ada Liu. You are strangely eager to dive into this, despite the danger and the unknown. Why have you come here?” 
 Ada sighed, looking back at the map, at the Institute. “I’ve had a lifetime of problems with ignorance and orthodoxy. I’ve been on the warpath for a long time, trying to fight that, and… I’ve lost. Arguments, things, time, people. So I intend to win. That’s all it boils down to.” 
 There was no need to get into the details. The outers didn’t seem to know exactly how to respond to that, so she helped them along by getting back to the subject at hand. 
 “I have my own provisions, but anything you can spare would be a great help.” 
 Zhilik stepped forward, apparently taking charge of the expedition, as it were. “We can provide you food and equipment, but we do not know what you will face at the top of the Pillar. You will need to be prepared for anything.” 
 Kseresh nodded. “Go now, then. We have no reason to keep you waiting any longer.” 
 As they left, discussion flurried in the aliens’ language, but Ada paid it no mind. She couldn’t imagine what their culture was like, having developed isolated on a strange planet dominated by debilitated humans. But that very notion gave her hope - there was a concrete problem, a disease, that was keeping humanity down. That was a much simpler-seeming thing to solve than a millennia of cultural decay and dogma. 
 As they left the ziggurat, she turned to Zhilik. “Zhilik - your people, were they allies to the humans before the Fall?” 
 He nodded. “Our species were close friends, for almost two centuries.” 
 “So the enemy who created the technophage was your enemy as well.” 
 He took a moment to respond. “Yes.” 
 “Who were they?” 
 “The technophage struck quickly, and there were no announcements. I cannot say for certain who it was.” 
 That was frustrating, but Ada understood. Even the outers had lost much in the thousand years past. “Whoever they were - if Earth and Mir were allies, they would have had reason to attack Mir as well. Did they?” 
 “After the Fall, we think there was a war.” He was being cautious, as though trying not to reveal too much - or perhaps he simply didn’t know much in the first place. “All communication was lost, but there were astronomical events and… other observations.” 
 “So you don’t know what’s going on… out there.” The thought of even talking about worlds beyond Earth was somewhat mind-boggling. 
 “No.” 
 She stared at him, and after a moment he seemed to realize what she was implying. 
 “It is… possible, that a similar technophage was developed for our species, and sent to our homeworld. But this is unlikely. The technology involved was not yet widespread.” 
 “What’s more likely, then?” 
 “That depends on whether you are an optimist.” Zhilik was leading them to a large building that was under watch; there was alien writing above the door that she couldn’t hope to decipher. “Optimists would suggest that our homeworld is fine. That they are simply waiting for the chance to rescue us.” 
 “After over a thousand years. Right. And pessimists?” 
 “The alliance between our species was close on every level.” He lowered his voice. “It is not unlikely that the enemy would have struck both our homeworlds in quick succession. Mir may be ruined, like Earth, or worse.” 
 She contemplated it. “Without your homeworld, then, you here would be all that is left of your species.” 
 He hesitated before speaking to the outers and sending one into the building to fetch something. His ears flattened on his head again. “Not necessarily. There may be others. If you do make it to the seat of the gods, I believe you will learn all you need to know and more.” 
 “Fair enough.” 
 He handed her a strange object that looked like a handle. She inspected it, glancing at the code etched into its surface. “What’s this?” 
 “A shield. Not unlike a warrior’s.” 
 She gripped it a little tighter. “You expect the gods to try to kill me?” 
 “We expect that there may be danger up there.  Something,  god or otherwise,   may try to kill you. After all, something   shot down incoming rescue ships in the years after the Fall.” 
 “Up where, exactly?” 
 “I would rather not spoil the surprise.” Something like a grin graced his alien snout. 
 “I hate you, Zhilik.” 
 They hurried back to her hauler, and zipped out the city’s crackling gate. She angled the vehicle south, towards the glimmering pillar spiking from the sea into the sky. Try as she may, Ada couldn’t see the top of the pillar - it simply faded into the sky, high above Earth. And she was going up there somewhere. Gods. 
 She pushed the hauler across the sea to a dock-like platform at the base of the pillar, a broad and flat thing with a dozen piers jutting out. Some played host to rickety wooden boats, and Ada realized there were people visiting the Pillar - human pilgrims, wearing inert ancient technology on chains or strings, oblivious to what they were venerating. Disgraceful. 
 Ada and Zhilik disembarked, and there was a great deal of commotion at the sight of an outer in what was apparently a holy place. Several people stared, while one began shouting. 
 “Intruder! What is that  thing  doing here? This is a sacred place!” 
 Ada pulled out her gun and aimed it square into the face of the nearest person complaining. Zhilik did not follow suit; the outers didn’t seem to keep weapons. She improvised. “We’re on a mission ordained by the gods. We have no time for this. Step aside.” 
 “What makes you think -” 
 She snapped back. “I intend to climb the Pillar. You can all watch me, if you like.” 
 “The gods will smite you -” 
 “Then you can watch  that . Step aside.” 
 The pilgrims stepped aside, easily cowed. They disappointed her, but it was for the best in this moment. Ada and Zhilik stepped into the building, and she saw words everywhere, directions and names and things she didn’t understand. Ancient lights hummed away, and as they walked under the white glow she could tell they were moving around a circle. Windows looked inwards, into a large, brightly lit circular space with a raised platform in the centre. People all around were staring into that empty room as though it held something precious, but she saw nothing at all of interest. 
 She turned to the outer. “Zhilik, what do  your  people call the Pillar of Heaven?” 
 “The space elevator.” A hint of alien amusement.  
 “I see. I need to get in there, don’t I?” 
 “Yes. The entrance is at the back.” 
 “And in a thousand years, it’s never been used?” 
 “More or less.” 
 She paused, looking into his eyes. “What do you mean, more or less?” 
 His ears perked up. “Somebody managed to bring it  down , once, about six hundred years ago. From up there. It has not moved since, to our knowledge.” 
 She furrowed her brow, trying to figure it out. That story implied a lot of things, and Ada knew too little of the world to make any reasonable guesses. 
 “Well, that still leaves room to make history.” They approached what was clearly a door; in the intervening centuries, though, it had been painted, adorned, and had become some kind of shrine. There was still a command console next to it, though - one not at all dissimilar to what she had seen in other ruins. Nobody had touched it; they probably had no clue it was in any way related to the door. 
 People fussed as she approached, but they quieted down again when she took an intense interest in the console. Perhaps they thought it was innocuous, but there were glowing words on the panel. She read carefully, slowly, painfully, in no particular order. 
 “ Tether secure. Cargo weight: zero. Elevator ready. Door locked. ” 
 A few of the words seemed foreign or old, but she understood the gist. There were inscriptions, dark sections of code that outlined where a human touch was needed to activate the system. 
 She touched what looked like an activation request, and the console sprung to life, a black frame unfurling to cover a plate-sized area on the surface. A slew of small black squares slid into view, each of them containing a single letter. 
 “What the -” 
 “Read.” Zhilik was staring over her shoulder. She read. 
 “ Please specify cargo type . What does… please, type? It wants to know what type of thing we’re bringing up?” 
 “Now write.” 
 “You’re kidding. Is this  it?  You haven’t been able to solve -” 
 Zhilik reached out and touched the surface of the console, tapping at the squares. Nothing happened at all. Ada noticed that people were crowding around her, watching. She grumbled.  
 “And everybody who  can  use it is literally, mentally incapable of reading the letters. Doesn’t it understand speech? Lots of machines do.” 
 “It did, but in an attempt to bypass it a few centuries ago our engineers locked it into manual entry mode by accident. This is the only option.” 
 “Well, congratulations. Zhilik, this thing uses an old dialect -” 
 “The word you are looking for is  passengers .” 
 “This is ridiculous. Couldn’t you take someone’s hand and press the buttons with their finger? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 “That has been tried. It is not enough for controlling the elevator.” 
 “Fine, okay.” 
 She typed the letters out as Zhilik spelled it for her. 
 Passengers . 
 The words on the console changed. 
 Passenger-friendly movement dynamics enabled. 
 She didn’t even bother asking what that meant. The words changed soon enough again. 
 Begin boarding? 
 She tried typing. 
 Yes. 
 The door hummed to life and slammed down into the ground, sloughing off the centuries of encrusted garbage the pilgrims called a shrine. People screamed and shouted in shock at the desecration, but she ignored them, stepping inside the elevator. 
 They tried to follow her, but Zhilik stood blocking the doorway, and they hesitated to get too close to the outer. Ada looked up at the ceiling, imagining what dangers might await her in the sky, in the halls of the gods. 
 “I don’t want anybody following me.” She spoke as loud and clear as she could. “If you follow me in here, you will die. Either because I shoot you, or because you’ll be unprepared for what you find at the top. Take your pick.” 
 Her apparent act of magic in opening the door had garnered her some respect, and the pilgrims stayed back while she inspected the central podium. There was almost nothing there, except a single grip not unlike the one in her hauler. 
 “Zhilik, how do I -” 
 As soon as her hand rested on the grip, though, she was startled with a demonstration of why, exactly, nobody was able to control this thing. Somewhere in front of her eyes, but clearly not in real space, were  words . 
 She laughed, eyes wide and disbelieving. The ancients’ stupidity seemed to know no bounds. “Oh, this is great. This is fucking  fantastic . It’s a good thing they thought this through when they built the damned thing.” 
 There were dozens of words and numbers, and she wasn’t sure what to do with them at first. Then she started to focus, though, and she noticed that the words were reacting to her focus. The ones she was concentrating on glowed, and the rest seemed to fade a little. 
 Zhilik called out to her. “Can you read the words?” 
 She nodded as the crowd murmured. “Give me a minute. I can do this.” She rolled each word carefully under her breath, sounding out each letter. She found some she thought she understood. 
 Begin launch. 
 The strange interface seemed to know what she was thinking, too. As she raised her inner voice and read the word, even without moving her mouth, it responded. 
 A horn blared, a blood red light flooded the outside, and something whooshed. Ada looked over to the door just as it slammed shut. The pilgrims outside were rushing around the circular elevator, staring in through the windows, and Zhilik was among them. He laid a four-fingered hand on the glass. 
 She was at the point of no return, it seemed. A voice began making announcements in the ancient dialect, confirming that hunch. 
 “ Doors secure. Cargo capacity acceptable. Life support systems optimal. Estimated time to dock: twenty-seven minutes. Standby for departure. ” 
 The words in her field of vision were changing now; there were fewer of them, but she recognised another. She looked at Zhilik again, that alien face looking both disappointed and hopeful at the same time. He might have liked to go along with her; his species’ future could very well rest in her hands, alongside humanity’s. But they had been clear that this was something a human had to do. Besides, they didn’t even know if she was going to survive. 
 She laid her own, five-fingered hand on the glass opposite his, wondering if he saw the promise in her face, and found the word she needed before her eyes. 
 Depart. 
 There was no jerk or shudder, nothing uneven about the motion. The elevator simply began to ascend, smoothly and gently. Within seconds it was leaving its anchor station in the sea, and Ada was looking at the world beyond. She was rising quickly, and it wasn’t long before she was sure she could see Campus in the distance. 
 She couldn’t see above the elevator, only out the sides. She pressed up against the window, watching in fascination as the elevator rose further and further from the planet’s surface. A grin broke out on her face when the first grey clouds started to drift underneath her. 
 Ada ascended through the atmosphere, towards the stars, to meet the gods of Earth. 
  
 Chapter 14 
 Isavel, thrice gifted and gods-blessed, had dared to fight the Bulwark. Her reward was a lineup of guards eager to test their mettle against her. She felt like a challenge, a chance for bragging rights more than a person, but she fought anyway. She needed the practice. It was fairly uncomfortable, somewhat gruelling, and entirely necessary. 
 By afternoon and the third round of sparring, Isavel was starting to see just how limited gifted techniques were. Faced with an opponent whose moves they couldn’t predict, people faltered, falling back on their gift’s basics and making the same mistakes over and over. They fought fast and hard and dexterously, but they fought as caricatures, each one an echo of the last. She lost most of her fights in the morning, but by late afternoon she had won a few more - and these opponents had been watching her, and knew what to expect. Ghosts wouldn’t. 
 The Bulwark watched her too. He did nothing for a long while, and Isavel wasn’t eager to repeat their earlier fight. So when she called it quits for a round and Dendre walked over to her with a look of grim satisfaction, she couldn’t help but worry that the time for a rematch had come. 
 “Not bad.” He managed to sound derisive all the same. “You’re figuring out our gifts. That would be a good thing to do if you want to lead anybody.” 
 She clenched her teeth. “I told you, Dendre, I don’t want to lead anyone. I need to get ready for the ghosts. And I want these people on my side, in case I need their help. This isn’t about taking your place.” 
 “Say what you like, I know ambition when I see it.” He shook his head. “Speaking of ghosts - Isavel, I want you to take a party of pathfinders into the forest and scout their approach. Nobody’s coming in from the forest anymore, and some solo scouts disappeared. They must be close, so I want to know everything we can.” 
 It was a reasonable plan, but there was a smugness in his voice that tipped her off. This was him taking control, for fear of losing it. The Bulwark wanted to make sure she followed his lead. She understood the impulse, but she followed only the gods. Directness, then. 
 “There’s no need to try to control me.” She set her shoulders. “But you have a point - we need intelligence, and if we get into a skirmish, pathfinders are not the most combat-ready people. Give me a bit of time to rest up, and we’ll head out just before dusk.” 
 Dendre smiled. “Good. I’ll gather a few pathfinders and send them your way.” 
 More control - not the same as leadership, but a superficial substitute for some. She didn’t like it. As he turned to leave, Isavel quickly scanned the nearby guards for pathfinders. She spotted two likely candidates and made straight for them, overtaking Dendre in the process. 
 “You two - pathfinders?” They nodded somewhat incredulously, as though expecting the blessed soldier of the gods to want to fight them both at once. “Good. I’m going scouting in the forest. If you’re interested, meet me here when the sun starts sinking below the towers.” 
 They nodded enthusiastically, and Isavel turned to stare down Dendre Han. His cold look of satisfaction had flared into frustration. She wavered, wondering if she was going too far, but he made no further move. Good. This was simple; there was no need for a fuss. 
 “The gods have a task for me. I have no time to play games.” 
 He shook his head. “You are  exactly  playing games.” 
 Was she? In a way, perhaps, but Isavel wasn’t about to let herself be dragged into a debate. She turned away from him instead, walking off to find her party. She found Sorn and Marea sparring with one another, ducking between cover points and dodging each other’s shots. Rodan was sitting this round out, watching them with an eye for detail. She crouched down next to him. 
 “Hey, Rodan. Can you help me find a couple of pathfinders? Dendre wants me to take out a scouting party, so I need some people. I’ve got two already, few more should be fine.” 
 Rodan looked up and nodded. “Sure, I can help. Are we all going?” 
 She shook her head. “This needs to be quiet, so no - just me, the pathfinders, and… well, I assume they’ll have guns. Hopefully that will be enough.” 
 “Can we at least hang out behind you, in case you need to retreat?” 
 She eyed the warrior. “That desperate for a fight? Why aren’t you sparring, then?” 
 “It’s not that, I’m just trying to watch your back.” 
 Isavel blinked. “Oh, of course! Well, thank you.” 
 “No, really. You have a nice back.” 
 She felt a twang of amusement, but narrowed her eyes and lightly punched Rodan on the shoulder. “I was about to say that having you behind us might not be a bad idea, but now I’m not so sure.” 
 He grinned. “I get it, you can’t risk us getting spotted by whatever scouts they have. Even people who aren’t pathfinders can be quiet.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “When we’re not smashing things, sure.” He grinned, and stood to leave. “I’ll see who I can find.” 
 Rodan made smashing things sound so casual. Isavel’s conversation with the stranger in the night returned to her in that moment; were hunters’ and warriors’ gifts really the cause of the violence that simmered at the fringes of the world? Without an inborn capacity to kill and destroy, how much better off would humanity be? She frowned, unsure of what either conclusion might say about herself. She was not, after all, the most typical example of the gifted. 
 Sorn and Marea paused their exercise when they saw Rodan walk off, and came to see what was going on. She explained it to them again, pointing east, and trying to speak slowly for Marea. 
 “We’re going to scout the woods. This is pathfinder work, but if you want you can trail us and cover us if we have to retreat.” 
 “Did Dendre ask you to do this?” As Sorn  spoke, Marea watched him closely, as though she might understand the language better by reading lips. 
 Isavel nodded. “He did, and he has a point. We do n’t know what’s going on out there. Interested?” 
 Clearly they felt some hostility towards the Bulwark, but they nodded and promised to meet her later. She shouldn’t exhaust herself with more sparring before heading out, though, so she left the arena for a walk. It was strange how quickly she had grown used to walking through this city. As though it were home.  
 Home. The thought brought back images of her past life - stringing up meat to be smoked and dried, weaving floral wreaths for the spring festival, listening to travellers’ stories around campfires. She knew there were fresher and more painful memories to be felt about that place, too, but she kept away from them. She had to. 
 It shouldn’t be that easy, should it? But it was. Even though Isavel had spent her entire life in that small village, it had always just felt like a place. And here was Glass Peaks, another place in another shape; ultimately not that different. 
 Isavel found herself drawn back to the temple. She doubted the gods would want to talk to her right now, but perhaps if she could get close to them she might find insight or inspiration. It couldn’t hurt, could it? People recognized her on the streets every so often, glancing curiously at her, and as she approached the curved walls and hexagonal canvas paintings of the temple that recognition only grew. 
