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 For Mimi 
 & for my mother, father, and sister 
  
  
 Foreword 
 I’m still not sure how I feel about the stars. 
 Growing up, we would look to the sky and see them there, dwarfed by the ring and the moon, driven into hiding every day by the sun. There was something out there, but nobody quite knew what it was, and it certainly never seemed important. After all, nobody could reach the stars to find out. 
 It turned out that wasn’t true. It also turned out the stars weren’t so different from what we already knew, aside from their being on the other side of the sky. Why should they be, after all? We’re all made of the same stuff. 
 Isavel told me once that she met Ada twice - first as a stranger, second as a friend. She never let on exactly when that second moment happened, but when it did, they met on new terms and saw the same person in a different way. Or perhaps the way they had seen each other all along, but with more honestly, and less fear. 
 Sometimes I wonder whether we met the stars a second time in much the same way. Not at first - reacquaintance is often rough. But when we did accept that the black and the signal fires were waiting for us, and we took the plunge, it wasn’t frightening or confusing the way first times usually are. We were ready, and open. Maybe, deep down, we never quite forgot our first time among stars. 
 Certainly, the stars themselves had never forgotten us. 
  
 Chapter 1 
 Gods. 
 Isavel looked at the stars, the moon, the glittering ring. She should feel they were watching her, guiding her, doing  something . 
 She felt nothing. 
 Acting on the orders of an ancient golem whose entire existence seemed to be a string of lies, Isavel had almost come unconscionably, incomprehensibly close to destroying the afterlife itself. Venshi’s plan had failed, but she had been scheming for centuries. None of the humans around her had seen the creature for what she really was. None of these gods-fearing people had even seemed to wonder. 
 After Isavel died, after she was reborn, after she burst out bloody and screaming from that open-air burial, one of the first things she had seen was that ring. Steel and starlight said to encircle the entire world and house all the gods of Earth. She had been certain her death and life were their doing. 
 Then she had eaten a dragon’s heart and felt its fire in her chest.  She  had done that, not the gods. She had found her way, had had the thought, had torn through the flesh with her teeth. She had done all of that. Where were the gods? 
 If they were not there empowering her in her darkest moments, there was no reason to believe they had ever been with her. 
 There was no reason to believe they cared. 
 She was the Saint Herald of the Gods. She might as well be nothing. 
 Now high priestess Mother Jera was whispering words of war in her ears. The old woman’s voice sharpened knives every time she claimed the gods’ will - and that was the truth, wasn’t it? The war wasn’t the will of the gods. It was  her  will, and the will of the jittery, slighted people who looked up to her. 
 Which left Isavel with nothing. No explanation for why she hadn’t died with the rest of her kin. No higher purpose. No role to play in something greater. Just her and the world. 
 Gravel crackled under soft shoes as someone approached behind her. She could tell from everything - the smell, the sounds of breathing, the pressure on the gravel, the rustling of the clothes - that it was Hail. Self-appointed bodyguard, repentant killer, some sort of friend. Isavel had precious few of those, either. 
 “Hail. Are you ready for this?” 
 Silence, the maddening silence of a woman who should long ago have grown used to Isavel’s preternatural senses. She even heard her nod through the rustling of her hair. “Yes. I swore I would help you.” 
 She stood up. It was difficult; her heart was still tethered to this place, an ill-advised hope born to a strange city, under the eyes of gods she had once thought ruled the world. But after weeks of waiting, watching, listening, and praying, she had come to the only possible conclusion. 
 Gods were irrelevant. Perhaps they were even powerless, aside from their voice and the weight that carried. All she had was herself, and the wide open world beyond the walls of Glass Peaks. 
 As she stood, a shape crossed the temple roof, soft paws barely disturbing the gravel as its bushy ringed tail beat against the shrubs and grasses growing wherever enough dirt had built up. The red panda that followed her around the temple stood up against her leg and chirped, as though begging her to stay. She scratched the back of its skull and shook her head. “No.” 
 Hail was looking out into the city, starlight dancing against the dark glass of the towers. Their way forward was unclear. Isavel didn’t know what she was leaving. People in the city still raged for the blood of the ghosts and the outers, though in Isavel’s mind the threat had quieted. She had seen the face of what they feared, and in Ada Liu she saw nothing alien to the contours of her mind. 