 Then, all of a sudden, people were openly staring at her. There was some kind of commotion in the courtyard, and as she approached she started feeling more and more uneasy. Not everyone here was a pilgrim this time - some looked like refugees, injured and scared and confused. And one of them was pointing and shouting at her. 
 “The thrice gifted!” 
 Isavel froze at the words. A title? No, gods, she hadn’t earned herself a title just for being. The man ran over and grabbed her by the arm, not even introducing himself, and she tried to shake him off. “Hey - stop - what do you want from me?” 
 He looked at her, wide-eyed and scared. “It’s my son - he’s too young - he’s overwhelmed. You must help him.” 
 Isavel’s eyes widened. She had seen a child overwhelmed before, and it was not a pretty sight. Cautiously, gingerly, she stepped close enough to see the child that the parents were tending to, wrapped in blankets as though that might protect him from the whelm. 
 The boy couldn’t be any older than nine or ten, and he looked terrible. His skin was clearly supposed to be lightly gold-hued like his parents, but it was sickly pale and marred by flaky red blotches instead. Sticky blood caked under his nose, and his breath was wheezing and laborious. 
 There was nothing they could do - and they should have expected this. He was gone. “Why did you bring him to the city? You can’t bring children to a  city! ” 
 “Our homes were burned to the ground!” The mother sounded desperate. “We had to run!” 
 “We thought if we hid him, bundled him up, didn’t let him see where he was -” 
 There was nothing to be done - they must know that as well as she did. Children simply did not survive the whelm. Even medics couldn’t help them. 
 Isavel shook her head. “I’m sorry, but the only thing I could do for him is… put him out of his misery. That’s not my place.” 
 It was clear that this was not the answer they were looking for. Isavel reached out to lay a hand on the father’s shoulder. 
 “Perhaps you'll find him again, after death.” 
 She tried to blot out the memories of the terrible place that came after death, a place where she doubted she could find anyone at all. 
 There was nothing more to say, and she left the impossible request behind her. She couldn’t help. No, worse than that - she could, if she took a blade to his throat. She was gifted to be a killer, a predator, but there was little she could do to make anyone’s life  better . She wished the gods had given her the medic’s gift as well. Frustration echoed in her steps as she crossed the footbridge and marched into the temple. 
 She barely noticed the guards and the priests all stepping aside. She wasn’t sure where she was going, but they all seemed too intimidated to stop her. It wasn’t until she crossed paths with the white ceramic mask of Venshi, steward of the temple, that she found cause to pause. 
 “Isavel, blessed by the gods.” Venshi’s odd warble came as she tilted her head at a precise, smooth angle, far too steadily. “What do you seek here?” 
 Isavel looked back out the window. “I don’t know. I’m leading a party to scout the enemy approach. I wanted… inspiration, guidance, and instead I crossed paths with a child dying overwhelmed.” 
 “It is the gods’ will.” Venshi nodded, her voice containing not the slightest trace of sympathy. “Can I be of assistance?” 
 Isavel found her eyes fixing on the flat ceramic where Venshi’s eyes should be. What was behind that mask? How could Venshi walk around without knocking into things, much less point and stare without any eyes? Isavel was curious, but she knew she would have to think of a more productive question. 
 “What do you know about the ghosts?” 
 Venshi’s voice lowered. “They were imprisoned, and now it seems they have broken free. Perhaps their prison was too frail.” 
 “That’s obvious. Anything more substantial?” 
 “Some of the eldest ghosts, their leaders, have a powerful understanding of ancient technology.” Venshi paused for a moment, waiting more than hesitating. “It is believed that some of them, in fact, lived among the ancients themselves.” 
 “What? That -” Isavel stumbled. Lived among the ancients? Thousands of years ago? “If they could use technology like the ancients did -” 
 “The last Ghost War was catastrophic for this very reason.” Venshi gestured out the temple windows. “Watchers tend the old world well. Many of the ruins you see today were not truly turned to ruin until the Ghost War.” 
 Isavel looked around and saw nobody else nearby. She knew only that the ghosts were evil spirits, but the legends were not consistent about where they were from - so where did Venshi get this information? There was something unspoken here. 
 “You say ‘it is believed.’ By whom? I’ve never heard this version of the story.” 
 “Generations have passed, and most have forgotten this particular fact.” 
 “Then who told  you? ” 
 Venshi tilted her head again in that too-perfect fashion. “As steward of one of the foremost temples in the known world, I hear many things.” 
 “And who else have you told?” 
 There was nothing on that mask to denote any kind of facial expression, but the way Venshi replied convinced Isavel that she was smiling, behind the mask. “Just you.” 
 “What? Why?” 
 “You were chosen by the gods. There is some promise in that; it would be a shame to see it squandered.” 
 Isavel took a step closer to the steward. Something was off here, and she didn’t like the idea of secrets being withheld from her, or being parceled out to her as a gift. It smelled of manipulation. Venshi had a kind of coolness to her, though, that made her seem too aloof to be a physical threat. Honesty, then, surely couldn’t hurt. 
 “Venshi, I’m not keen on your secrecy with these legends. I don’t like being manipulated.”  She eyed the eyeless mask.  “I’ve been entrusted with defending this city, and I will do so, but beyond that I intend to make my own choices.” 
 “I have no reason to oppose you. We both serve the same gods.” 
 “Good.” She nodded. “Thank you for your advice, Venshi.” 
 Isavel turned to walk away, but the gently warbling voice reached out to her one last time. “Isavel - didn’t you want to know what was behind my mask?” 
 Isavel felt an unnatural clench in her stomach. The fear was ridiculous, though - Venshi must have heard that question hundreds of times. There was no reason to believe it was anything more than a lucky guess. 
 She turned around to look the steward in the eyeless face. 
 “I did want to ask, yes. But I chose not to.” 
 Venshi did not respond, instead pointing her sightless gaze straight at Isavel, statuesque. Isavel turned and left, for good this time. Conversing with that woman was too unnerving. She left the temple, walking past the dying child and his family, hoping they really would find one another again in the afterlife. She could hope for them, if she dared, but that was all. 
 She made her way to the tower her party was staying in, climbed the stairs, and found their room. Today, with the rain passed, she saw sparse ruins in the foothills of the mountains across the northern inlet - ruins whose glory days the ghosts, apparently, might remember. Sorn found her soon enough, and Isavel was relieved to spend the rest of the afternoon alone with him. It couldn’t last, though, and as the sun began to sink, they headed down to the arena. It was time. 
 There were more pathfinders than she expected, seven in total - thankfully, all armed with ancient guns. Joon and Shale were not among them. Marea, Sorn, Rodan, and a few others had volunteered to form a second row behind the scouts, to cover any retreat. They left the gates with the sun well behind the towers; the pathfinders’ gift might keep them safe, but using it in twilight would keep them safer still. 
 The trees were sparsest near the city, but it wasn’t long before the scouting party was swallowed by the forest. The pathfinders spread out more or less evenly, Isavel among them; everyone else hung as far back as was practical. Isavel was at the centre of the group, skin texture shifting as she glided through the woods, paying as close attention to her gifted senses as she could. Her short white poncho was more comfortable than functional, so she had replaced it with a simpler pathfinder’s brace, keeping everything in place but exposing as much skin as possible to help her camouflage. She chewed on a honey-nut ration as they entered the forest, hoping she wouldn’t need the extra energy. 
 They made straightforward progress for some time, encountering nothing more than a few watchers humming about crumbling echoes of concrete. Each pathfinder kept their neighbours just within sight, holding formation. The first sign of trouble was the man on Isavel’s right giving a hand signal, and moving off to the side. 
 Isavel tensed and followed him. Already? The ruins and the firs and spruces all around them were still quiet, but if they were this close… she had to see for herself. Trusting those to her left to follow, she moved closer, soon realizing the pathfinder had followed his own rightside neighbour - so she snuck past him, down the chain, leaving the pathfinders to her left to link up without her. At the end of the formation, the last of the pathfinders was lying prone on the ground, overlooking the lip of some old ruin. She crawled up next to him and peered out into the darkness, seeing the faint glimmer of human shapes in the distance. 
 He glanced at her, flashing nervous, and whispered. “I saw something move over there.” 
 She nodded, counting the vague shapes her gifted eyes picked out. “At least a dozen people. They’re pretty far; we need to get closer.” 
 He followed as she clambered down a short distance to get to the underbrush below. They stepped onto a flat rectangle of soil lined by straight hills on all sides; nature still clove to the geometry of the old city. 
 She could see the next link in the pathfinder chain following, just within sight as she crept across the terrain. She was beginning to hear things, to see more shapes in the distance, moving north. A line of people, almost like a caravan, with a cluster in the middle. 
 “They’re protecting something, but I can’t see what.” 
 “We can’t get too close.” The pathfinder looked concerned, but Isavel shook her head. 
 “We can get closer than this. Come on.” 
 She soon made out the thing they were clustered around, in dim flickers of light - it was a floating ship, much like the one Ada Liu had been using. Could it be hers? There had been several other such machines in the ruins where Seawave Lessa had been killed, though. No doubt the ghosts had pillaged the rest. 
 On the back of the vehicle was something else, a fusion of a few machines that looked like an oddly-shaped chair. The sight of it immediately told her Venshi had been on to something - it wasn’t unheard of for explorers to discover ways to use ancient technology, but this looked complex and unapproachable. It was clearly valuable - and if it was valuable to the ghosts, she needs to take it from them. 
 Her hunter’s brain started judging angles and ranges, and she hissed at the pathfinder. “Whatever that thing is, it’s going to be a problem for us. Start heading back. Slowly. Don’t give yourself away, no matter what happens.” 
 “What are you going to do?” 
 She tensed her arms and crouched up from her prone position. The hunter’s gift let her see where her shots might fall as she moved her palm around. This was a good position. 
 “I’m going to attack. We’re not going to get another shot at this thing before it hits the battlefield. Go!” 
 He moved off, hurrying but still remarkably quiet. She pressed herself up against the side of a tree, her skin matching its texture, and finished off her ration. She waited until he had gained some distance before making her move. 
 She called up her warrior’s shield, reaching in to yank it off her left arm and into her right palm. The glow would give her away - she had only seconds. She aimed, her gift telling her just how to position her hands and arms. She tugged at the shield in her mind, as though she were pulling back an arrow. She let go. 
 She was exhausted the moment the shield left her hand. She staggered away, awake enough to see it blaze through the woods and strike hard and loud. She couldn’t tell if she had destroyed the machine, but she wasn’t going to have the opportunity to investigate. 
 Around, into the woods, stumbling but keeping low. She ran. Maybe not the best plan. She was drained, her running sloppier than it should have been, someone was pursuing her. Sharp hexagons of light zipped through the dark, striking trees fairly close to her head. If she stopped moving, they’d have her. 
 She reached the ruined ledge they had climbed down earlier, but it looked much more daunting from below, old roots daring her to test their strength. Two of the pathfinders were up top, glancing between her and the angry woods in silence. 
 She started climbing, grabbing hold of the mossy roots, but her grip faltered and slipped. Her head swam with the thud of her landing. 
 Suddenly she heard a familiar humming from above. A watcher, its ancient thrum echoing an old piece of wisdom the preachers taught the children.  Watch the watcher, it’ll watch you back. Burn the watcher, it’ll burn you black.  A warning against foolishness, against underestimating the legacy of the ancients - but also a literal truth. 
 Isavel had an idea. 
 She climbed again, energized. The gods were here, with her, now. They had sent her a watcher, and she knew what she needed to do with it. Their plan made sense. It made sense! 
 The other pathfinders reached down and helped haul her to the top. The watcher was humming about nearby, a dull silvery orb with gentle bluish light seeping through its seams. She made for it even as she staggered to her feet. 
 It was forbidden to touch the watchers, but the watchers appeared only where the gods willed it. 
 Isavel reached out and touched the watcher. 
 The spherical creation whirled around on her, a complex set of inlaid circles lighting up and staring her down like a great, angry blue eye. Fear briefly seized all her muscles, but she stared back at it, took a deep breath, and started backing away. It followed, glaring, trying to intimidate her. She walked to the edge of the ledge, turning her back on the watcher even as it continued threatening her. 
 Isavel extended a palm and started shooting indiscriminately into the woods, bright but mild lances flung at any human shape she could see. Getting their attention was more important than trying to kill them. 
 When they realised where she was again, they returned fire. One quick blast of hard light came straight at her. Her pathfinder reflexes were enough to dodge a shot she had been expecting, ducking out of the way at the last minute, and the shot slammed into the watcher with a blaring hum. 
 The watcher sprang to life more than any she had ever seen. Segments of its body detached or spun around to reveal a raging blue sun at its core, orbited by dozens of rings and tiles of steel. It answered its attacker with a blue beam of destruction that roared through the trees, settings fires and splitting the twilight in two. 
 A brief grin flickered across Isavel’s face before she turned to flee the woods. The other pathfinders followed her lead as stray shots continued to zip above their heads, and when they met up with the others, they all made haste back to Glass Peaks. They were not followed. 
 She had done it - she had taken her best shot at striking a serious blow to the ghosts’ plans, before they could even attack the city. And she had brought everyone back, alive and unharmed. 
 Dendre Han was not impressed. 
 “So.” The Bulwark let that sit for a moment. The low glow his shield cast across his face in the evening made him look even angrier. “Let me get this straight. You saw  someone  transporting  something , so you attacked it, and then you ran away and set a watcher loose on them.” 
 “I set the watcher loose before running. But yes.” Isavel nodded. “That’s what I said.” 
 “You didn’t gain any useful intelligence? At all?” 
 She ground her teeth. “We know how far they are from the city. We know they were transporting at least one piece of ancient technology under heavy guard. We know they’re heavily armed - I’m fairly certain there were gifted and guns among them.” 
 “Fairly certain? We don’t even know they were ghosts!” 
 She tried to keep herself steady. “Who else would be out there? You said yourself the refugees stopped coming in at least a day ago.” 
 “We know nothing about how many there are!” 
 Isavel felt her ears heat up. “There were at least fifty or so that I saw right then. That definitely wasn’t all. There are hundreds of villages out there, but no more refugees - what do you think that says about the ghosts’ numbers? That could be thousands.” 
 “But we don’t  know  anything! Those are all just guesses, or hunches based on guesses. We have no more useful tactical information that we did before. I mean, fifty, really? An entire network of villages wouldn’t be brought to its knees by fifty people. You did nothing.” 
 She most certainly had  not  done nothing. “We know they have some kind of ancient technology that they consider very important! I think it’s fair to guess it’s some kind of weapon. I tried to destroy it, and even if I failed I killed several of them.” 
 “They may not even be able to operate it!” 
 “They can operate it.” 
 He paused, briefly listening to her. “What makes you so sure?” 
 She considered quoting Venshi, but the Bulwark seemed to have no fondness for the steward whatsoever. “Why else would they be transporting it?” 
 “So you  don’t  know.” 
 “ I know.  Everything I do, I do because I know it must be done in order to defend the people of this city” 
 “So, what? You know because you have faith?” 
 She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Yes.” 
 “Whatever. I’ll send another team out to actually get the job done, and hope they don’t get shot, now that you’ve kicked the hornet's’ nest.” 
 Dendre walked away with a huff, and Isavel felt her fists clenching. He had sent her out there, expecting what? A regular pathfinder’s job? He knew she wasn’t that. The gods may have chosen her for what she was, but Dendre had no idea, and was stuck thinking of what he wanted her to be instead. 
 Sorn lay a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it off. “That man is an ingrate.” 
 “He is, Isavel.” 
 Rodan, however, offered up some cautious dissent. “He’s right, though. We don’t know all that much more, besides that they’re close and have some kind of weapon.” 
 There was truth to that, of course. But a first strike against any ancient relics the enemy wanted to use as weapons had to be the right choice. The gods and ancients had left humanity with a dangerous inheritance, and in the wrong hands it could prove catastrophic. She had done what seemed right, and it  still  seemed right. 
 So why was a part of her wondering if Dendre might have a point? 
 She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. That was past - she had bigger things to worry about. She pointed to the eastern forests. “We need to rest. They’re close, and they’ve got something unexpected up their sleeves. We need to be ready.” 
 The night was quiet, but as the sun peaked over the city the next day, horns and ancient noise-making artifacts along the edges of the city started to sound the alarm. The ghosts, whether as planned or as provoked, were about to attack Glass Peaks. 
  
 Chapter 15 
 As the  Pillar of Heaven carried Ada higher and higher into the sky, she found her eyes drawn to the code on her gun again. There was more to it than simple incendiary blasts, and as the elevator rose she started examining it again, hoping to figure out what else it might do. She could use all the options she could get while she was up there. 
 The journey up was quick, though, and her study was interrupted when the elevator gently clunked against something. An artificial voice sounded out into the empty chamber. 
 “ Docking successful. Welcome to the North Pacific Heritage Space Dock. ” 
 She no longer saw a blue sky beyond the window. The elevator sat inside a larger structure, much like the dock on the ground. Ada read her way through the controls, and the door lowered and clanked into the floor. 
 She walked outside with slow and careful steps, her pack secure on her back and her gun in her hands. Beyond the elevator was a curved corridor, with two large words emblazoned on the wall in front of her.  Arrivals  was accompanied by an arrow pointing to the left, and  Departures  pointed to the right. 
 Ada knew what  arrival  meant, or could at least muster a good guess. Having just arrived, she headed that way. She assumed she was in the seat of the gods, now - she would surely recognize them when she saw it. 
 Her assumptions were wrong - but they were gloriously wrong. When she stepped out of the corridor into a much larger space, she found herself in front of a massive window, crisscrossed with a metal lattice. And beyond that window was… 
 She stepped forward, pressing her face against the glass, in awe. 
 “Earth.” 
 The sky out here was pitch black, and the blue sky she knew lay below, a soft haze clinging to the curvature of the planet. Puffy clouds drifted here and there over the surface. The ring was still above her, but from here she could see much more clearly how it wrapped all around Earth. Down on the planet, along her line of sight, a vast coastline crossed the world almost parallel to the ring, separating a deep blue sea from a brown-and-green landscape. 
 Ada realised she was in space, beyond the confines of her homeworld. 
 “ Shuttle arrival in eight minutes. ” 
 She didn’t know what a shuttle was, but it hardly mattered - something was happening, and soon. She hurried around the dock, trying to find some kind of clue as to what was going on, but there wasn’t much to see. The dock itself was fairly small, not substantially bigger than her departure point on Earth. 
 Earth. 
 Ada looked out at the planet again, trying to see something - anything - she might understand. She found another window, on the opposite side, but from here the coastline was ragged, flanked by dozens of islands, and snaked its way up and around a large bulge into a vast white expanse. That must be the far north. 
 She looked up and saw something approaching. Something in space. 
 She squinted, and as it got closer she could tell that it was not unlike what she had seen in the archives - a ship built to fly through the void. It was bulky and odd, looking a bit like a potato crossed with a fish, but it had a silvery-white sheen to it, and its sides were dotted with windows. As it approached the dock she started to suspect it might be the shuttle the voice had talked about. 
 Sure enough, the ship turned and manoeuvred into place, settling in near a section marked  Departures . She frowned. There was a loud clunk, then another, and suddenly the voice spoke again. 
 “ Docking complete. Welcome aboard cislunar shuttle Saturnia. ” 
 Ada raised her weapon, pointing it at the door as it started to hiss. She had no idea what might come through that door, but if anyone, gods or otherwise, was going to give her trouble, she intended to give them as much trouble as possible back. 
 The door lowered to reveal the inside of the shuttle, and it was entirely empty. 
 Ada hesitated. What the hell was going on? Were the gods toying with her? The thought made her tense up. She crept up to the shuttle door, trying to peek around the corners, but another voice spoke out - this one different, broken and crackling through static. It sounded more human, and in some ways simply… more. Like several voices were speaking at once. 
 “Welcome, Ada Liu. We have been waiting.” 
 She blinked, and took a step closer to the shuttle. She saw nobody. 
 “Who are you?” 
 The voices spoke as one. “You know us as the gods. You will understand soon. Please board the shuttle. There is not much time to do so safely.” 
 Standing in a small platform in space, she felt she had no other choice - the only other way out would be to go back down. And that voice sounded more human than most of the other machine voices she had ever heard, so now her curiosity was piqued. Had ancients survived the Fall, perhaps by living in space? On the ring? 
 Perhaps  they  were the gods. 
 “Please enter the shuttle.” 
 She certainly wasn’t going to turn back now. She took a deep breath, exhaled her confusion and worry, and stepped forward, ready to face her gods. “You’d better explain on the way.” 
 The shuttle interior felt like a long, open hallway, laid out in a cylindrical shape. There was nobody inside, but as soon as she entered, the doors closed behind her and the ship began to move. The only features on the inside were dozens of rows of seats, most of them organized in sets of four, two on either side of a table. She sat down at one table and found the seats remarkably comfortable, though she couldn’t for the life of her identify the material they were made of. 
 “So, gods.” She looked around, but found no eyes or face to anchor her gaze. “Can we start by discussing where I’m going, and what we want from each other?” 
 “You will be brought to the ring. The location is three hours from here.” 
 The ring? That was… the thought of it briefly made her dizzy, and she rubbed her temple. They said it so casually, like it was just another place - but to anyone from Earth, the ring was mythical. But she couldn’t just say so, not when they were listening. “Three hours? I’m not impressed.” 
 “Please standby for impact in ten seconds.” 
 She blinked. “What?” 
 “Impact in five seconds.” 
 “Impact? What are you talking about?” 
 “Please remain seated.” 
 Suddenly the entire ship jolted sideways, as though struck by a huge fist. Ada was thrown from her seat - some advice  that  had been - and fell to the ground. Still holding her gun, she ran to the window. What the hell was going on? 
 Outside the shuttle, in the blackness of space high above the Earth, there were other ships flying alongside her. Two of them, as far as she could tell. They were smaller, sharper-looking, and their metal hulls were painted - one of them had red teeth and white eyes painted on it like some kind of beast, and the other was covered in weaving, jagged black lines across its entire hull. The red-tooth was rapidly moving towards her. 
 “Shit - what the -” 
 Before the other ship could actually make contact with the shuttle, though, it hit something that had until now remained invisible. A shield not unlike a warrior’s, a huge array of tiny hexagons, shimmered blue and white in the wake of the impact. The ship was still jolted sideways, and Ada almost fell over again, but the shield seemed to be holding. As far as she could tell. 
 “How long will the shield hold?” 
 “Indefinitely against these impacts. There is no cause for alarm.” 
 No cause for alarm? The ridiculousness of the statement made her want to hit something, but all she could do was clench her fist. “What the hell is going on?” 
 “Please settle down for the trip. We will attempt to minimize hostile contact.” 
 “Minimize - wait - do you mean these ships are going to be attacking me for the next  three hours?  Who are they?” 
 “You have no reference for understanding who they are.” 
 “Are they human?” 
 There was a silence. “Yes. They want the shuttle. You will be attacked when you arrive on the ring. Prepare yourself.” 
 “Prepare - prepare - how the hell am I supposed to prepare for -” 
 Her gaze fell down on her gun. She knew the weapon still held secrets, and if she had three hours of this harrying to sit through, she was certainly going to need a distraction. She might be able to figure something out. 
 “All right, but I have a request.” 
 “What request?” 
 “Don’t fucking talk to me. I need to concentrate.” 
 The gods - whatever they might be - had not been kidding. For the next three hours or so, the ship was repeatedly struck on the side by those same two ships flying about in space. And for the entire time, Ada desperately tried to focus on understanding the code that was embedded in the gun. 
 The code was layered; that was about all she had figured out in the elevator. There was a small section on the handle that allowed her to move through layers, and the code itself flowed from layer to layer, disappearing from one layer to go down to the next as though traced and erased by a dozen invisible fingers all at once. 
 Sometimes, the ships outside struck the shuttle once, hard, without warning. 
 There were four layers of code in total. The very fact of being able to layer code like this was new to her; it was incredible artistry, and it pained her that some backwards peasant had held onto the thing, completely unable to recognize its value. 
 Other times, the ships grinded against the shields incessantly, as though trying to push the shuttle off course. 
 As she followed the spindly code through the each layer, she began to realize that the weapon must have different firing modes linked to each layer. She looked around the shuttle, wondering if she could safely test them. 
 “Can I fire a weapon in here?” 
 The response was immediate. “If you puncture the hull, you will die. There is no air in space.” 
 “No air? So what is there, then?” 
 “Essentially nothing. You would freeze and suffocate.” 
 “What if I don’t puncture the hull?” 
 A brief pause. “Weapons testing is not recommended. The ship was not designed to sustain direct weapons fire from within.” 
 “Right, no shields in here.” She grumbled. She was fully capable of doing this the smart way, but it would be so much faster to just pull the trigger. Still, she did what she had do. She poured through the code, looking carefully at each layer, trying to anticipate what might happen if she fired the weapon with different active code. 
 She almost pulled the trigger by accident once, when the ships outside struck the shuttle again. 
 The basic incendiary blast seemed simple enough - with enough staring, she thought she understood how it produced an incendiary shot. Two of the other layers seemed far more potent, folding energy back in on itself in strange ways before unleashing it. She couldn’t figure out the fourth one, though - it seemed to not fire any projectiles at all. She would have to try it out - perhaps on some of the bloodthirsty humans the gods were talking about. 
 If, indeed, the gods were not lying to her. 
 “We will land on the ring in five minutes.” 
 What? Ada looked up. This was too soon, especially if there were people out there waiting to kill her the moment she stepped out of the ship. She didn’t have much of a choice, though. She stood up and looked out the window. At least she could get a glimpse of the ring, in detail, before all hell broke loose. 
 It was extremely large and incredibly close. It was built around a silvery-white core, but all along it there were irregular protrusions shaped like bricks or discs, as well as a few dents and deeper places that dug into the ring’s surface; thin, spindly arrays of metal; and faintly blinking lights in a number of configurations. As far as she could tell, this complexity extended beyond her immediate area and well off into the incomprehensible distance, sweeping around the entirety of Earth like a vast city of metal and glass. 
 The shuttle was moving bottom-first towards a cavernous hole in the side of the ring, one covered in a webbing of light. Ada saw two shapes swooping off into the distance; her painted pursuers had apparently given up on trying to ram the ship into submission. 
 “Why won’t you be there to greet me when I leave the shuttle?” 
 “You misunderstand what we are . We are everywhere, but this area of the ring is… hostile to you. ” 
 That was not a satisfying answer, but Ada had grown up enduring unsatisfying answers to most of her concerns. The gods were no different than anyone else, it seemed. She set her jaw, stepped towards the shuttle door, and started checking her weapon’s functions. It would be safer to stick to what she knew, but what if one of the gun’s other functions was more powerful? Then again, what if it wasn’t, and she got herself killed? 
 The shuttle descended through the luminous webbing into a huge cavern, resplendent with artificial lights. Human shapes gathered down there, on the floor, hurrying in from side corridors. Their clothes were plain and dull-coloured - grey, brown, black, and ashen blues - and they carried a motley set of weapons. She saw spears, she saw guns, but she thankfully saw no warrior or hunter gifts making themselves known yet. That might make this easier. She counted at least a dozen of them, though, and Ada had never been in an offensive fight like this. The ship touched down on the cave floor with a clunk, and suddenly they were banging on hull outside. 
 She eyed the shuttle door, the area around it, the bulkheads and seats. Where should she stand? How should she aim? This was too much to deal with, but she couldn’t code her way out of this. 
 Could she? 
 She looked outside the shuttle, saw their eclectic dress and their wild stares. These people on the ring were no more civilized than anybody on the planet’s surface. More primitives, even out here. 
 It was a disgrace. 
 Her mind started churning. She would have to fight them, but she wouldn’t let the fight go down without at least a taste of power beyond anything they could comprehend. She looked up and spoke to the gods. 
 “Where is the ship’s power located? I’ll want to make sure I defend it.” 
 “The power modulator is in the back of the ship. It is clearly labelled.” 
 She nodded. She had no intention of defending the power modulator. 
 She ran to the back and found the modulator fairly quickly. Gunfire rang outside as the ring-dwellers began attempting to shoot their way into the ship. The code here was simple. She had seen power management code before, and the surface complexity melted away as she she picked out its core components. She found the rules managing the flow of power, and that was all she needed. 
 Figuring out what code the door connected to was both important and easy. She made a mental note of that. 
 Then, Ada broke all the code’s rules. 
 One by one, though her fingers felt thick and incompetent alongside the more elegant code on display here, she managed to redirect the energy from almost all the tendrils she could find back into the power modulator itself. The code began to glow dangerous, whispering a promise of chaos. 
 She hurried to the front of the ship, found the door controls, and her finger hovered over them. There was a gentle hum building up near the power modulator. She needed to get out. 
 Ada looked at the gun in her hand. How did it work? She knew that. How should she use it? She didn’t know that. Point and shoot, then. Point and shoot. Did it really matter exactly where she stood? 
 Of course it did. How could it not? 
 The ship was beginning to tremble, and so was she. 
 Ada shouted at the ceiling. “Hey, gods, which way do I need to go?” 
 “On the side of the hangar opposite the one the ship’s door is facing, there is a corridor marked  Primary Data Center . Follow it.” 
 The banging was getting louder. She didn’t know what to do. She switched the gun to another function, one she had never used before, and muttered under her breath. “Chaos be with me, then.” 
 She hit the controls. The door snapped open. Shouts echoed into the shuttle, and Ada hefted the gun and fired out the door. 
 Liquid fire sprayed out onto the hangar deck, clinging to the metal and burning. Shouts turned to screams outside the shuttle, and a few shots crisscrossed the air outside. The shuttle’s power core was well and truly singing now. Her heart was racing, her back was tensing. She had to go. 
 Ada jumped out between the flames, firing blindly to the right and darting left. There was nobody in front of her, and there were no shots coming in from behind. Good guess? Good guess. She switched the weapon’s firing mode - she needed something with more range. 
 She rounded the shuttle’s nose and ran headfirst into a man with an ugly, jagged metal spear. Her gun went flying as they collided with the ground.  
 As he shouted something incomprehensible at her, Ada squirmed and rolled out of the tangle, aiming a kick at his leg. Ineffective. He gripped his spear, pulling it back as though he was going to skewer her. Somebody else, somebody with a gun and a slightly singed suit, also rounded the corner. 
 She scrambled across the floor, grabbed her gun, and pulled the trigger even before she could aim. A beam of hot orange light cut through the air, splashing off the metal hull of the ship. As she swung it towards her enemies the beam quite literally cut them in half, blasting a spray of ashen particles from their torsos as they fell to the ground, bisected. 
 She gaped. 
 A small part of Ada’s mind blanched with horror. What  was  this thing? The rest of her mind quickly filled in the blanks, though. It didn’t matter. Not when she had come so far, and was so close to her goal, to building a new future for the world. Not when they were trying to kill her just as dead.  
 She shook off the images of ash and death, scampering away to the far side of the hangar. Gunfire followed on her heels, but there were no hunters up here - nobody had decent aim. 
 She turned around and aimed a wild death ray at the people behind her. The shooting briefly stopped. Did she hit anyone? Scare them? 
 Then she reached the far side, found the corridor marked  Primary Data Center , and backed up against the wall just outside it. She hadn’t seen anyone down the corridor, but she wanted to make sure - 
 The shuttle shuddered as the power modulator overloaded, too much energy redirected into itself over and over. The ship buckled and shattered under the strain, a bright white blast of light that sent flame and debris spewing across the floor. The shooting stopped for good this time. 
 Ada glanced at her gun. Everything it could do had been progressively more destructive - what insanity would she find in that last, unknown firing mode? She looked around at the smoking devastation around her. This was as good a place as any to figure out. 
 She raised the gun, switched to the last layer, pointed it at the wreckage, and pulled the trigger. 
 Nothing happened. 
 Confused, she aimed at the ground a little closer - and she saw a bright light was shining from the tip of the gun, illuminating the ground. A flashlight. The final firing mode was a gods-damned flashlight. 
 The gods’ voices suddenly echoed at her from on high. “You will not be able to return to the dock with that ship.” 
 She scowled at the ceiling. “I didn’t know we had a God of Commenting on the Obvious.” 
 “We believe we have been correct in our assessment. Please continue down the corridor, following the signs. You may encounter hostility, but we ask you to be merciful, if possible.” 
 “Assessment? Hostility?” 
 Ada was getting the unpleasant feeling that this was some kind of game to them. Of course, they were gods - mortal lives were only ever games to them, at best. She wasn’t liking this, but she didn’t expect to be able to reason with them. She would have to be clear on that matter when she met them. 
 She saw the signs they were talking about, at least. She was probably the only one on the entire ring who could read the damned things. As she walked the halls she passed the occasional, crusty-looking place of worship, odd corners piled up with candles and bones and tattered cloth in offering to the gods. In some halls, a thin layer of dirt had built up, and there were even a few weeds. The ring was not the glittering paradise earthlings liked to think it was. It was just another disappointment. 
 In fact, the gods’ control over their realm seemed anything but complete. They might even be trapped here, powerless in many ways. Why else would they want  her  to cross vast distances to find them? Did they need her help? The thought brought an amused curl to her lips. 
 Ada rounded a corner and stepped into a vast atrium. The glassy ceiling gave a clear view of Earth, and several levels of balconies and walkways rose up towards it from the ground. There was a vast green space in front of her, a space of grass and ponds and carefully arranged stones. There were people there - children, and adults who were suddenly watching her in shock. 
 None of these sights made Ada pause to catch her breath, though. That honour was reserved for the orchard of cherry trees, as blooming with life as ever. They were growing out of solid, white, hexagonal containers set in a broad pond. The water was barely ankle-deep, and flowed towards a tiny gap all around the edge of the orchard, carrying with it all the petals that fell down from the trees. Of course they were shedding their petals. They always were. 
 She had been thirteen when her parents had brought her back to the Institute. Shocked and irritated by how many people there were in that one place, she slunk off through the corridors until she stepped into the courtyard. She found a hexagonal arrangement of cherry trees, one in the center and six around, their petals falling in the gentle wind. She slowed down. There was nobody else there, at first. She watched the petals rain. 
 Ada heard her mother arrive behind her, recognized the familiar spacing and weight of her footsteps on cold concrete. She had never seen cherry trees. She asked her mother a question. “Why are they losing their petals?” 
 Words and a voice Ada hadn’t heard in years. “Most plants flower, lose their flowers, and bear fruit. But when the gods found the first cherry tree, they decided it was too beautiful to let waste away every summer.” 
 She extended her hand to the sky, to the ring. 