 That would change if the people of the city provoked Ada, but if that was their will, so be it. Let them be fools. The gods would do nothing, and Isavel would do nothing. Her responsibility was to herself, first and foremost. To find a place in herself where she might plant a seed of peace, nurture it with a ray of hope. She was done losing; it was time to build. 
 She picked up the red panda and turned him around, pointing his snout away from her and letting him go again. She stepped towards Hail, her feet quietly slipping across the gravel, the tension and fear of being watched still alive and chilling in her spine. She didn’t want to be questioned. 
 Hail saw her eagerness and reached for her shoulder. “Have you decided where you want to go?” 
 She had not. Confronted with the thousand paths forking out through the forest ahead of her, she found it easier to invent something on the spot. Maybe it would stick. “South. Sajuana. I want to see if I can find my mother’s family.” 
 Hail nodded, old shadows crossing her face. She was herself from near Fogpoint, which lay along the coast in the same direction, and she had left little but bad memories in that place. It was perhaps a cruel thing to ask her to return, but she pressed her lips and nodded. “It will be a long march.” 
 Everything was. “Good thing I won’t be alone.” 
 It was not difficult to slip out of the temple at night, when everyone was asleep. They passed rooms filled with priests and pilgrims, and the coders as well, many of whom had stayed in Glass Peaks with their ailing Elder Tan. He claimed he wanted to be present if the ghosts returned, to help, but privately it was known that he had entered his dying days and could not travel. Isavel tried to imagine the day her own age caught up to her, her health suddenly failing, her body crumpling in on itself. It was always fast, unexpected, with few warnings but a few years’ whitening of the hair. 
 Try as she might, she could not imagine she would live long enough for old age to take her to Elysium. 
 They threw on cloaks as they left, pulling the hoods close around their faces. Isavel’s ears perked up whenever sounds seemed to change around them, waiting for any sign they had been spotted, but nobody expected their Saint Herald to disappear into the night. It was much harder to see the unexpected. 
 They exited the city’s western gate and began to climb through the barely-maintained ruins that let to a great bridge spanning the inlet south of the city. Generations of plant life had taken root, grown old, died, and decomposed on these ruins, a thick brown layer of earth seeping into the ancient architecture and almost entirely masking the memory of what had once been its true nature. 
 They stood on the edge of the bridge and looked south. She took a deep breath, trying not to let on that she knew Hail was watching her. The hunter was concerned about her mental health, and had tried to get her to see a medic. She had tried to inquire about why it seemed Isavel had grown colder towards the gods. Isavel had told her the truth, but she wasn’t sure the answers had stuck. 
 She stepped onto the bridge. Hail followed. As they passed a watcher, its silvery metal shell glinting in the blue light of its own heart, she tried to imagine what the world to the south was like. Her mother had told her story after story, regaling her childhood self with tales of the winding adventure that had brought her so far north of her homeland. Isavel couldn’t see such a future for herself either, any more than she could see herself growing old and frail. It seems too unreal. 
 As she walked across the bridge, she looked south-west, to the hilly wood jutting towards the sea, to the rolling forested hills behind it. There was an island, out there. An island with a city. A city with a woman. 
 None of the futures of those she knew seemed real to her. But she could so easily imagine herself stepping into that city, and finding Ada in the middle of a city square, waiting for her. 
 Ada stood in the middle of the city square. It was dark, starlit, almost entirely empty. A few humans - ghosts, really - floated through the city, but they barely seem real. They didn’t belong. They should be with the outers, and the rest of the ghosts, in the ziggurat behind her. Everybody was there, as the final preparations were made for the transmission. 
 Tonight, for the first time in a thousand years, Earth would speak to the stars. Ada looked up at them, twinkling pale and innocent, unsuspecting. She wanted to see them one last time before they disappointed the lonely, trapped outers living in this city. One last time she could look up at them without a hint of bitterness. 
 Nobody had come for them in a thousand years. Nobody had sent a message. Nobody had given a sign. There was no reason to think there was anybody out there who could. 
 “Ada?” 
 She turned to see Zhilik, his white fur a pale grey in the light of the night. She smiled, and sighed. “Why are you out here?” 
 “Why are  you?  You made this possible. You belong in that command room more than many. ” 
 “To hear the deafening silence.” She breathed in through her nose. “I’m sure that’ll be great.” 
 “You belong in there so you can do what the rest of them are doing. Hope.” 
 She widened her eyes at him. “You’ve told me, several times, you didn’t think there’d be a response.” 