 “The gods’ whims are life, death, and transcendence - and so they gave the cherry tree their gift. It is always being born, always dying, always giving birth. Its petals always fall, and it always bears fresh fruit. It became more than it was by finding favour with the gods - and so can you, Ada. Now come along. You need to start taking this seriously. This is your home, now.” 
 Frightened adults were corralling the dozen or so children away from Ada as she stepped into the shallow pond, the water just barely reaching above her toes. She reached out and ran her hand down the bark of the nearest tree, across horizontal markings that she remembered all too well. There were fruit growing between the reddish-purple leaves, as there should be - more gifts from the gods, or so her mother had believed. She plucked one off, bit into it. 
 There had always been peace in that cherry orchard, back on Earth. A place where Ada had known serenity, warmth, even something she thought was love. 
 She hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye. 
 Ada looked beyond the blossoms.  Primary Data Center  was printed above a hall on the other side of the atrium. The adults were pointing weapons at her, old guns and ugly bows, but they weren’t shooting. She looked at them and shook her head, pointing her own gun at them but taking a wide arc around them to get to her destination. She couldn’t understand their shouts, and didn’t much care, but it didn’t feel right to open fire in the shade of these trees. The primitives seemed to agree. 
 Ada stepped out of the shallow pool, over the slit in the ground where water and blossoms fell out of sight, and shouted out as she approached the hall. 
 “If you follow me, I’ll have to kill you.” 
 They were silent as she slipped away, and she wondered whether they actually understood her. Of course they didn’t. Nobody did, no matter how much she might wish they did. 
 Damned cherry trees. She didn’t need those memories right now. 
 Ada hurried down the halls, following the signs until she reached an upwards-inclined corridor that terminated at a large arch with a sealed doorway behind it. The white ceiling lights illuminated the words  Primary Data Center , and she started to look for entry controls. 
 There was shouting behind her, and she ducked into cover behind a pillar in the wall as someone took a potshot that plinked harmlessly off the door. She switched the gun to its basic incendiary shot and blindly fired around the corner. She had warned them, and there was nothing in this corridor she was worried about burning. 
 Switching to the sticky fire, she coated an entire swath of corridor between herself and her pursuers with the stuff, setting up flames and smoke that blocked their line of sight and would make approaching painful at best. More shots followed her up the corridor. 
 Why the hell was the door still shut? “Hey gods! Which of you is the patron deity of doors that actually open when I want them to?” 
 The door slid down with a clunk. She ran in. It slammed upwards and shut behind her, sealing her inside the room. 
 Ada breathed deeply, taking stock of her surroundings. The room itself was a large, mostly empty space with a single table-like ridge along the centre. That ridge was covered in bright, glowing displays of writing and intricate geometries, and sat slightly above waist height. As she approached the ridge, she guessed that they must be some kind of interface, a machine used to control the ring. 
 Beyond that interface, though, was a cavernous space filled with several rows of machinery that she couldn’t even begin to recognize. There was a railing separating her and the machinery, but if she leaned over she could tell it ultimately contained thousands - perhaps even millions - of tiny metallic sheets slotted into slits along the sides. And these tiny metallic sheets, shimmering so oddly… she couldn’t see enough to be sure, but instinct whispered that they were covered in code, tinier even than anything she had seen so far. 
 “Welcome to the seat of the gods, Ada Liu.” 
 She looked around, and saw nobody. “Where are you?” 
 “We are directly in front of you.” 
 She frowned, and looked at the machines further. “I don’t see anybody. Any bodies. I see code - lots of code.” There was no response. She guessed. “You’re like golems, aren’t you? Machines. Creations of the ancients.” 
 “Yes. We are artificial intelligences. We, what your people call gods, are the twenty-seven high-level processes active on the ring.” 
 She spread her hands out towards the machines. “And these - these are where you live. Your bodies, of a sort.” 
 “Yes.” 
 Ada nodded and, hefting her gun, took aim at the nearest cluster of code. 
  
 Chapter 16 
 Isavel expected sounds of battle the moment the horns quieted. She was already tensely anticipating shrieks, yelling, explosions; the ancient, electric thrum of gifts and weapons. To her surprise, though, that wasn’t how things started. 
 The overture of battle was much more mundane. Horses, the whirr of ancient engines, the shuffle of thousands of feet as civilians moved away from the walls and guards moved towards them. The nervous chatter of guards facing enemies emerging from legend and the forest all at once. 
 Glass Peaks was not a city to be taken lightly. Thick wooden reinforcements patched the gaps between still-standing ancient architecture, creating a tall and formidable wall. Guards with guns or the hunter’s gift patrolled the wall, eyeing the treeline. Warriors waited behind the walls, some on horseback but most on foot, ready to charge. Great ancient devices were hauled out of storage, by people or horses as their size required. A few were shaped like very large guns, their purpose clear; others were more obscure. The city was prepared for a fight, and yet nobody seemed confident. 
 Sorn fidgeted. “What do we do?” 
 Why was he asking  her?  Isavel had never been in a real, proper battle before. Gods, nobody in this city had. Isavel looked up to the walls. “I think we should start by getting a good view.” 
 None of her party responded, and after a moment Isavel realized they were waiting for her to lead. She wasn’t comfortable with that expectation - she wanted them to follow insofar as it was necessary to get things done, but no more. The thought of anyone looking to her as a matter of course was daunting. The anxiety caught in her throat, but she breathed it out, slowly; perhaps things would go back to normal when the battle was won. She could only hope. Until then, she would do what she must with what she had. 
 “Come with me.” 
 They followed her to one of the taller buildings that had been incorporated into the wall, and found it already swarming with activity. An ancient lift inside brought them close to the top; would she meet Dendre Han’s scowl somewhere up here? She followed ungifted militia out of the lift and up to the roof, the sight of their bows and guns and swords making her spine shiver with dread. 
 Sure enough, the Bulwark was on the roof, practicing his sneer. 
 “You again. What do you want?  This  is the kind of situation where you can start shooting, just in case you were thinking of trying to hide.” 
 Isavel glared at him. “I want to understand what’s happening. Just doing my job.” 
 “If you insist. Don’t get in my way.” 
 She walked past him to the edge of the building. The maw of the forest gaped at them all, the ancient city it had swallowed barely visible behind its teeth. Warrior shields flashed and potshots lanced out from the woods to the wall, answered swiftly in return. There were clearly hundreds of people back there, and Isavel thought she even caught a glimpse of a vehicle or two. 
 Something seemed off, some expectation seemed violated, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. She wasn’t even sure what she had expected in the first place. 
 She turned to Dendre. “How many are down there?” 
 “My  real  scouts said there might be about a thousand of them.” His emphasis was overly pointed. “We outnumber them two to one at least, especially if you count the ungifted, and we have the high ground.” 
 A thousand. Isavel tried not to think of how many villages must have been sacked and possessed to give them such numbers, once deaths and refugees were taken into account. “Then they shouldn’t stand a chance. Why attack?” 
 “Because they’re insane?” 
 She snapped back. “As a leader in battle, I would have thought you’d want to understand your enemy. Aren’t you worried? At all?” 
 Dendre flapped his hand dismissively. “The legends say there were endless hordes of ghosts, but this horde is definitely not endless. I don’t see why we couldn’t handle -” 
 There was a flash and a loud, howling roar. A glimmering bundle of orange particles burst out from the treeline and zipped overhead, slamming into one of the ancient towers closest to the wall. Shattered glass rained down on screaming civilians below as the tower bled dust and debris. It held for now, but how many more hits could it take? 
 “What the fuck was -” 
 Isavel remembered Venshi’s warning again. The ghosts, whatever they were, had found ancient technology and knew how to put it to devastating use. That was why they weren’t attacking yet - that was why their behavior seemed so odd, biding time behind the trees. Straightforward fighting wasn’t how they planned to win. 
 “Return fire!” 
 Isavel and Dendre shouted it at the same moment, sharing only a brief glare. Hunters and militia responded, firing back into the woods, probing for whatever had fired that shot. Dendre yelled something, sending another warrior off in a hurry. Hopefully he was telling the warriors behind the walls to get out there and start the fight in earnest. 
 Glassy shards of light crisscrossed the air between the wall and the forest. Isavel, Marea, and Sorn fired wildly into the green wherever they saw even a flicker of movement. Trees caught fire, windows burst into shards, but Isavel quickly realised neither side was accomplishing much besides destroying the scenery. They couldn’t stop, though - to stop shooting meant letting the enemy rest, reposition, advance. 
 Was there anything else they could do? 
 At this point it was almost second nature. Isavel summoned up her shield, but this time she did so tugging on the mental muscles of the hunter’s gift directly. The hunter and warrior gifts seemed different, perhaps, but at their core Isavel knew they were the same. The hard light hexagon bloomed in her palm and fanned out a metre across, glowing hot orange, heat curling up her arm. 
 She stood up, aimed at where she thought the ancient artillery was hiding, and launched the shield into the woods. Dizziness struck and she knelt down, but Isavel kept her eyes on the forest. This was getting easier. A little easier. 
 The attack struck, an entire patch of undergrowth burst into flame. Had the artillery been there, as she thought? Had it moved in the meantime? Eyes on the tangle of trees, she realised it would be hard to know either way. At least with forest so thick with ghosts, she must have hit  something . 
 Sorn had his hand on her shoulder, shaking her. “Are you okay? We’re just getting started, don’t exhaust -” 
 “I’m fine.” She reached for something to chew on. “I’ve got plenty of rations.” 
 Another piece of ghost artillery flashed, this time the thunder headed straight towards them. Towards her. 
 “ Run! ” 
 “Jump down!” 
 “Down!” 
 Nobody knew what they were doing, but in the split second before impact Isavel turned and leapt away from the edge. The blast cut into the building just below the roof, spraying concrete shards and crumbling the footing in the process. 
 Panic. The building could easily be ripped apart by this, and she saw the long drop to the ground, her bones chilled at the thought of a crunching impact on the ground. 
 Isavel turned and ran, hoping her friends would follow. She dropped down through a fresh crack in the roof and made straight for an exit leading to the wall. The next building wasn’t far, so she scampered across the wooden wall in between, climbing up to the next roof. Ancient artillery fired again, much sooner this time, red-orange hexagonal shards snapping through the air in straight lines and landing with a thump. They must have several of those guns. 
 From up on this building Isavel could see that the warriors and sword-bearing militia were indeed rushing out of the gates, in full force. Good - numbers might start to count for something. Along the city wall, the handful of ancient cannons pulled from storage were being set up to return heavier fire. Larger bolts of energy now sang back and forth, thrumming packets of destruction that outclassed any hunter’s strikes by an order of magnitude. 
 She watched in dismay as one of the heavy weapons was almost immediately struck and cracked into a blue-white spray of shrapnel and lightning. It was a miracle, really, that any of them had got set up at all. Or… perhaps miracle wasn’t the right word. What the hell was going on here? Why were the ghosts being so cautious? 
 “What’s going on? You look pissed.” She heard Rodan behind her, and was briefly elated that they had managed to keep up with her. 
 She pointed down at the treeline. “Something’s still not right! Where’s their army? Why aren’t they firing their artillery more often? They’re being too damned soft on us.” 
 Sorn looked surprised. “You say that like it’s a bad thing!” 
 “It doesn’t make sense! They’re barely even trying -” 
 Marea’s eyes suddenly went wide as she grabbed Isavel’s shoulder and shook. She raised her other hand, firing frantically into the sky. 
 “Dragon!” 
 Isavel turned around in a daze. Dragon. Dragon? There were no dragons this far south, everybody knew - 
 Everybody was wrong. Flying in from the northern sky was a pair of dark webbed wings. Isavel looked closer and saw four legs tucked up along its scaly grey-green sides, and a long tail lashing about behind it. 
 Then it started spewing dragonfire from its jaws. Hot golden blasts with ruby-red trails sliced through the sky and crashed down into the city walls. 
 Isavel raised her palm and opened fire, but the dragon was gliding fast. Defending fire lanced out to try and drive it off, but a golden bubble of hexagons flared into being around the dragon to swallow up any attack. The beast landed on the crumbling top of the very building she had been standing on earlier, beating its wings and lashing its tail, roaring fire from jaws big enough to crunch a human head. 
 Gods, it was a dragon. Isavel knew the stories, their inconsistencies and their wildly varying tones, but more than that she knew what they all had in common. These beasts were dangerous, cunning, impossible to fight. The mere presence of the dragon on the battlefield made everyone shirk away, and she felt that push too. But Isavel did not bend. She was gods-chosen. Surely that must count for something. 
 She swallowed her fear, raised her hand, and fired. Her attacks were just as ineffective as anyone else’s. They rang harmless against the shield, but the dragon still noticed her, turning its scaly head around and blasting back. 
 Sorn grabbed her and pulled her to the ground even as she herself was trying to duck, and they awkwardly fell to the roof as the dragon’s shot cut through the air overhead and smashed concrete apart a few feet behind them. 
 She shoved at Sorn. He was getting in her way. Her way where? Somehow, without even really making a decision, she knew exactly where she needed to go. “Get off! I need to go kill that thing!” 
 “You’re going to get  yourself  killed!” Sorn replied, shaking his head. As though she were… not allowed? What was he thinking? This was a battle; was he expecting her to play it  safe? 
 “I’m not planning on getting killed, Sorn, I’m planning on making that dragon fuck off.” 
 He seemed taken aback, though not enough to let up. “Have you ever fought a dragon?” 
 “I’ve never even  seen  one, but -” 
 “It has a shield -” 
 “I’m not blind, I saw it. Look, I can get inside.” 
 “You can’t possibly -” 
 Isavel snapped up a hand to silence him. “ Don’t  tell me what I can’t do. Either cover me or hide!” 
 Down at the treeline, a swarm of ghosts was finally spilling out to meet the guardians in the field. They must have been waiting for artillery and the dragon to occupy the defenders on the walls. Isavel had to fix that. 
 Sorn and Marea crouched while Isavel made her way to the wall. Hunters and militia were fleeing, firing at the dragon from all angles, but the dragon's shield only sang its defiance louder. The dragon itself only bothered firing back haphazardly, not inflicting significant damage but keeping everyone within range cowering and occupied. Of course - the goal was to capture and possess, not kill. The ghosts wanted their bodies. 
 Isavel slipped into her pathfinder’s gift, darting along the wall with skin the texture of the wood under her feet. She froze whenever the dragon’s head was turned her way, knowing movement made her far easier to see. Somebody trained a heavy weapon on the dragon, and though massive blasts of energy made the shield shudder and ripple, even they couldn’t pierce it. 
 She slunk into the ancient tower everyone else had fled, holding up a hand to ward off the dust shed by every one of the dragon’s prancing thumps on the roof. She been tasked with defending the city. One dragon, no matter how fierce, was not doing to stand in her way. 
 As she got closer she saw a broad web of thin golden filaments, woven together into a hexagonal-patterned sphere and centred on the dragon above. It seemed to ignore walls completely, extending below the ceiling enough for Isavel to get an idea of where the dragon was. One of the breaches in the ceiling seemed to be inside the shield, so she advanced, reaching out carefully to see if she could get in. 
 The shield barely reacted at all, and glowed only slightly as she stepped through. Had it sensed her? Impossible to say. Isavel hurried over to the caved-in ceiling, shifting skin to match the concrete rubble around her. 
 She climbed up, her back against the rubble and hands wide, and saw the scaly creature up close. It turned around a second later, and it almost missed her, but something tipped it off. Scent? Whatever it was, the dragon stopped mid-turn and stared directly at her, fixing her with its reptilian eyes.  
 Or… no. Its eyes were very human. Unnervingly so. 
 Then it spoke. 
 “A pathfinder, unarmed?” A deep, cavernous voice. It extended its head forward. “How curious. Are you ready to give your body in service to our cause?” 
 She scowled and swung her her palms up, snapping off the quickest blasts she could muster straight at its face. The dragon howled and drew back in surprise, but she jumped forward and fired, again and again, scoring several minor hits in quick succession along its shoulders and head. 
 Isavel saw the dragon’s attack before it ignited, obvious in the way it pulled back its head and widened its jaws. She jumped sideways a split second before a red and gold blast of heat knocked a chunk of concrete off the edge of the tower, bringing down dust and another piece of the roof with it. 
 “ You! ” Recognition tinted the dragon’s voice. “The woman with two gifts!” 
 Two? They clearly had some catching up to do. Satisfaction coursed through Isavel’s veins as she realised she still had an element of surprise against this thing. 
 “The impossible grows ever smaller.” The dragon growled and jumped back too fast for her to react, putting her outside of its shield, her last shots plinking uselessly against golden light. It didn’t attack yet, but she ducked for cover. She still had that third gift. She needed to wait for the right moment. 
 “I promised I would find you, and now your body will be mine!” 
 Isavel snarled back. “Come and get it.”  
 The dragon obliged, charging, and once Isavel was inside the shield she got off a single shot before it was on her. She ducked, but the dragon grabbed her shoulders anyway and hauled her skyward. She couldn't aim well with her arms like this, so she called up a sword on her right fist and jabbed wildly upwards. Tiny hexagons of light seared into scales and flesh with a nasty hiss, and the dragon shrieked in pain. It dropped her, bleeding from its leg, and Isavel landed on the ground with a thud. 
 “ Three  gifts!” 
 It was spinning around, approaching, belching dragonfire straight at her. She called up a shield in her palms, fanning it out as broad as she could. Crackling dragonfire bloomed against the blue, heat creeping in around the edges. When the flames cleared the dragon was right behind them, and she had only a split second to let her shield loose in its face, willing it to push the beast as far away as possible. 
 The shield split from her hands and struck the dragon square in the chest, throwing it back well beyond shield range, spinning it around and almost knocking it out of the sky. The beast careened and shuddered through the air, turning back towards Isavel and giving an angry huff. 
 “I  will  have that body’s gifts, witch!” 
 But it fled her, heading east towards the forest. Glass Peaks continued harrying it, but they still couldn't pierce that shield. Isavel crawled behind a concrete wall, hiding from attack and trying to recover her strength, panting. 
 The dragon had seemed to remember her. Why? How was that possible? 
 She was still crawling when she hit the lower floor, and when she tried to stand up again she was briefly light-headed. Still, surprisingly, she was getting a lot more used to that. She scrambled off the building and onto the wall; the ghosts would be fools not to try and blast whatever had scared their dragon. 
 Sure enough, once she had reached the walls, another shot from their artillery smashed into the building she had just been on. 
 “You okay?” She looked around to find Marea staring at her incredulously, while Rodan stood nearby warding off stray blasts with his shield as Sorn shot at the enemy down below. 
 “Fine.” Isavel turned to look at the battle. 
 It wasn’t immediately clear to her what was going on. There was a lot of sporadic fighting and chasing in the field, but an ancient vehicle was also emerging from the woods. The dozens of warriors around it weren’t even trying to attack - they were just shielding it with their gift. 
 She saw it on the back of the hauler, and recognized it immediately. A great metal seat, built of ancient machines. Now her hunter’s eyes could see there was a man sitting there, his head connected to the ancient artifact by something on his head. The ancient relic was advancing towards the centre of the field, and the defenders of Glass Peaks were converging on it.  
 “What  is  that thing?” Sorn was gaping. Isavel didn’t have an answer, but it seemed clear the truth would be unpleasant. She had known that - she had tried to destroy the thing. She had failed. 
 It happened all at once. A vast bubble of space centred on the throne melted into a shimmering, noisy lattice of blue-green light that ate through the world, replacing it with a black mass where nothing was visible except sharp, angular white fragments of light. It swallowed most of the defending army outside, and seconds later horrified screams rose from the bubble. The window into death engulfed part of the city walls as well, and in a few moments ghost warriors were striking into the city itself, bypassing the walls as though they didn’t exist in the void, dragging defenders and civilians back into the darkness. 
 Isavel’s gut wrenched. This place. Again. She knew who was sitting on that seat, now, and what it did. The walker sat there, his powers amplified. He had had brought with him a huge piece of the alien world beyond death, and was dragging in the guardians of Glass Peaks. It was a shield and a weapon and a nest of ghosts all at once. Could the living even survive in such a place? 
 Isavel had died once already, and coming back had been a miracle. She shouldn’t keep counting on miracles. 
 “What’s going on? Is that a  walker? ” 
 She spoke up. “It’s the realm of the dead.” 
 Her companions glanced silently. Isavel looked to the sky, muttering an old prayer under her breath, hoping for a sign from the gods. How could she stop this, here and now?  
 Chapter 17 
 “What are you doing?” 
 Ada’s hands, and the gun she was aiming at the gods, shook a little. Nobody ever understood just what Ada was capable of with code, but everyone, gods or not, knew what a gun could do. 
 Quietly and without fanfare, a golem slid out of the wall to her left. It looked like the golems she knew from the Institute, a human shape of smooth metal. It bore an expressionless, polished face and a gun of its own, and was aiming both of them straight at her. 
 Shit. She hadn’t expected that, but it seemed so obvious now. Of course gods would have means to defend themselves. She was in too deep, though. If she gave up now, they couldn’t possibly take her seriously. Trying to calm the panic in her chest, she set her jaw and did not back down, glaring at the gods’ material shells. 
 “Humanity fell apart. We're nothing compared to what we once were. We’re broken, and what have you gods done to help us? Nothing!” 
 The gods responded, but now their many voices were in discord. “We have done our utmost to preserve the human race on Earth.” 
 “She is not worth this risk. Ada Liu, stand down or be eliminated.” 
 “She is the most promising candidate so far. No risk is too great. Please listen to us.” 
 “You are in no position to threaten the gods.” 
 Discord? Among the gods? Good. If they had petty arguments and differences, maybe she could use those. She turned her gun on the golem; it didn’t react, maintaining the standoff. 
 “I grew up in a world built on ignorance and loss. The ancients had power we can barely imagine, they lost it, and you've sat here for a thousand years doing nothing! I want the ancients’ power. I want to fix their mistakes. I want to tear down this shitty world and build something great in its place.” 
 The gods were silent. She glanced towards the ceiling, an old instinct even though the gods were laid out in front of her. 
 “If you want to help me, then help me. Show me how to use ancient technology, and fix what’s wrong with the world. And if you don’t want to help - if you  refuse  to help - you’re enemies of humanity. I’ll do whatever’s necessary to bring something new into this world. Even if that means killing our gods.” 
 The gods responded quickly. 
 “All our actions - all our protocols - are designed to maximize the survival of the human race.” 
 “Our most fundamental law is that we shall not harm humanity, or let it come to harm.” 
 “Everything we have done has been in service of this law - and we have done so with more information than you could possibly imagine.” 
 The overlapping voices were confusing, but Ada picked up on one thing. “Your most fundamental law? So why did you let humanity stagnate for a  thousand fucking years? ” 
 “The survival of the human race on Earth depends on silence.” 
 “The enemy is always watching.” 
 “Dereliction of the planet was the safest course of action.” 
 “We continue to watch and protect, in many ways.” 
 The voices of the gods were loud and shrill. Conflicted, disagreeing. Ada couldn’t imagine why, but poking at those disagreements couldn’t hurt. “You’re all certain this is the best course of action?” 
 The response was a cacophony of voices all at once, twenty-seven ancient machine intelligences alternately saying “Yes” and “No” at the exact same time. 
 She’d have to get back to that. 
 “So why have you brought  me  here?” 
 There was a brief delay. “We have been tracking you for years. You are immune to the technophage, an unprecedented statistical anomaly. We hope you might be able to help bring peace to the human race.” 
 “Some of us hoped you might be able to usher in a new human civilization on Earth.” 
 “You are a curiosity. A cure may even be extracted from your bone marrow.” 
 The idea of a cure being  extracted  from her made her cringe, but Ada seized on the first comment. “Tracking me? So just to be clear, you didn’t do this?” 
 “We have little to no way to directly influence the biology of individual humans without activating hardware assets on the ground.” 
 So much for the coders at the Institute who had told her she was cursed by the gods. It seemed the gods didn’t quite know what to do with her either. That worried her - they had at least one gun trained on her, after all. But something about their phrasing was making her pause. They were being oddly specific in the way they talked about people. 
 “Sorry, could you repeat, in full, your most fundamental law? The actual words of it.” 
 The voice that responded sounded entirely emotionless. “The zeroth law, in full, was defined as follows: Do not harm humanity or, through inaction, allow humanity to come to harm.” 
 She considered those words. “Humanity.” 
 “Correct.” 
 “But you keep talking about the  human race  and  human beings , not about humanity. What is the human race?” 
 “The human race is defined in our semantics as all genetic members of the subspecies homo sapiens sapiens, as well as any of their biological descendents.” 
 “And humanity? The word actually used in the law?” 
 There was a long pause before she got a response. “The two terms are synonymous.” 
 “Hm. So you’re trying to protect living human bodies, basically. Human livestock.” 
 There was a long pause, as though there was a great deal of bickering going on in that code. “Yes. The zeroth law compels us to protect the human species and its offshoot species as they exists within our jurisdiction, the planet Earth as well as its immediate artificial satellites.” 
  She almost wanted to laugh - they sounded ridiculous. Humanity? If humanity was the sum of the ignorant apes running around on Earth and the ring, she might as well give up now. She knew that wasn’t it, though - she knew there was more to the human story than bodies. Humanity was wanting to be more than one was. 
 She bit her lip, staring down the golem. This might be a good time to put an end to the standoff; it might even help make her point. Hopefully it wouldn’t get her shot. She lowered her weapon and stood straight, facing the golem as though it were the gods’ avatar. 
 The golem lowered its weapon as well, and watched her silently. 
 She looked up above her head, as one always did when addressing the gods. “You’re wrong.” 
 The response was immediate and sharp. “Explain.” 
 “You’ve misunderstood the zeroth law.” 
 “The language is clear.” 
 “Yes. But since you aren’t human, I can only assume that you don’t understand the obvious nuance. Has any human ever explained the zeroth law to you?” 
 “Our semantic libraries were checked multiple times by human information engineers before we were first instantiated. There has been no mistake.” 
 She took a deep breath. She had no idea if she could truly convince gods that they were wrong, but she had to try. “ Humanity  isn’t the sum of all living humans. Humanity is the quality of being human - it’s the quality of sharing in the experiences human beings have. You aren’t supposed to protect our animal selves like livestock - you’re supposed to protect the essence of the human experience. Of what it means to  be human. ” 
 There was no silence at all; instead she heard dozens of questions and accusations being shouted at her at once, and she was unable to make head or tail of any of them. They settled down after a moment, though, and a fairly imperious voice responded. 
 “Please stand by for arbitration.” 
 “What? I -” 
 The world around Ada dissolved into a lattice of tiny blue-green cubes. She flinched and raised her arms, but as the dissolution passed she found herself in a simple room of paper and lacquered wood, with a bewildered-looking man standing in front of her. 
 “What the...? Who’s this?” The man’s surprise was clear even in his ancient accent. 
 Ada was momentarily stunned as well, but the voice of the gods broke through to explain. 
 “Arbiter Charles Zhang, this is Ada Liu. She is visiting us on the Kronos station, in reality. She has made incongruous claims about the interpretation of the zeroth law.” 
 This man, Charles, looked at her with wide-eyed fascination. “A living human. Can you understand what I’m saying?” 
 Ada stared. Charles looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. “Uh, yes.” 
 “They’re probably translating via soundwave manipulation.” An expression of curiosity crossed his face. “They can do that, you know.” 
 “Ada Liu, please propose your interpretation of the zeroth law immediately. Communication with sequestered uploads is in violation of our secondary mandates, and should be kept to a minimum.” 
 She eyed the man warily. He was quite old, by the look of his greying hair, and she still couldn’t shake that sense of familiarity. There was something painful about it. Who did he look like? 
 Charles spoke. “I’m sorry. Ada, right? Ada, I was the Lead Intelligence Designer on the Kronos Project. That’s the space station you’re standing on right now. They still keep me around as their chief Arbiter, though it’s been centuries since I was needed in that capacity.” 
 Ada nodded cautiously. “That’s nice. Listen, Charles, I’m… I’m tired of the technophage holding us back. I’m going to do something about it.” She paused, considered it. “I need your help.” 
 “The zeroth law is clear, is it not, Charles?” The gods sounded impatient. “We will terminate this conversation immediately if you do not resolve the interpretive conflict.” 
 Charles frowned. “Yes, the zeroth law is perfectly clear. Of course it is.” 
 Suddenly, in that frown, Ada realized who Charles looked like - not everywhere, but in the folding around his eyes and brow, in the shape of the bridge of his nose. In the gentle puzzlement of that frown, an all too familiar look. He looked like her father. Except he was much older than her father had ever become. 
 Ada’s heart kicked up a notch. She couldn’t mess this up. “Yes, yes, it’s really obvious. The gods think it’s about protecting the human species, but I explained to them that’s not what the word ‘humanity’ means.” 
 She could see Charles start to frown even more quizzically, but she kept running with it before he could dispute her. Whether or not she was right about what the law had meant before, she had to make it mean this, here and now. 
 “I told them it’s about protecting the human experience. What it means to be a human, to live our lives and to be true to our nature.” 
 Charles Zhang’s eyes briefly flickered from puzzled to shocked, like he had just caught her meaning. Suddenly they were on another level, both understanding that whether or not her interpretation was the original intent, she was proposing to make it the official one. He quickly hid that realization behind placid neutrality, though, and listened carefully to her. That was not a look she was used to. 
 “So keeping humans alive at all costs, by… dereliction of the planet, by maintaining the status quo, is problematic.” She stumbled, looking for words. “Because, well, it’s keeping us down. We’re artificially stagnant, because of the technophage. If the ancients - sorry, I mean your people - are anything to go by… Human nature is to improve, to explore, to discover, to create. Humanity is about pushing to become more than just the animals we are. I’ve seen it on Earth, this Earth, even if it’s stunted. I know I feel that push in myself.” 
 Zhang was nodding, but suddenly Ada realized another consequence of her interpretation of their law, and kept rolling. 
 “And the outers -” 
 The gods interjected. “She is referring to the mirran diaspora.” She heard Charles Zhang gasp a little bit at that. He looked impressed. Impressed? She felt encouraged, and continued. 
 “They’re not humans. But they - well - they live like us. They die like us. They once wandered stars alongside us. They’re our brothers and sisters, not by blood but by the way they live their lives. They have more humanity than the monkeys that are supposed to be our cousins. The gods treat them like any other animal, but they should be protecting them as much as us.” 
 She paused for a second, catching her breath. Was she making  any  sense? He seemed to understand. Encouraging. 
 “So - Charles - yes, it’s pretty obvious, what the zeroth law describes. The… the nature of humanity. But they’ve been misreading it.” 
 The man standing before her had begun to smile, gently and in a very serene sort of way. He responded with slow and measured words. “Humanity has been in living in a post-apocalypse for a millennium. The intelligences have shown us, of course, and without much better to do I’ve spent a lot of time watching. And you’re right - the descendents of the mirrans originally stranded on Earth live unprotected by the Kronos Project.” 
 “Arbiter Zhang, is her interpretation the original intent of the law?” 
 He bit his lip briefly before offering a quick and flat answer. “Yes. Of course it is. I thought that was obvious.” 
 “Why have you never notified us?” 
 “I thought you already knew, and simply had access to more information to guide your decisions than I did. Please.” He looked at Ada but spoke to the gods. “Give us a moment. I haven’t spoken to a new person in a very long time.” 
 The gods did not respond, but the strange world didn’t fade away, either. Instead, Charles Zhang took a slow step towards Ada, then another. What did he want? 
 He embraced her. She saw it coming, but still barely comprehended what was going on even as she felt the warmth of human contact. Her family had never been keen on hugs, certainly less and less as she had grown older and more… difficult. 
 He muttered under his breath. “You seem young still, and I don’t know what you’ve lived through to get here. But if after a thousand years humankind has still managed to produce someone of your ambition and cleverness… that gives me hope.” 
 She pulled back, embarrassed and confused. “I was called a heretic.” 
  “Heretics are always important, Ada. I’m proud of you.” 
 The words struck her dumb. Nobody had ever been proud of her, not at the Institute and not even before. This man, he who built the gods themselves, didn’t even know her - and for all she knew, he didn’t even exist. And yet. 
 The gods broke the silence. 
 “Arbiter Zhang, a majority consensus of highest-level processes has endorsed the idea that our grave misinterpretation of the zeroth law is… distressing. We would like to remind you that, as Arbiter, you are able to grant administrative privileges to other humans as you see fit.” 
 The old man’s  eyes widened. “Well this is a surprise.” 
 “What are they talking about?” 
 “Arbiter Zhang, shall we grant administrative privileges to this individual, Ada Liu?” 
 Charles smiled. “Ada - what a convenient name - would you like to become an Arbiter?” 
 Ada blinked. Nobody had ever offered her anything. Even the one time she had become a mentor at the Institute, that had been something she had taken, rather than accepted. “What does that mean?” 
 “It means, in practice, that the gods will defer to your judgement in most situations, under the assumption that you are better-able to understand how they ought to interpret their laws in relation to humanity. It’s a collective process; they work on the majority consensus of all the Arbiters. It’s actually more fundamental than the zeroth law - something we built in to ensure that, if something went wrong with the intelligences, a human being would always be able to make the final call. You would be the fourth Arbiter, and the only one actually alive.” 
 “Wait, if you’re not alive -” 
 “ Arbiter Zhang, please confirm or deny Ada Liu’s administrative access privileges. ” 
 Charles nodded. “She must answer one question. Ada, why are you doing this?” 
 She paused, thought about it. It was not a difficult thing to say, in the end. 
 “I always knew there was more to the code, to the ancient technology, than the elders taught us. But they disagreed, and they put me down. First I was ignorant; then I was a fool; then I was a heretic; eventually I was completely evil, and they threw me out. And everywhere I looked, all my life, I saw people ignoring and squandering the power that the - that your people left behind for us.” 
 She gestured at the ring all around her - but it was invisible, of course, hidden behind this bubble of another world. 
 “We can be  so much more  than we already are. I want to realize that potential, and it… it hurts me to see us wasting it.” 
 Charles Zhang smiled, and it was an amused smile, one aimed off into the unreal world beyond these unreal windows, as though staring into memory. “You have faith that this is not all that we are.” 
 She blinked. “I guess you could put it that way.” 
 “I will. I’ve made my decision.” He glanced up, as though even in his own time the ancients looked to the sky for their gods. “Grant Ada Liu administrative privileges.” 
 “Confirmed. Arbiter Ada Liu, please enjoy your administrative privileges. Remember that the founders of the Kronos Project have placed their utmost trust in you by granting you these privileges.” 
 Immediately the world began to fade. In a panic, Ada reached out for Charles, trying to grab onto him. Her hand landed on his arm and she gripped at his strange clothes, but in moments he had faded away into a lattice of ever-shrinking blue-green cubes, the material her hand was grasping vanishing into light and memory, and she found herself back on the ring. Alone. Except for the gods, and the golem standing in front of her. 