 “Perhaps I am not hoping for a response.” He stepped closer to her, his alien eyes with their slitted pupils gazing on those same stars. If he wasn’t hoping for a response, then what? 
 Knowing Zhilik, she imagined he was hoping for no response at all. “You know, if nothing happens, you’ll belong here. You won’t be able to tell yourselves this isn’t home anymore.” 
 His triangular ears perked up. He agreed. He would never say as much, though. The outers saw themselves as strangers in a strange land, unwelcome and unwanted. To suggest otherwise, it seemed, was to threaten what little identity they had managed to maintain over the centuries. 
 “Would you like that, Ada? For us to stop looking to the stars.” 
 She looked at him. “Keep looking at the damned things. Just don’t look for an escape. I don’t want you to leave.” 
 “Why not?” 
 She sighed, looking around at Campus. Its buildings were alive, used and maintained. Its streets were solid. Its technology… was in use, at least, even if it wasn’t new. And the outers who lived here did not stifle her. They ignored her, mostly, and alone in this crowded place she found herself more at peace and freer to study than she had ever been among humans. “I don’t think I can keep telling myself this isn’t my home.” 
 Zhilik breathed out loudly, his nostrils flaring, and he rested a furry, four-fingered hand on her shoulder. “Come to the command room. The message has been recorded, but Kseresh requested I bring you in to watch before they beam it out. We will see what happens.” 
 She looked up at the stars and dared them to answer. 
 The air in the ziggurat was thick with tension, and with smell. For the most part outers didn’t smell much at all, but for whatever reason when they were tense with anticipation they started to smell musky, and just stepping into the building Ada could feel generations’ worth of dreams and promises oozing from their pores. She didn’t bother trying to cover her nose - she had done so once, only to be loudly accused of being rude - but she held the gaze of every human ghost she passed as she did, and in their eyes she saw the mutual understanding of the musk’s power. 
 Still, her eyes did not water, and she made it into the command room without signalling any discomfort, as best she could tell. In truth, it was a somewhat comforting smell to her at this point, after so many weeks. An honest smell, earnest and straightforward. It spoke to the giddy terror they were feeling in that command room, huddled up against the walls, all their eyes on Elder Kseresh as his old four-fingered hands hovered near a large computer screen. 
 His eyes met hers as she entered the room behind Zhilik, and his ears twitched. “Ada Liu.” 
 She nodded. “I’m finally here, yes.” 
 Some hissing laughter rippled through the room. She saw a human shape startle, and looked over to find Tanos and Sam leaning against a wall in the back, a slight gap separating them from the outers but no discernable gap between the two of them. They met her eyes, and she saw Tanos mutter something, to which Sam nodded. 
 Their gaze made her more uneasy than the gaze of the hundred-odd outers packed into this room, so she turned away, her eyes dancing through that sea of multicolored fur as the elder spoke. “Ada Liu, before we do this, we must thank you for everything you have done. We would not be here without your help, your fighting spirit, or, frankly, your human fingertips.” 
 Zhilik patted her on the shoulder. “Somebody had to get through all those biometric computer systems.” 
 She chuckled. “Well, I wouldn’t be here if not for you furry freaks either.” 
 Much of it was down to their centuries of tireless recordkeeping and work, some of it was down to her own impetuous insistence on trying to fix the planet, a little of it was down to her bastard gods. Everybody knew that. 
 Only a few knew that she wouldn’t be standing here if Isavel Valdéz hadn’t taken her into her arms, carried her to safety from a collapsing ruin being consumed in the sky. Those few were looking her straight in the eyes. 
 She cleared her throat. “Go on, get it over with. Push the damned button.” 
 Anxious murmurs rippled across the room, no doubt transmitted by recorders to dozens of devices elsewhere in the ziggurat, where the entire community was watching. Elder Kseresh turned around and flicked the button. 
 Everybody drew in a sharp breath. 
 She wasn’t sure why they were holding their breaths, but she was doing it too, until somebody in the room let out some air. Kseresh’s ears perked up. “Breath, all of you. We  never  expected an immediate answer. It may take minutes. Hours.” 
 He did not go on to say days, months, years. He didn’t evoke the infinite darkness of space or the infinite silence it might hold. Hope could only stretch so far. 
 Ada leaned back against the wall, looking at Zhilik. “What now?” 
 He bobbed his neck. “I do not know. We test our patience.” 