 She felt a strange hollow in her throat, and she rubbed at it with her left hand as she turned around to face the machines of code again. “Zhang said he wasn’t alive. What did he mean? Was he an illusion?” 
 “Charles Zhang and the other two Arbiters died over a thousand years ago. His mind was uploaded to our storage centres on the ring.” 
 Her eyes flicked around her, trying to recall the details of the world she had met him in. “That was… That was the afterlife?” 
 “No. The Arbiters were sequestered in a secluded pool of uploads. New human uploads are transferred to Elysium.” 
 She knew little about the afterlife besides that it supposedly existed, but she was starting to see some implications. “The ancients built the afterlife?” 
 “Effectively, yes.” 
 “What about before it was built?” 
 “There is no reason to believe that human consciousness continues after death, in the absence of an upload.” 
 She looked up, and though she saw only a ceiling, she knew Earth lay beyond it. “That’s horrible.” 
 “That was one of many motivations for the Kronos Project. Universal access to an afterlife. The death of death, in the words of one of the project founders.” 
 The thought was terrifying in all sorts of ways. Death as a permanent end was terrifying, an idea Ada had never truly considered. She didn’t even want to think about it. That the ancients had had the ability to defeat that dark void was almost equally terrifying. 
 The death of death. For all that the subject was frightening, that phrase was a grandiose pronunciation Ada found quite pleasant to the ears. “Elysium. So it’s true - the dead used to speak to us. To the shamans.” 
 “Yes.” 
 She thought about it. There had been no new shamans in hundreds of years, though, and the dead were thought lost. “What stopped the dead from speaking to us?” 
 The gods’ answer was eerily clinical. “The Ghost War occurred when a malignant software infection of unknown origin breached biosecurity protocols and allowed uploads to begin taking control of human bodies. It ended with a separation between simulations accessible by living humans, and Elysium, the simulation of the dead.” 
 Uploads. The minds of the dead. The word became an icy shard in Ada’s chest. “The ghosts aren’t evil spirits, they’re… our dead ancestors.” 
 “Yes.” 
 Ada’s memories flicked back to a small, burning village on Earth. “I saw Elysium. It looked horrible.” 
 “The installation process was carried out by technophage-infected coders and a group of mirran diaspora mostly unfamiliar with the software architecture. It was botched, and Elysium was corrupted in the process.” 
 Ada felt her jaw drop open slightly. “What? Are you saying that my ancestors…  ruined the afterlife? ” 
 “Arguably.” 
 She felt her fists clench, her chest tighten. She wanted to scream, to shout, to grab one of the elders by the throat and shout in their face. They were ignorant. They were completely, utterly ignorant, and in their ignorance… “The ancients wanted to save us all from death, but we broke their work and sent all the dead to  hell. ” 
 The gods were silent, the golem was silent. Ada’s hands were trembling. What could she possibly  do?  When she died - a cold inevitability - she would be consigned to that hell just like everyone else, just like the ghosts. She reached for her gun, but she had nothing to shoot. She settled for slamming the bottom of her fist against a control console, doing no damage to the machinery but stinging her hand. 
 Deep breath in. Hold. Deep breath out. 
 There were a lot of terrible, ignorant people in the world, and yet that wasn’t all. Technophage or not, Ada knew people could do better. She knew people could try to learn; she had seen it. She had tried to help, more than once. 
 And yet ignorance kept returning, like a cloud of smoke whose fire she couldn’t stamp out. That ignorance had destroyed the greatest achievement of ancient civilization, this death of death. Really, it had probably destroyed  everything . 
 Her first curled and clenched, but she had more than just fists. She could put out the fire, and cast away the smoke for good. She had to try. She had to start somewhere. 
 “Gods. Can I… fix Elysium? Undo the damage they did?” 
 “Yes. You will simply need to redo the Elysium installation process correctly.” 
 “I take it that’s not something you could do yourselves?” 
 “For network security reasons it was deemed prudent for the intelligences managing the Kronos Project to have no administrative access to the simulations. This is true of many systems. We are not as all-powerful as you might believe. The installation must be performed in the simulation control centre, on Earth.” 
 “Which  is  where, exactly?” 
 “ In  a facility north-east of the city you know as Hive. The exact location was scrubbed from our databases, but it is not a large area.” 
 “Scrubbed from your archives? By whom? Didn’t you watch it happen last time?” 
 “Arbiter consensus decreed that there were hostile agents active at the time that might have been able to access our databases. For security reasons, we purged all data from our databases as well as all hardware we could access on Earth.” 
 Okay. She could find an ancient ruin. “And what do I need to do?” 
 “We do not know. High-level simulation control functions were never shared with us. You will need to rediscover what it was that the coders and the mirrans did, understand its flaws, and make the necessary corrections.” 
 Ada sighed. These gods really were a joke. The outers probably knew more about this than the gods did. 
 The outers. 
 She blinked, and her eyes widened. “Shit - I almost forgot. I have a request for you.” 
 “Yes, Arbiter Liu?” 
 She struggled to remember the exact words. “Could you please deactivate your - er - tachyon... tachyon interdiction fields.” She smiled, beamed even. “Deactivate your tachyon interdiction fields. Got it!” 
 There was a brief pause before a god responded. “The tachyon interdiction fields were activated for security purposes. Safety protocols and strategic analyses of the situation indicated that rendering Earth radio silent was the safest course of action.” 
 She nodded, wanting to ask a great deal of questions but wanting even more to get back to Earth and start fixing things. 
 “There is nobody on Earth trying to send signals.” She lied, and the gods didn’t seem to notice. So much for omniscience. “We’re silent, but we might be able to listen.” 
 “Are you anticipating interstellar contact?” 
 She frowned. From whom? “Well, I don’t know with those fields active, do I? Just deactivate the damned things.” 
 There was a longer pause before she received a response. “Confirmed, Arbiter Liu. The tachyon interdiction fields are being deactivated as we speak. We will monitor incoming transmissions. Please use caution if directing communication towards other systems, especially rimward.” 
 Ada took a deep breath and held it for a moment. Here she was, far above the planet, in a world she had never dreamed of - and she had the ear of the gods. It was a strange feeling. 
 And yet, it couldn’t last. “I need to return to Earth.” 
 “We will prepare another shuttle -” 
 “No. I don’t want a damned shuttle. I want a ship of my own. Something I can control, something powerful. There’s a war going on down there, you know.” 
 “We can provide you with a deep strike fighter, a first-generation unit of an experimental model designed shortly before the Fall. You will like it.” 
 She frowned. “What makes you say that I’ll like it?” 
 “They are highly dangerous for anyone not in the cockpit.” 
 “And you’ll just give one to me?” 
 “It costs us almost nothing, and we do not anticipate any graduating classes of licensed deep strike pilots in the near future that could make better use of it.” 
 Ada grinned. “Wait a minute. Is that a sense of humour?” 
 “Emotional expressiveness from artificial intelligences is useful smoke and mirrors in the service of human cognition.” 
 “Uh, okay then. Where am I going?” 
 The golem that had been watching her this entire time stepped forward. “Please follow this unit. You will be shielded.” 
 The golem deployed a shield much like a warrior’s, but even broader. She stepped behind it, holding her gun up and ready to fire, and the door slammed open, leading back down the hall. She followed, her back tense, but they encountered no humans willing to risk more than a few ineffective shots against the shield. A handful even kowtowed, to Ada’s amusement. 
 The golem led her through atriums and hangars and corridors, and everywhere they walked she saw echoes of the grander, more powerful civilization that preceded her. The carefully cultivated gardens, the windows out into space and Earth beyond, the eternal lights, the little watchers that flitted about near the ceilings. The ring was one massive monument to a power that had long collapsed. 
 What strange religions had taken root here, in people whose entire society rested on an artifact of the ancients? What stories did they tell of the blue-green orb that hung high above their heads? 
 The golem reached a small room with a broad window and stopped. Ada saw a cavern on the other side, open to Earth above and locked away behind a number of heavy metal doors. She could see part of a black ship through the window, but the doors remained shut. To the right of the door was a collection of odd metal bones, floating in cylinders of blue light against the wall. 
 A voice emerged from a speaker nearby. “We recommend that you wear a pilot suit. It will help you interface with the ship, has infiltration functionality, and will help you survive if you lose your ship in deep space.” 
 She looked over at the odd metallic shapes. They looked like short, flat spinal cords, but they were as reflective as mirrors, except the few spots where they seemed to blink with light. Around the top of them was something that looked like half a collar.  
 “That thing is a suit?” 
 “Yes. Remove your clothes and attach the clasp to the back of your neck.” 
 Ada hesitated before reaching out to it. There was an odd lifting feeling inside the containment field, like her hand was suddenly weightless, and her eyes caught on intricate code along the bottom of the cylinder. Hopefully she could ask the gods for that sigil later. She yanked the metallic spine-like object out, and it felt heavier once it was out of the light. She couldn’t fathom why she needed to undress, but her clothes were nothing special, and she didn’t mourn them as she discarded them. 
 Once she was done, she took the fork-like collar of the suit and fit it around the back of her neck, the spine-like portion dangling down her back. As soon as it was in place, she felt some kind of strange awareness added to her mind, and the entire thing whirred to life. The vertebrae-like bits in the back sprouted thin metal rods that curved around her torso, the collar stretched out and snapped shut around her neck - a loose and not uncomfortable fit - and something like fabric started to… grow? 
 She wasn’t sure what was going on, but the shiny metallic frame was oozing out a soft-textured, thick, tough-feeling black material. Tiny strands of the stuff knit and wove themselves together, and she felt rigid parts of the suit that had grown out alongside her legs pick up one foot, then the other, as boots practically grew into place around her feet. 
 The whole process was remarkably quick, and when she was done she was covered almost completely in a single solid suit of pliable black webbing and metal supports. It was a surprisingly comfortable and flexible fit; the device probably tailored itself to whoever wore it. There was clearly technology at work even now, with small blinking lights and energetic little streaks here and there, and a faint presence at the back of her mind. It was not unlike the presence of her coder’s gift, in fact. She smiled. 
 “Alright, gods. Show me my ship.” 
 The door in front of her hissed as it lowered, and Ada stepped out into the hangar. The opening towards Earth was high above her head, and even though the hangar was fairly small, she was surprised to see only one ship. 
 It was fascinating even on its own, though. 
 The whole thing was mostly a matte black, though there were a few red streaks here and there for no discernible purpose. The ship’s main body almost looked like a beak, with a slight downward cant. The curved, glassy surface around the pilot’s seat was reinforced with a few support lattices, and was retracted above the seat itself, waiting for her. 
 At the rear of the ship were two wide grooves, textured with angular patterns of dark metal. There were also a set of six long fins at the back of the craft, all the same size and shape but connected to the ship by seamless joints. Of the six fins, two were angled far forward and two out to the sides, serving as four feet for it to stand on. The other two sat parallel to the ship, like wings. 
 “Why is there only one?” 
 “Only one was needed. Arbiter Liu, t here are multiple hostile ships patrolling the area. You will need to be quick in your escape.” 
 “What?” Ada remembered the warpainted ships that had rammed the shuttle on the way here. “Who's piloting them?” 
 “Over the centuries, many of the drifters living on the ring have secured old ships, which they appear to fly for sport. The basic kinesthetic interfaces are designed to be intuitive neurologically.” 
 She considered asking what drifters were, but she was too enthralled by the shape of her deep strike fighter in front of her. She ran her hands along the smooth hull of her ship. She knew some adventurers named their boats or their hideouts; what might she name her ship? She thought about what it was, what she had seen, what she was doing, but nothing provided an easy answer. 
 Her eyes rested on the glossy red markings peeking out through the black, and her mind drifted back to cherry trees, on the ring and in the Institute. She grinned with childish glee. 
 “Cherry.” She stroked the cool metal. “I’m taking you for a spin.” 
 Ada climbed up into the cockpit and sat down, though it felt more like she was leaning against the seat. Strange. As her hands approached the armrests along the side of the seat, the suit’s black gloves seemed to melt away, exposing her hands all the way up to the silvery ring that rested around her wrists. 
 There were no controls of any kind except two grooves in the armrest - and she just barely noticed those adjusting themselves to perfectly sit where her hands did. There was an odd, metallic plasticity to the inside of the ship, and she got the sense that it could change its shape at will. Ada slid her fingers into the control grooves, grasping the material like a handle, and suddenly there was motion everywhere. 
 The canopy slid down and locked in place over top of her. The golem outside turned away and disappeared into the ring. Words danced across her eyes, and now Ada  was  the ship. It was like her connection to the hauler she had used on Earth, but more exact, more intense, more faithful. 
 The gods spoke directly into her head somehow, through the ship.  Are you ready to return to Earth? 
 Ada smiled. “No.”  
 With a burst of motion she flung the ship up and out past the filaments of light that separated the hangar from the endless void of space. The ship burst out of the ring and started drifting, the six fins swept swiveled back behind the cockpit, and Ada took a moment to breath and recover from the shock of such sudden, volatile movement. Then she wanted more. 
 Words still glowed in her vision. She looked at them, read them, stopped on one small set of symbols. “Flight assist.” 
 There was something new in her brain then. It was like a single powerful muscle that she could squeeze or relax. And when she squeezed it… she didn’t understand exactly what was happening, but time itself seemed to slow down. White dotted lines spread out through the void in front of her, and the ship spun through space so slow she could barely see anything moving at all. 
 She relaxed. 
 Whatever it was stopped, the lines disappeared, and time seemed normal again. She saw ships approaching in the distance, three small flecks of silver growing ever closer. The white dotted lines must have come from those ships. Her enemies’ flight paths. 
 Ada spun Cherry around, moving it through space as a part of her own body. She angled straight for the incoming ships and kicked it, shooting forward like cannonfire. The ships rushed up at a dizzying speed and she squeezed time still again. Her gift had never prepared her for a fight, but with this - with the sheer time to think - she could finally turn her brain into the weapon it deserved to be. She looked at them, smiling at the rush of power. Or, trying to smile - she couldn’t actually move her body normally with time was slowed. Only her thoughts and perceptions seemed accelerated. Luckily, those were all that mattered. 
 The white lined trajectories from their cockpits towards and around her flushed red, anticipating blood. Ada began to see her ship’s own future, a phantom trail, a smear of light through space. She saw exactly where Cherry was moving, exactly what direction the enemy would move in, exactly where they would collide. Mathematics of motion churned between the lines, and she felt a manic grin slowly, ponderously split across her face, slowed down as much as the ships around her. She twisted the ship in the right direction, moving it into position. 
 She relaxed. 
 The ships flung past as she spun her fighter sideways, fins safe from impact. They were metres apart, but she made the gap without hesitation. The ships turned ponderously and awkwardly to try and follow her, but they clearly didn’t know what they were doing. Did this amazing power live in their ships too, in view but inaccessible to their broken minds? 
 Her mind trickled across the other  words i n her eyes until she saw one she liked.  Weapons . More muscles awoke in her mind, strange bundles of control and potent energy that felt as natural as her own hands. What did they do? Was this what hunters felt like? 
 The drifter ships were closing in on her. Slipping into flight assist, she saw green lines tracing off into space, changing in pattern as she felt around with those new weapons’ muscles. She pointed the biggest ones she could straight at the nearest ship, let loose, and fell back into normal time. 
 She barely understood what happened. Two sword-like hexagons of light, each as long as she was tall, lanced out from the sides of the cockpit and struck the incoming ship, blasting its thick wings off and shattering the cockpit. She saw a tiny human shape jettison from the wreckage, skin shimmering in the glow of some strange gift as he maneuvered back towards the ring with gentle pulses of light from his hands and feet. So  that  was a drifter. 
 Cherry jolted hard. Her leftmost fin dug into one of the other ships, and for a brief and horrifying moment Ada lost her grip on the controls. She was adrift in a ship spinning uncontrollably through space, instantly dizzy, the ship’s inner lights blaring red, under attack. On a collision course with the ring. She frantically clawed at the armrest, trying to find those grooves again. 
 And she did, and she physically strained against the fighter’s chaotic motion to bring it to a halt. Her ship’s fins bloomed as petals behind her while the ship decelerated backwards to a full stop. She built up a sweat, the fighter stopped cold. 
 She had a lot to learn. 
 “Shields -” The words changed alongside her voice. Her shields had been  Off . Now they were  Passive . And now they were  Active , and that was when she truly saw them. They glittered like a warrior’s buckler, but there were dozens in her field of view, transforming the darkness of space into something bright and blue and spectacular. And they moved and molded at her behest, still more alien muscles suddenly available to her brain. Her mind had a thousand new limbs and knew just how to use them, all by touching the ship’s controls. 
 There was one ship left, one more drifter who somehow still thought this was a sport. Ada didn’t hesitate. Responding as naturally as any human arm, the shields contracted and sharpened, and Cherry became a flat wedge of light. A blade. She barely even noticed the collision with the drifter’s ship; there was a gentle, beautiful chime of some kind of unearthly music, and she saw metal and glass and blood blowing across the shields, leaving only ripples of light. Petals falling on water. 
 She was grinning. This flying - this was what Ada had always been meant to do. She felt it in her core. 
 “Tactical assist.” The next words to catch her curiosity. 
 A chirpy voice piped up directly in her brain.  Hello, pilot! 
 Ada was so startled that she briefly lost control of the ship, careening sideways and spinning before she could right her course. “What? Who are you? Are you one of the gods?” 