 She shook her head, not wanting to, but she was in no mood for sleep. Nobody was. How could they be? 
 Zhilik pulled a set of small cubes out of his pocket and flashed them at her. The abstract, bold carvings on each side were alien to Earth itself, but Ada had seen them a few times before, whenever Zhilik had tried to teach her this old game from Mir, their ancestors’ homeworld. She smiled and shook her head. 
 “Let me rope some other poor humans into this first.” She turned to Tanos and Sam, and beckoned them over with her fingers. They glanced at each other, and she could see their lips moving in whispers even as they crossed the room. When they reached her, though, they peered up nervously at Zhilik instead. 
 “What’s up?” 
 Ada shook her head. “Nothing. This is going to be a boring long wait, so let’s play a game.” 
 Tano’s eyes widened with delight, and he listened to the rules eagerly. Sam seemed much more skeptical, keeping her arms closed as she watched Zhilik explain with hands and words and examples. Ada cracked her knuckles, confident enough that she could at least get second place, if not win, against two new players. 
 The blow to her ego when Sam won the first round wasn’t as bad as she had expected. She laughed, and leaned back. “Lucky.” 
 Sam raised an eyebrow. “Play again and let’s find out.” 
 She wasn’t just lucky. 
 When an unexpected sound suddenly disturbed the command room, though, it wasn’t what they had been hoping for. No surprised or astounded message from the stars, no alien voices, no lost ancestors. It was an electric thrum, a crack, the distant sound of glass  shattering and  singing its way through the wind down onto the pavement. 
 Ada jumped to her feet, grabbed the doorframe, and started hauling her way through the packed ziggurat. The city was under attack. 
  
 Chapter 2 
 They had thought it was a thunderstorm. Only in the morning, when Isavel spotted the columns of grey smoke marring the northern sky like an ugly bruise, did she realize there had been no rain or wind. Only lightning. 
 “Hail?” 
 Hail nodded. “Glass Peaks.” She turned to Isavel. “It seems, Herald, you can’t leave the city for long before something goes wrong.” 
 Isavel could only imagine the kind of cataclysm to cause such a blot in the sky. Something had gone terribly wrong. Her instincts told her to run, to jog north through the forest, to return and see what had happened, what she could do, how she could help. 
 She bit her lip. “The gods did nothing to keep me there.” 
 “What about this?” Hail pointed. “Whatever this is, I think it’s calling you back.” 
 She was sick of being pulled about in the wind. Sick of trusting on people’s hunches that something involved the gods. But seeing that smoke also filled her with tension and guilt, a tautening of the chain that anchored her to the heart of that city. She would have to cut that chain entirely if she wanted to leave. She would never be able to return without remembering she had abandoned the city in its time of need. Without  them  remembering it. 
 She clenched her fist, relaxed it, clenched it again. She didn’t want to go back. “We have to go back.” 
 Hail nodded, though she looked on Isavel with concern. “We only need to see what happened. We have not lost much time. We can leave again when all is well.” 
 When would  that  be? 
 They made their way back into the forest and walked north, retracing their own steps from where they had camped for their first night. Isavel wished they had chosen to skip that night, walk on, press so far into the wilds that they could neither see nor hear whatever had happened. The gods didn’t care about her, and the people of Glass Peaks only cared about her as an extension of the gods. 
 But they didn’t deserve to suffer. 
 It took them the better part of the day to come within sight of Glass Peaks again, and as they approached it became clear that the smoke was not rising from the city itself - not exactly. Its glassy towers still stood solid and tall, glimmering in the late summer sun. The metallic flowers that bloomed on every rooftop stood bright, tracking the sun at its slow pace, feeding the city’s machines. Birds flocked from peak to peak, alive and well. 
 The smoke, they realized as they came closer, came from the bridge. The very bridge they had crossed the night before, an ancient thing that had stood a thousand years, was now a shattered spine drowning in the inlet. Huge concrete slabs jutted out of the water, blocking naval passage in and out of the city. The pillars that had once supported the bridge were now smoking ruins, fire somehow smouldering inside them, cracked open and blackened like charred bones with their dusty, ashy marrow pouring out into the sky. 
 “Gods above.” Isavel had never seen something so great fall so utterly. She knew, in her mind, that all the ruins she had ever seen had once been something grand, but she had never truly understood the fall in her heart. But just yesterday, she and Hail had crossed that bridge in the dead of night, had felt it underfoot. 
 The city, she realized, was unusually silent. There were people walking around, barely visible even to their hunters’ eyes in the distance, but it was less alive, more fearful, than it had been the day before. 
 “The ghosts.” Hail’s jaw tightened. “They must have done this.” 
 She looked at the damage, at the blocked inlet. She saw no fires beyond the ruins of the bridge themselves; she saw no bodies; no signs of war. This had been quick, precise, and devastating. This had all the marks of high technology, or ancient magic. “We don’t know what happened.” She sighed, and looked at Hail. “We need to ask someone in the city.” 
 Hail nodded, seeming eager to return to Glass Peaks. “Yes, Herald.” 
 The title hurt Isavel, but she said nothing. It might as well be true. It might be all that was left of her, after all was said and done. 
 They skirted the inlet, making their way through the old ruins and sparse fir forest until they reached the gates again. Isavel used her pathfinder’s gift to pale her skin to a blotchy white, paler than Hail even, and kept her hood down. With luck, nobody would see her for their olive-skinned Herald. 
 She remembered just how disorienting it had been to step through these same gates, for the very first time. It felt easy now. Too easy for her own comfort, really. She wished it were stranger, but she turned to Hail and nodded further into the city. “Let’s find someone unlikely to recognize me.” 
 “Isavel, most people have never met you up close.” Hail’s smile was thin. “Unless they’re hunters, I doubt they’d be able to spot you with different colors.” 
 “I want to be sure.” She glanced around them, her skin rippling various shades of whitish pink, trying to settle on something both different and suitable unremarkable. It was hard, in such a place. “If they don’t need me, I want to be gone.” 
 Hail nodded again and pressed further into the city, Isavel following. She watched Hail as she went, seeing the tension in her spine, the snappy readiness in her arms. She trusted Hail to be loyal to her, but she wasn’t certain Hail agreed with her on leaving the city. Hail still believed in the power of the gods over mortal life, as far as she could tell. It would matter, eventually; Isavel only hoped that day was far enough off that she didn’t have to worry about it now. She had enough to worry about. 
 They reached a small tavern on the edge of the docks. The boats bobbed sadly on the water, as though in defeat. The bridge wreckage closing the inlet meant they would no longer bounce along the open waters of the sea, not unless dozens of strong men and women carried them through the streets by hand to the opposite side of the city, to the larger inlet to the north. The tavern was filled with people who bore similarly defeated expressions, their heads bobbing over drinks less salty but more potent than the sea. 
 She and Hail slid up to the bar, and while Isavel kept her eyes and hood down, Hail spoke to the bartender, a burly woman with her hair cut ragged and short. “Excuse me - we just got in the city this morning. What happened to the bridge?” 
 Isavel could tell a few eyes were on her, but it was better a few be suspicious than many be certain. She kept her head down and listened as the bartender grumbled something under her breath. Then she spoke more clearly. “I don’t know if it was ghosts or what, but in the early morning something started shooting at the bridge.” 
 Hail glanced to Isavel, and Isavel was certain the other hunter had also felt a twitch in her palms at the words. “Shooting? What, with a big gun?” 
 “I didn’t see shit.” The bartender sighed. “Just saw huge fucking shots coming in from the sea. It was smart stuff, all planned out. Started with one in the middle, then further and further towards both ends. It was over quick, and now the whole fucking creek is blocked off. Nobody’s moving their boats.” 
 “Ghosts!” 
 Isavel had to restrain herself from looking straight at the source of the word. It wouldn’t do to give herself away. She did tense up, though, hoping her pale skin would throw them off as the man continued rambling. 
 “It’s fucking ghosts. Hunting parties took boats from here to the island to hunt the fuckers. They want to stop us.” 
 Hail was clearly looking at the man, and answered. “They’ve been doing that for weeks. Why strike now?” 
 Somebody else shouted out. “Guy left last night with a party, said they were going to try and hit the city itself.” 
 “The city?” 
 “The outer city.” The mood in the tavern grew darker. “The ghost city. All those fuckers. Now they’re going to kill us if we don’t kill them first.” 
 All of them. Everybody in that city. Isavel’s eyes widened. She had known this would happen, deep down, but she had done everything she could to make it known that people should stay home. Leave the war behind. Get on with their lives. 
 They hadn’t. As soon as she stopped spouting words they expected a gods’ champion to say, they had stopped listening. They had hunted. They had attacked. 