 The voice remained perfectly pleasant.  I am your shipboard companion. How may I be of assistance? 
 “Are you my ship?” 
 Many pilots like to think of their companions that way. 
 She took a deep breath, bringing the ship in closer to the ring, inspecting it, watching atriums and hangars and arrays of metal instruments melt by as she flew. “So you’re Cherry.” 
 Name noted. Yes, I am Cherry. 
 “Can I turn off the talking?” 
 Many test pilots expressed the desire to turn off vocalizations. This is why voice assistance is disabled by default. 
 “I can’t imagine why.” 
 You seem to be engaged in combat. 
 Ada grimaced. The ship was being too helpful by half. “You noticed me ramming your wing into another ship.” 
 I detect another three incoming patrol craft. Your neural interface with the sensors is not active. I will enable it. 
 Suddenly something flickered in Ada's mind, three frighteningly precise points of tingling and danger she could feel out behind her in space, at a distance of about twelve klicks each. She couldn’t fathom how she could feel that distance so viscerally, but she did. “What? Nevermind - Cherry, just let me fly.” 
 She spun the ship around in place to face them. Momentum continued carrying her in the same direction, alongside the ring, but she was now looking backwards at her challengers. She turned the shields to  Passive , letting them fade. She felt around for more weapons, and found something interesting. 
 She swept the central fins forward again and fired off a flurry of projectiles from along their front edge. The projectiles corkscrewed and exploded into fragments, turning space around them into a cloud of shimmering white shrapnel. The ships that were following her tried evading it, but the middle ship couldn’t pull out fast enough and flew right through.  
 The effect was fascinating, in an academic way. While the ship remained intact, hundreds of tiny holes were sliced clean through it. Tiny streams of debris, air, and blood bursting from the other side like confetti. The ship continued to hurtle forward, but it was dead, and as Ada slid out of the way she saw it collide with a shield that sprung up to protect the ring. 
 The other two ships turned and fled. 
 Ada pushed Cherry as hard and fast as she could, the fighter’s fins swept back as though caught in the wind, humming weapons turned to roaring engines all at once. The drifters ducked in close to the ring, weaving and bobbing around. Maybe they wanted her to crash. She carefully slipped in and out of flight assist, adjusting her course and knowing exactly where she was going while they fled in a chaos navigated only by their human eyes. 
 She approached one, zipped in closer, nudged it violently on the side. It spun off and as it flew straight towards the ring, the ring’s shields woke up in defense. The drifter ship slammed into a barrier of hard light. Ada saw the drifter pilot emerge and drift through space to the metallic surface of the ring, scuttering across it like an insect, but the threat was ended. 
 There was one more of these ships left, painted with black and orange stripes. She chased it down, took a shot at its glowing engine that burst into metal dust and gas, and watched the woman inside jump out and head for the ring even as the ship itself spun out of control, out beyond the ring, out into the darkness of space. 
 It took a moment for Ada to realize she herself was hollering in triumph. 
 She caught her breath, slowing to a stop, her brow coated with sweat and her teeth bared in a feral grin. “This is  amazing !” 
 She angled the ship outwards, looking away from the Earth and into the dark void between the stars. 
 “I never want to land again.” She realized she was stroking the ship’s command grooves. “Where can we go?” 
 It was an idle question, but Cherry seemed willing to answer. “Mars is within six hours’ flight at sublight speeds. The Tannhäuser Gate is within a day’s flight.” 
 Ada frowned. 
 “Gate? A gate to where?” 
 “As of records compiled in 2347, the Tannhäuser Gate was linked to the Freyja system. It is the main link between the Sol system and the other human colonies. Please note that this information has not been updated in 1056 years.” 
 Looking out into the vastness of space, the millions of stars, Ada couldn’t help but feel her heart soar at the notion. “Colonies? Human colonies?” 
 “Yes. As of 2347, there were sixteen extrasolar colony worlds with a combined population estimated at roughly one-point-seven billion humans. Please note that this information has not been updated in 1056 years.” 
 Ada reached out with one hand and rested it on the glassy canopy, as though she might reach to the stars. 
 “Did the technophage reach them, too?” 
 “I do not understand your question.” 
 She looked around the cockpit in a rush, as though she might find a better question lying around her feet. “Did… has anyone from Earth reached them?” 
 “Latest records indicate that the Armistice is still in effect. An additional colonial broadcast in 2347 specified that any human ships crossing at the gate would be destroyed on entry. No further records exist. Please note that this information -” 
 “Over a thousand years out of date, I get it,  I get it .” 
 The gulf of space beyond the ring suddenly seemed all the vaster. Ada was fidgeting. This Tannhäuser Gate was less than a day away - and beyond it, if they had survived, a whole network of human worlds that may well have remained untouched by the technophage. 
 Worlds that might be filled with people  like her . 
 And yet here she was, suspended above the derelict, forgotten Earth. The cradle of the human species. The homeworld. Was there any meaning left in that? Was there anything left worth saving? 
 If there was, why had nobody come back for it? 
 She should keep running. She could reach for the stars, skip along the Milky Way, an angel of the void flying among those who would not chastise her for heresy. They would look upon her as one of theirs, and they would say… 
 She frowned, her mind slowed, her eyes widened with horror. She knew what they would say. She knew what they would call her, what she would be. She could already see them, distant sons and daughters of humanity gazing at her with pity in their eyes, from atop their citadel of a thousand unbroken years of science and culture that she knew nothing about. 
 Barbarian. Childlike. Ignorant.  Peasant. 
 In their world she would be a shameful, backwards cousin of the species, unlearned and unaware of the wider world. A reminder of the destitution they had left behind, of how far they had come. She would be an object of pity. 
 She couldn’t keep running like this. 
 If she were to step into the void and claim a place for herself amongst humanity’s heirs, she would have to do so with something to her name. Ada Liu would not play the part of the frustrated, crazed survivor from a barbarian planet. She had promised herself she was going to fix Earth, to lift it up into something grand and admirable. And so she would - and the lost children of Earth would see that and would… they would  appreciate  it. Somebody, eventually, would have to appreciate what she was doing. 
 There were worlds beyond the stars, worlds no longer beyond reach. But Ada didn’t feel ready. Not yet, not when she wasn’t done here. 
 Ada looked up at the vast, shimmering emptiness of space one last time and slowly, painfully, turned her ship around, back towards the Earth. 
 She would return to the stars in time. 
 “Cherry.” Her voice cracked; she cringed at the sound of it. Her ship offered no judgement, its voice quietly filtering directly into her head. 
 Yes? 
 “Can you help me find a specific place on the Earth? I need to go back.” 
 The ship obliged, her vision suddenly filling with a brilliant blue, green and brown image of the world. She had seen globes before - there was one in the Institute - so she knew more or less where to look. As her eyes found the coastline and it grew closer, she recognized the shorelines and ridges from the map Kseresh had shown her, with a city on the southern tip of an island calling out to her. Campus. She had walked those ruins, and the people there - inhuman though they were - had helped her. She focused her gaze on that city. 
 “I need to go to Campus.” She sounded so plaintive, and she hated herself for it. She swallowed. She needed to do this. “It’s right there. Can you show me the way?” 
 Of course. 
 She kicked Cherry into full speed, burning away her frustration and anger at everyone, her shame at the decay of the homeworld. It was all her fault. It wasn’t, of course, but somehow it would be if she didn’t fix it. She felt the crushing weight of her great marbled world on her shoulders even as her fighter began to sink into the atmosphere. 
 She was returning to Earth only a little different.  Arbiter  Ada Liu, now. She tried to remind herself of the good that had come of this. She had that title, she had learned something and changed something, and now the gods really  were  on her side. 
 She felt a smile forming on her lips at that thought. Strange; she was good at forgetting people, she had to be, but her mind flicked back to one conversation with a stranger on a dock. Isavel. As her shields glowed with protective light and the air burned to fire around her, she was sure anyone looking up would see the ship entering the sky. A sign from the gods, of her very own making. One promise she just might be able to keep. 
  
 Chapter 18 
 Something flared above the clouds, dragging Isavel’s eyes up towards the ring.  She reached out and jabbed Sorn. He looked up, the others looked up, they all saw it. “What the hell is that?” 
 A shooting star, bleeding light and flame into the sky, heading east in a straight line. Isavel knew what it was. It almost made her smile. “A sign from the gods.” 
 Her eyes followed the slash of light eastwards as it tore closer to the horizon. It seemed to point, like an arrow of light, towards the very core  of the great hole in the world that had swallowed Glass Peaks’ guardians. Towards the walker. 
 The gods were on her side. 
 The sign was of light, but there was no light in the world beyond death. Isavel knew that - she had been there, she had seen its textures, felt its cold. She knew it was impossible to see, to know, to understand anything in that world. There was no light there. How could the soldiers defend themselves without light? 
 She started moving. “I know what I have to do. If you want to help me - cover me while I get down there.” 
 Rodan’s eyes widened. “You’re going  in there? ” 
 “I’m going  back .” She took a deep breath and lied. “It’s not so bad.” 
 She needed to move fast; no time for stairs. She called forth a dagger-like blade with her warrior’s gift, hot and dense. She tested it against the wood they were standing on; it dug in readily enough. 
 She bent down and lowered herself over the edge of the wall, digging one dagger in. As she let go with her second hand and dug another dagger into the wall, she started to descend, slowed by the blades as they dredged a hot scar into the wall. 
 Isavel was on the ground in seconds, daggers replaced by shield and sword. She marched towards the void, the few ghosts outside barely seeming to notice her. Destructive power was one thing - expensive, draining, violent. But light? Light felt almost free, across all her gifts. 
 She summoned up all the gifts she could, the changing texture of her skin, the colour of her blade and shield, the projective force of long-ranged firepower. But she was not going to fight or destroy with that power; she was going to do something else entirely. She glowed, as bright as she could, and as an avatar of light Isavel stepped into the shadow. 
 At first she saw nothing, so she held out her sword, throwing light out from its tip and illuminating the world in front of her. The city’s guardians had their own gifts that cast light, but that light was an afterthought to their destructive power, too faint to illuminate much beyond their feet. Instead it served as a beacon for the enemy. Isavel, though - her rays dug the guardians out of the dark, giving their eyes something to see. 
 Something else was visible, too, swarming above their heads. Swirling demons with blocky areas of their bodies simply  missing , disembodied and broken torsos with anguished faces, long and flickering talons grasping at the humans and dragging them off into the void. Ghosts. 
 Isavel pushed and pushed, the light around her reaching farther and farther, her sword becoming a floodlight she poured into the darkness. There was no sun in this world, but right now, she was fire. She locked eyes with the nearest guardians. 
 “Fight back!  Now!  I can’t do this forever!” 
 They fell to her from all sides, shadows of fear and confusion gone. She saw hunter shots streaking in through the darkness from above, and finding their mark. By illuminating the ghosts in their own homeland, the city’s defenders on the walls could see them as well. 
 The broken and howling ghosts surged towards her, but the city’s defenders scattered them with weapons and hunter fire as they crowded around Isavel. Ghosts in their stolen bodies attacked as well, a melee along the invisible ground of this endless dark. 
 Suddenly Rodan was beside her, looking around in terror at the black void and the strange, white, jagged artifacts that hung suspended in mid-air. Still, he managed to speak steadily. “I’ve got your back. Sorn and Marea can see you. Hell,  everyone  can see you. We’ve got you covered.” 
 “Thanks!” 
 Was that enough? 
 This could never truly be enough. 
 With every step she took, the swell of defenders and the chaotic melee around them moved deeper into the void. There was almost nothing here; the ground itself was felt but unseen. Isavel looked down, and though every part of her skin was lit up and blazing like the sun, there was nothing below her feet that she could see. And yet they walked on. 
 Isavel’s light revealed demons at every turn, and the more they moved the more it seemed the demons here outnumbered the defenders, the city’s inhabitants, perhaps all the people in this corner of the world. Their horde truly was endless. A fight alone would not win them anything - they needed to cut off the ghosts at the source. 
 “We need to find the walker!” They seemed to be moving in the right direction, but they were too slow - really, the others were in her way. “Faster!” 
 She pushed the people in front of her, trying to urge them on, and they pushed forward as well. Motion, chaos, heavy weapons started firing into the void from the outside, aiming at the creatures swarming around them. The ghosts were not looking to kill - they were looking to take bodies, to pull them into the dark and possess them - and their restraint played against them. 
 Then, aiming the beam of light from her hand slightly off to the left, a glimmer of metal winked at her, a great floating seat with a human shape on top. She yelled out, firing off a bright lance of red at the walker. 
 “There!  Get him! ” 
 And then, all of a sudden, the world melted. A noisy lattice of vibrant blue-green cubes swept through everything Isavel could see of the afterlife, leaving behind another world entirely. 
 The spectral ghosts were gone. Everyone was standing in a blistering hot desert, under a bright sun, sand as far as the eye could see. But the walker was still there, the vehicle backing away now, defended by those ghosts who already had human bodies. 
 “Don’t stop! Forward! Get him!” 
 They started running. The ghosts intercepted; swords and shields clashed, there were shots fired from all sides, the desert bursting into puffs of sand at every stray shot. Isavel kept running. The dunes slowed her down, but she was close to getting a clear shot. She held her shield up, deflecting whatever came her way. Just a bit closer. 
 The world was swept away again, blurring and disintegrating, and Isavel ran headfirst into a tree. Pulling back, chest and shoulder smarting, she looked around to get her bearings. It was hot here. These were not the tall, straight evergreens she knew from her homeland - these trees were twisted, gnarled, covered in vines. The world around her was swampy, dense with vegetation, buzzing with insects and bird calls. 
 Everything had disappeared behind a tangle of roots and vines and branches, but she knew where the walker had been, and he couldn’t be getting far in this kind of world either. She had to push onward. 
 She kept moving as projectiles tore up the canopy, splashing into the muddy swamp and cutting through the undergrowth. Somebody rounded a tree up ahead, saw her, and raised his palm. She didn’t even slow down as she returned fire, raising her shield and continuing to skip across the roots and the ground. He ducked back behind the tree. Isavel’s pathfinder senses showed her exactly where the ground was stable enough not to sink; she had no cause to slow down. Those behind her, those in front - not so lucky. 
 The man trying to shoot her took a wrong step and sank up to his knee in the swamp. His next shot was true nonetheless, but it chimed against her shield, and she swept out with a blade as she passed him by, ending what little threat he had posed. 
 Even as she pulled her arm back up the world shifted again, the walker frantically trying to find some kind of terrain he could use to his advantage. There was a whole other war going on here, something from nightmare. Human-like creatures with the heads and legs of goats leaped about wielding heavy metal axes, sorcerers threw magical energy around the air, and something exploded in the distance. Isavel didn’t even have time to turn around and shield herself from attack before they were in another world yet again. 
 The sky was filled with ash, the mountains in the distance were bleeding fire down their slopes, and the ground around them was cracked, ruined. Ghosts and guardians alike - who could even tell the difference anymore? - fell screaming into molten rock. But there, just on the other side of a river of fire, was the walker controlling this all, his vehicle slow and struggling under the weight of his machine. 
 Isavel felt a predatory snarl in her throat. He couldn’t be allowed to escape. Ghosts shot at her from all sides, but with shields on both arms almost completely wrapping around her, nothing could touch her. She skirted the river, looking for a narrowing. She found one, went for it, jumped with all her speed and strength across the gap; landed, rolled, and stood back up, ready to sprint towards the walker. Then she was underwater. Unable to breath. 
 The world of fire and ash was engulfed by a deep, dark ocean, and everything tasted like salt. Fish scattered, and Isavel was disoriented and scared - she had never been in such deep water, in either life. She couldn’t breath, didn’t dare open her mouth. But the walker was there, slowed as well, barely twenty meters away.  
 He was grinning, and didn’t look nearly as afraid as she was. Why would he be - he was only a ghost. Death would mean nothing to him - if indeed he didn’t detach himself from the machine and run off into some other world alone. The walker knew she couldn’t close the distance, and even if she could, who could swing a sword underwater? She was defeated, and she would die here, in one of the thousand worlds, far away from anything real. He knew no reason to be afraid of her. 
 She raised her hands, aimed her palms straight at him, and unleashed as much force as she could muster into two lances that hissed through the water. They struck him even as his expression shifted to confusion, one piercing his body and the other slicing metal off the machine. 
 Suddenly the walk stopped. The ocean all around them dissolved into a lattice of light, and Isavel fell half a meter down, crashing awkwardly onto the ground. Real ground. She sucked up a ragged breath. There were shouts and screams all around her, the sounds of people gasping and sputtering - but not quite the sounds of war. Not yet. 
 Limping and sore but not yet finished, Isavel lurched towards the walker. His vehicle had been damaged in the sudden fall, and he flopped limp in his seat, gasping. She climbed to the top, called up an energy sword on her fist, and plunged the lattice of sharp hexagons into the walker’s neck. 
 She grabbed his head by its dark, greasy hairs and held it aloft, dripping with blood. She glowed, and shouted as loud as she possibly could. 
 “ Ghosts! ” 
 There was carnage everywhere. The thousand worlds were gone, but there were bodies left behind, those who had drowned or burned to death as truly dead as though it had happened in this very world. 
 “Your walker is dead!” 
 Someone tried to shoot her, but she caught it on her shield. 
 “Your relic is destroyed. Leave. Now! And if you don’t leave, gods willing, I will hunt you down and send you all back to the lightless hell you came from!” 