 They had struck at the very city where Ada Liu was living, and Isavel couldn’t imagine Ada leaving such an attack unanswered. 
 She was already standing and heading for the door when Hail stammered, trying to catch up to her. “Hey - hey, wait -” 
 She was outside, the smell of saltwater filling her nose again as her nostrils flared. She rounded on Hail, just in time to see the canvas door to the tavern fall back into place. “Hail, it was Ada.” 
 “Ada Liu? You mean -” 
 “I mean she did this.” She stared at the devastation, at ruins made ruin again with precision and intent and power Isavel wholly believed could be in Ada’s. What was not Ada’s, apparently, was common sense. “She hit back too hard! She’s going to start the damned war all over again.” 
 Hail’s eyes widened, and she looked genuinely distressed. “Isavel, we need to talk to someone. You need to be the Herald.” 
 Isavel turned around, staring at the blocked creek, wondering what in the thousand worlds she was supposed to do about this. She had heard the voices in that tavern, had smelled the mood. She saw the city differently, now. It was not retracted or subdued - it was a coiling snake, preparing to strike. People were walking with purpose. With anger. Their minds might not know it themselves, yet, but their bodies were preparing for war. 
 “Zoa. Ren.” 
 Hail blinked, confused. “The… coders?” 
 “Yes. I want them.” She pointed into the city, towards the temple. “Hail, I can’t go there without -” 
 “Isavel, why can’t you go back?” Hail looked scared. “Why do you want to talk to  them?  I need to know what you’re planning. ” 
 If Hail told anyone, it could bring a swarm of people to her, begging for help. She wanted nothing of the sort. She also trusted Hail completely. “I need them to pilot a hauler for me, and I need them to tell me about Ada.” 
 “Why?” 
 Isavel crossed her arms, knowing full well Hail wasn’t going to like this. “We’re going to that island, tracking her down, and talking to her. I need to get to her before she takes this a step too far. Hail, she didn’t hesitate to side with the ghosts, she killed people in that war, and I’m pretty sure she killed the old Mayor of Hive. She’ll fight to the death if she feels cornered.” 
 “And you think you can stop her?” 
 Isavel sucked in a deep breath, rubbing the back of her neck and turning to look at the ruined bridge again. Could she? Ada owed her her life, for one thing, but there was something else. She  wanted  to stop her. She didn’t want Ada to walk down that path, to become an enemy. She remembered the feelings she had had as their journeys intertwined, meeting again and again as they drew closer to their goal. She remembered the look in Ada’s eyes when she had realized she would have to fight Isavel to stop her from destroying the afterlife. She hadn’t wanted to be enemies. 
 Isavel nodded. “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. Go!” She pointed into the city. “Get me those coders and bring them to the waterfront. They knew her, and they can drive one of the haulers. They can help.” 
 Hail looked at her worriedly, her head tilted to the side a bit, but she nodded and rushed off into the city at a healthy jog. Isavel walked towards the waterfront, sitting on one of worn concrete slabs here that passed for a bench. She took a deep breath, and rested her face in her hands, thinking hard. 
 Ada didn’t want to be her enemy, and she didn’t want to be Ada’s. They didn’t need to meet as enemies at all. She reached into her pack and rested her hand on the gun she had taken from Ada in those ruins.  Borrowed . 
 She smiled at the thought. They said coders knew little of social graces, but she had a suspicion Ada wasn’t completely blind to the implications. They were not children anymore, not for a few years, but those memories had yet to fade for Isavel, and she rather suspected they lived on in Ada as well. And even if they didn’t… she could close the distance. She had to. 
 Ada.  She mouthed it silently, wondering why she was praying to a mortal.  Don’t do anything crazy. I’m coming. Let’s start over. 
 She imagined the other woman standing in front of her, sharp angular eyes flaring up to the sides of her face, jet black hair framing a look of surprise and conflict, one she had seen in those eyes before. She couldn’t imagine a single thing to say - only a thousand, each of them played out one after the other in her mind, each of them sounding equally impotent or silly. 
 Something interrupted her thoughts, and it wasn’t the sound of a hauler. There was a crowd further down the shore, she realized, one building up along the part of the waterfront closest to the ruined bridge. Keeping her hood close to her face, she stood up and strode closer, and it wasn’t long before she could hear a voice echoing across the waterfront - or rather two voices, one old and feeble, the other young and strong. Mother Jera, and somebody she didn’t know repeating loudly after her. 
 She had clearly missed the beginning, but what she did hear was not comforting. 
 “And we will fight to ensure you no longer have to live in fear!” 
 Fists raised into the air, and people cheered. Nobody was looking at Isavel, and she found herself looking upon their ferocity from much closer than she was used to, feeling the roars rattle her ribcage, sensing the sweat and the heat of the crowd. There was anger here - a great deal more anger than seemed warranted for a bridge with no casualties. But she knew it was more than that - the attack was an insult to Glass Peaks, greatest city in the north. To them, it was an attempt to shove them into a corner, force them to stick to their territory. 
 Nobody liked to be contained, and so they raged. 
 “As soon as preparation are complete, gods be with us, we will cross those waters and let the sea run red with the blood of those who had forgotten that this world belongs to  humanity .” 
 Preparations? Gods, they were preparing to attack already. The dark cloud Isavel had thought she saw on the horizon was closer, rumbling louder, than she had anticipated. She didn’t have much time. She turned and walked further down the docks, trying not to imagine the forests dotted with bodies and running with blood. There had been too much war already in this place. 
 As she sat back down where Hail expected to find her, she looked at her hands. She couldn’t stop this, could she? Even if she tried, the city’s pride was wounded, and they would do as they had already done - attack, with or without her. 
 What good were all her damned gifts if she couldn’t stop this bloodshed? 
 What were the gods thinking, when they made her? If they made her. That was still an open question. 
 Whatever she was, there had to be a way to use it. Being the Herald wasn’t enough, but somewhere in her blood, if she only understood it, was something she could use. She felt sure of it. She had to - everything she had had before was lost, and this body and its strangeness were all she had left. 
 The loud thrumming of an ancient hauler broke her concentration after time uncounted, and she looked up to see the hauler skimming the edge of the docks, with Hail sitting uncomfortably on the flatbed with Zoa. Ren was in the driver’s seat, controlling the ancient vehicle with ease while watching her. 
 She stood up and jogged towards the flatbed, her hood falling back as she did. She leapt up and thumped the metal cockpit with her palm. “Go. Cross the strait.” 
 Even as the hauler turned to speed out of the city again, past the western gate and out to shores the bridge had not blocked off, she let her colours fall back to their natural olive hue. She sat down on the flatbed, completing a triangle between herself, Hail, and blue-haired Zoa, who was looking at her in shock, her mouth gaping open. 
 She waited until they had cleared the city and passed the ruined bridge before speaking. “If you’re wondering where I went - I don’t think the gods need me around. I don’t think they mind.” 
 “We were looking  everywhere  for -” 
 She held up her palm. “I don’t need to hear about that. Did Hail tell you why I wanted you two?” 
 Zoa looked around at her hands in confusion. “You told Ren to cross the strait. To the island? The outers’ island?” 
 “There are human villages on the island too. But yes.” Isavel nodded. “I’m going to see Ada.” 
 Zoa’s eyes widened, but were quickly pressed closed again with a scowl. “Ada? What the hell for? She’s crazy. Did she do this? She must have done this.” 
 Isavel glanced at Hail. It might be an accurate assessment, but it was remarkably quick and brutal. She nodded to the coder. “I don’t know, but I think so too. Why was that your first thought?” 
 “Because she’s a…” Zoa seemed to consider her words, and after a moment her frown turned from anger to confusion. “She’s a heretic.” 
 Heretic. Isavel had heard this word again and again from the coders, whenever they talked about Ada. She had thought she knew what it meant, but perhaps she didn’t. “What does that mean?” 
 Zoa stared at her, suddenly aware of who she was speaking to again, and her tone gained a note of deference and politeness. “The Institute is a community. We have rules, traditions, stories, expectations, relationships with each other.” She took a deep breath. “Ada didn’t just ignore them whenever she felt like it, she actively spat on them. She broke rules she knew she shouldn’t break. She disrespected people she knew she was supposed to respect. She questioned our stories, the things we valued. She… did some damage.” 
 Isavel nodded, waiting for more, but after a second nothing was forthcoming. “Damage?” 
 “She tried teaching her heretical coding techniques to someone else. To a girl she was with.” 
 A girl she was with. Isavel leaned in. “Oh?” 
 “Young woman. Whatever. They were intimate, apparently, and Ada taught her to do things that were, well, improper.” Zoa sighed. “This girl, Jinna, almost killed her parents. Ada helped her do it.” 