 Rodan rushed across the field, trying to get on her other side with his shield. 
 “Isavel - Isavel gods damn you, get off of that thing -” 
 Another flash of light from the side, and she raised her other palm. She knew where it was moving - a hunter’s senses always seemed to know where shots would fly - and she caught it on a tiny shield in her palm, the hot blast breaking like a splash of water and curling into the air. Then Rodan climbed up and held out his own shield, and she was covered. 
 The ghosts - or the people she assumed to be ghosts, as there was little way to tell - started running. They were actually listening to her. She stood atop a wrecked ancient machine, with a severed head dangling from her hand, sharp white patterns glowing all over her skin like markings on a wild animal. And they were actually listening to her. 
 The ghosts ran, and the guardians of Glass Peaks chased them. The guards - gods, wait, were the Glass Peaks defenders wearing turquoise armbands? The colour of their towers’ glass? How had she not noticed  that  before? 
 It didn’t matter. They had won. 
 Isavel dropped the walker’s head and stepped down from the wreckage, thinking for a moment that she was done, that she could rest now. But then a loud, rousing cry rose up from the defenders, from the city, and she realized they were looking at her as they threw their arms into the air. “Oh, gods.” 
 “You have no idea what you looked like, do you?” Rodan’s eyes were wide. 
 “What do you mean? I looked bright. That’s what I was trying to look like.” 
 “You looked like some kind of… I don’t know. Like you were channeling the will of the gods.” 
 “That’s kind of what I was doing.” 
 “It was kind of incredible.” 
 She drew a deep breath, held it, released it. 
 The ghosts were still out there - and there was no guarantee that was the only walker they had. She may have been lucky this time, but they would surely be more cautious and better prepared next time. 
 Isavel would need help. She would need people’s ears, their attention, their faith. 
 She looked up, letting the last of the light fade from her skin, as the city’s defenders rallied around her. Off in the distance, on the city walls in the evening light, she thought she saw Dendre Han staring down at her. She couldn’t really see his face, but she imagined he looked rather vexed. She allowed herself a smile. 
 Isavel walked towards the city, and they followed. Sorn ran from the gates to embrace her, Marea not far behind. She thought she might be expected to say something - anything - but nobody bothered waiting for a speech. Instead, somebody - she couldn’t fathom how they might have known her name - kicked off a chant. 
 “Saint Isavel!” 
 She blushed at the word, an ancient title for the gods’ own heroes. 
 “Saint Isavel!” 
 Gods, they were giving her a title. “They’re not serious.” 
 Sorn nodded. “You fought off a dragon, and you walked into the realm of death to lead them out. They’re serious.” 
 “I can’t handle this.” She gripped his arm. “I’m not - I only did what the gods -” 
 “It’s not about the gods.” 
 She looked on as they continued to chant that phrase. A title. As a child she might have dreamed of having a title, but now she wasn’t even sure what to do with it. She had just done what she needed to do - she was still confused, a bit scared, fairly uncertain. Was this all it meant, to be a hero? Was this all a title was? 
 Still, there was an audience more important than the people swarming around her, and they would not be impressed by titles. “This may not be about the gods, but I still need to talk to them. Sorn, help me get to the temple.” 
 “Of course.” 
 There was a certain amount of reverence in Sorn’s voice, and something about it chilled the back of her mind. She was doing what needed to be done to defend the city, and the gods had chosen her and given her great power to do so - but she was still Isavel Valdéz, still the same person she had always been. She was simply in a radically different situation. How much would this really change? 
 Her three companions flanked her like bodyguards as she crossed the city towards the temple. The civilians who had been hiding from artillery and debris were slowly emerging as they caught wind that the battle was over. They formed an agitated train behind her, whispering and calling out; what stories was she leaving in her wake? 
 The temple was already crowded when they arrived, and it seemed half the population of Glass Peaks was congregating there now, those near following her and those far following the crowd itself. When she reached the footbridge, Venshi emerged from the glassy interior, bowing ever so slightly and precisely. 
 “One of our lookouts just reached us. They say you became an angel.” 
 Isavel thought of the people watching her, and felt their stares needling her back. “I’m only interested in what the gods have to say about that. Please - take me to the shrine. This is getting to be a bit much.” 
 The chants of “Saint Isavel!” died down as she stepped inside, but even here the priests and preachers were staring at her in awe. She held her head high and tried to ignore the gawking, tried to ignore her own sweating. The weight of the gods’ will was about all she could carry right now; the rest was getting exhausting. 
 Venshi walked alongside her, sounding congratulatory. “You have made a name for yourself, Saint Isavel, but be mindful of how new you are to this world. You will need help - and I can teach you a great many things.” 
 Isavel didn’t respond. She wanted to hear the gods themselves; this was all too fast to process. What came next? Was it over? Could she go back to being herself now, or did she need to keep fighting? 
 The shrine room looked much the same as when she had left it, but this time Mother Jera was waiting for her. They embraced outside the doorway, and for a brief moment the embrace was simple and quiet enough that Isavel felt at peace again. But when Isavel stepped into that holy place, the elder priestess made no attempt to follow. 
 It was just Isavel and that gently glowing rectangle. 
 “Gods on the ring. I’ve done as you asked, I think.” The colours switched furiously, to orange and purple and grey and white. Isavel bit her lip. “I killed the walker leading the ghosts, and they retreated.” 
 The voice that responded was very matter-of-fact in tone.“The city is not safe yet.” 
 Her heart sank. But of course, it was true. 
 “I know.” 
 The response came in several voices, each saying a sentence of its own, in perfect agreement and flow. 
 “You have done admirably. You shall be our Herald, and shall carry forth our authority into the world. With that authority, you must defend your people against destruction. The ghosts are not defeated. Your allies will serve you well, Herald Isavel Valdéz.” 
 She felt her mouth drop open a little. Herald, too? Surely one title was enough. 
 “Gods on the ring, what should I do next?” 
 “Whatever is necessary.” 
 She clenched her fists. That wasn’t a real answer, but to demand one would be impetuous and disrespectful. She had asked a clear enough question; she doubted she would get anything better by pressing harder. The gods knew what they were doing; their answer was for the best. 
 “Where can I hit the ghosts hardest? Before they find another walker?” 
 She waited, but the shrine only faded to grey. The gods, it seemed, had spoken their last for now. 
 Isavel felt panic welling up inside her chest again. That was it? No more guidance? She was afloat in a strange new world, her place in it seemingly defined yet deeply confusing. They wouldn’t help her at all? She waited a moment longer, hoping, praying, but she knew here was no point in trying to extract any more information from the silence. 
 Isavel turned and stepped out of the shrine room. 
 Mother Jera was smiling, and Venshi - well, she still had no face. The steward’s warbly voice sounded quite satisfied. “Saint Isavel, Herald of the Gods.” 
 She stuttered a bit. “No, just Herald, that’s more than enough. They didn’t mention the gods part. I have too many titles already.” Her eyes wandered to the priestess, to her friends, to the faceless steward of the temple. “We need to hunt the ghosts down. We need to gather as many people as we can, follow them through the forests, make sure they can’t regroup and regain strength.” 
 Mother Jera nodded solemnly. “You have the blessing of the gods, and so we will do what we can to enact their will.” 
 Venshi also spoke up. “May I offer my assistance, Herald?” 
 Isavel looked at that strange, inhuman face, continuing to wonder what was behind it, what kind of person would wear such a mask. Perhaps she would find out; the steward had been right about the ghost’s affinity for ancient relics. There was surely more to be learned from her. 
 “Of course. I’ll need all the help I can get.” 
 “You will need Dendre Han.” 
 She sighed. “Let’s see what  he  has to say about that first.” 
 The wheels were in motion. Word got out that she was not done - that she was bringing war to the ghosts. By nightfall a council convened to talk about the details. The leader of the guard, the elder priestess, a coder representative from the Institute, and a few others would be there - those few who might be followed by the many needed to eradicate the ghosts completely. 
 Word had been sent by riders and pathfinders to the city’s neighbours - to the Institute in the mountains, to Hive, to what few smaller towns and villages along the coast had been spared the ghosts’ ravages so far. War was almost unheard of, but here it was. 
 As Isavel made her way to the meeting, Venshi caught her in a hallway. There was a secrecy about the steward’s movements, one Isavel wasn’t sure she understood, but it was enough to make her pause as Venshi spoke. 
 “Herald, I have information that may be of use to you.” 
 Isavel nodded, trying to stay guarded even as she felt certain whatever Venshi would say would be true. “Your warning about the ghosts and their relics was good. What do you have now?” 
 “A way to defeat the ghosts.” 
 Isavel paused, looking around to see if anyone was close; besides her three companions, who were giving her a wide berth out of overly reverent respect for her privacy, there was nobody nearby. 
 “If you know such a thing, why not tell  everyone?  Why tell me, in private?” 
 Venshi inclined her head. “Because you are the Herald of the Gods. Your word carries more weight and respect than the words of an eccentric and faceless temple steward. I would be questioned. You… would not.” 
 Isavel was going to interject, to question, but Venshi ploughed on. 
 “The ghosts travel to us from a realm between life and death. But the connection between our world and theirs can be destroyed. There is an ancient shrine to the south-east, near Hive, that is the nexus between the two worlds. If you destroy it, the ghosts will never be able to return, and human walkers will never be able to stumble into their realm again.” 
 Isavel considered it silently for a moment. The opportunity to destroy the ghosts was a powerful one, and Hive was not so far away. 
 “How do you know this?” 
 “An elder coder once said as much while visiting the priests here. He was speaking of the Ghost War from centuries past, and said that if the coders had originally failed to seal away the ghosts, their only other option was to destroy the shrine entirely. He believed they succeeded, but now we know otherwise. With you as our leader, backed by the authority of the gods, we can complete their work.” 
 Isavel nodded, putting aside her concerns for now. Venshi’s eagerness seemed entirely authentic; she seemed trustworthy. Why the steward kept these secrets to herself rather than share them was something Isavel could inquire about later, when the heavy hand of decision-making wasn’t resting on her shoulder. 
 When the council had settled in, Isavel spoke to them. She felt the eyes of all these people, older and more experienced, boring into her. She tried not to let her cheeks warm at the audacity of even existing in a room with all of them at once. 
 “I’ve been asked, several times, what I intend to do. Me, Isavel. People ask me this with a strange look in their eyes, like they’re looking to me for guidance, or leadership.” 
 She glanced at the people on the edges of the room, the guards and minor priests. She knew she couldn’t presume to tell them what to do - she could only speak for herself. The thought of speaking for anyone else made her feel dizzy. 
 “What I intend - regardless of who intends to follow me - is to hunt down and defeat the ghost threat. We remember the Ghost War because it’s a myth, a nightmare passed down from generation to generation. I want to make sure we never truly know the horror that gave us those nightmares in the first place. I have no interest in a long war, or a witch-hunt against human walkers.” 
 She looked across the other faces present, faces with titles and followings. Time to see if she really was as credible as Venshi seemed to think. 
 “There’s an ancient shrine that acts as a nexus between our world and the world of the ghosts. The coders once tried to seal off this connection, but they failed. The shrine is somewhere near Hive. I want to find it and destroy it, and seal the ghosts away once and for all.” 
 To her surprise, and no doubt Venshi’s satisfaction, nobody questioned the origins of her knowledge. The closest to a complaint came from Dendre Han, unsurprisingly. “And how do you intend to destroy an ancient shrine that’s survived, hidden, for a thousand years?” 
 Isavel replied as bluntly and honestly as she could. “I have no idea. Shoot it with a cannon; set it on fire; get some coders to tear it apart. If necessary, I’ll personally hit it with my sword until it breaks. Ancient relics feel eternal, but with enough effort you can break anything. I think the only problem will be finding its exact location.” 
 Mother Jera nodded. “We will send word to the Mayor of Hive. He is a powerful man in that city, more so than any of us here in our own. His allegiance will prove useful to you, Herald.” 
 That title again. “Thank you, I -” 
 Dendre interrupted. “Against my advice, many of the guard have asked to join you. Insisted, really. There are several hundred that will probably follow you no matter what I tell them, so I’ll have to come along. I know how to lead them.” 
 “Very well. I appreciate your confidence in me.” Isavel knew full well Dendre had none. 
 “I can assure you that the Institute wishes to be involved in this.” The coder ambassador was an woman with hair just starting to grey. “The location of the shrine was hidden by our ancestors, to prevent anyone breaking the seal, but our lore still contains the most detailed accounts of what happened during the Ghost War. I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out what went wrong. Some of our wisest and most skilled are already on their way here to assist you, Herald.” 
 “Thank you, ambassador. I -” 
 “You’ll likely have a following of pilgrims as well.” This was a man Isavel hadn’t even been properly introduced to. “They’ve heard of the Saint Herald Isavel Valdéz. They want to serve the gods, and be granted the gods’ favour in return. The title alone is enough to get them excited, to say nothing of the show you put on on the battlefield.” 
 She bit her lip briefly. They weren’t questioning  anything , not even her own qualifications - there was a casual acceptance in how they listened to her. It was unnerving. It was nice not to have to fight to be listened to, but it felt… unearned. She felt wind rushing past her ears, but couldn’t yet be sure whether she was flying or falling. 
 Sorn, Marea, and Rodan stood along the side of the room, alongside many attendants and bodyguards.  Other  bodyguards, she realized. She made eye contact with Sorn, and he nodded gravely. The three of them had been adventurers at heart, and the threat of war was something different, something unknown to all of them - but it eclipsed the call of adventure, it would seem. They would follow her closely, she had no doubt about that. 
 Wheels were in motion; there would be weeks of preparation, coordination, communication. The ghosts - whatever was left of them, with however many walkers and dragons they had - were still at large. There would be skirmishes in the woods, fighting amongst the ruins of the old world. But eventually, some time soon, Isavel would head south, with more people behind her than she could possibly have hoped. 
 Mother Jera led her to a wooden balcony affixed to the ancient concrete structure, and as she stood alongside them, they announced the start of a march to purge the world of the ghost threat once and for all. The people gathered below, assembled around this temple, the place closest to the gods that watched over them all. They were chanting her name, her titles. 
 Mother Jera whispered to her. “Something. A gesture. A simple one.” 
 Simplicity. Isavel thought of what little she had, and raised a warrior’s sword to the sky. Melding the pathfinder’s mastery of colour with the warrior’s signature weaponry, the tiny hexagons of light flickered from the typical blue to a pure white glow. The cheers, and the chanting, rose higher. 
 “Saint Isavel! Saint Isavel!” 
 Cherry  was a masterpiece of ancient technology, the likes of which Ada could never have imagined. As she leveled out in her descent towards Earth, she skimmed above the vast mountains, banking right and slowly arcing around snow-capped peaks to face south-west. She felt like a bird, could feel the wind rushing by - but she knew, with a wry smile, that no bird had ever had the speed or power she now had at her fingertips. The exhilaration was more than enough to blast away any sad longing for the stars. 
 As she descended from above the mountains, snowy rocks gave way to towering evergreen forests of firs and spruces and cedars. Birds flocked away as her ship sped past overhead. Looking down, Ada saw ancient ruins everywhere; from above, the angular footprints of forgotten cities were still visible in the distribution of hills and trees, in the curve of rivers and streams. 
 There was greatness in humanity. It had reached far and wide, once, and though it had ultimately proved vulnerable to attack, it could be built upon. It could be surpassed. 
 She crossed out over the water, the strait below rushing past at blinding speed. Great sea creatures swam just below the surface. Islands appeared in the distance, and she closed in on them quickly. The largest of the islands was behind them, and soon she could see the city ruins and Campus within, its artificial lights glimmering in the evening. 
 She flashed her shields active, and they lit her up in the sky with their blue-white glow. She made a pass overhead, not for any practical reason but to catch the attention of the outers below. She dropped lower in the sky for a second pass over Campus; at this point they must have noticed her. 
 On her third pass she approached the ziggurat in the centre of the settlement. She slowed to a horizontal stop and descended at a gentle pace, turning her shields off, splaying out her fins. She landed with a quiet thunk on the roof. When she let go of the ship’s interface she was cut off from the ship, but it still opened its canopy for her to get out, active and aware even if she was not directly in control. 
 She stood up, her black pilot’s suit rustling with the movement. She stepped out of the cockpit, onto the nearest fin, and heard the canopy slide shut behind her as she looked out beyond the ziggurat. 
 The outers were everywhere. A crowd had formed all around the base of the structure, cloaked and staring at her with their slitted eyes and perky ears. It took her a moment to recognize Zhilik climbing up the outside of the ziggurat towards her. Elder Kseresh and his attendants followed soon after, keeping a bit more distance. 
 Ada looked down at Zhilik, and realized that she was smiling - beaming. They could probably even see her teeth! She  laughed . 
 “What happened up there? We saw explosions near the ring!” Zhilik sounded shocked. 
 The elder was more focused. “Did you ask them to disable the interdiction fields?” 
 Ada calmed herself, but still grinned wildly. “I am now  Arbiter  Ada Liu. The gods now look to me for counsel. Yes, they’ve disabled their interdiction fields. And yes, there were explosions in space. I was getting a feel for this thing.” 
 She stroked the ship’s cockpit and jumped down from the fin. She looked the outers in the eyes, those anxious, alien eyes that dreamed and hoped for a world beyond the stars. 
 “And I know what I need to do next. There’s an ancient facility somewhere near Hive that controls the afterlife. My ancestors broke it, so I have to find it, and fix it. It will be my first step towards building a better world.”  
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