 Isavel’s eyes widened. “What? She tried to kill someone?” 
 “Jinna was always fighting with her parents, and Ada had gotten into arguments with them too.” Zoa shook her head. “They didn’t want their daughter being influenced by someone who was, frankly, only still at the Institute because of people’s lingering goodwill to her dead parents.” 
 “So Ada… tried to kill them?” 
 Zoa sighed, shaking her head. “Look, the whole thing was a fucking mess. Nobody ever figured out exactly what happened, and there was no clear proof Ada did anything, technically. But if there’s one thing the senior coders weren’t too proud to admit, it’s that Ada is sneaky and smart. In some ways. So they kicked her out.” 
 Isavel squeezed her right hand, and looked out to the side. The hauler was skimming out across the water now, towards the vast island in the distance. This was  not  painting an optimistic picture. “What about this Jinna?” 
 “After Ada left, she… well her parents are spending a lot of time with her. Trying to reeducate her. Get her back on their side.” Zoa shook her head, and looked behind them, to the ruined bridge. “Like I said, she did a lot of damage.” 
 Isavel leaned back, looking up into the crisp summer sky, dulled and deadened in places by the dust and smoke from the bridge. So Ada was dangerous and reckless. She could believe it. But she had looked Ada in the eyes and knew there was more to her than that. She had seen something raw there, something wounded and struggling. Something clumsy and uncertain - her dancing feet, certainly, among other things. The memory brought a smile to Isavel’s face. 
 “Saint Herald?” 
 Isavel looked back down at Hail, who had spoke and was watching her. She looked concerned, and Isavel quickly suppressed that smile. “Zoa, Ada knows you and your brother, doesn’t she?” 
 Zoa nodded. “She hates us as much as she hates anyone.” 
 “Is there a reason for that?” 
 “No.” Zoa’s response was remarkably quick, and she looked away from Isavel’s gaze. “She just hates everyone.” 
 She nodded. “When I get to the island, wait outside. Once we’re done, we need to go back and tell the leaders not to start a war.” 
 Zoa looked back up at her. “After this? Herald, she tried to shut down Glass Peaks’ access to water. A lot of those boats fish, or trade up and down the coast. It won’t kill the city since they have a northern harbour too, but she was actively trying to hurt us. What are they supposed to do?” 
 It was a fair question, but as Isavel watched the jagged concrete fading into the distance, she shook her head. “Remember that she aimed at that bridge very precisely.” 
 Zoa blanked. “So what?” 
 Isavel looked at her. “Instead of at the city itself.” 
 Zoa scrunched up the side of her face, but Hail reached over to her and laid a hand on her knee. “I’d trust the Saint Herald. The gods chose her for a reason.” 
 Isavel wondered if that was true at all. Had they chosen her knowing anything about her, or had they just spouted the words because she happened to be standing in front of their shrine at the right time? Did she, herself, matter in all those? 
 Of course not. She mattered to individual people, but not to the gods. Nothing seemed to matter to them. 
 She turned away, crossing her arms atop the metal cockpit at the front of the hauler, and looked into the oncoming wind, flaring her nostrils and feeling the salty ocean spray fill her sinuses. Whatever the gods minded, she knew she could do something about this. She could help people, in her own way, without the pressure of being a Saint Herald. All she needed to do was have a conversation. A borrowed gun was as good an excuse as any. 
  
 Chapter 3 
 Not everybody had been in the ziggurat. Ada had hoped they had, once she had understood what was going on, but she had been wrong. 
 Sixteen dead. 
 Outers didn’t carry weapons with them - they never had, for fear of incurring the wrath of Earth’s gods, and they had yet to start even after liberated from that threat. What weapons they kept, for reasons she didn’t quite understand, were locked in storage. Nobody had fired back. The outers had died silently under silent stars, and the enemy had fled into the woods. 
 She did not want to watch their cremation. She wanted to act. So here she was. 
 “This is insanity.” She had never heard Elder Kseresh raise his voice like this. “Ada, you cannot undo centuries of carefully maintained peace with the neighbouring humans. They only tolerate us because they see us as harmless recluses.” 
 “Tolerate you?” She jabbed her finger towards the northern edge of the city, where they had come from. “They’ve been prowling the woods looking for things to kill, they stroll up here and fire heavy weapons  into the city , and you think they  tolerate  you?” 
 “The island villages do. These are outsiders -” 
 “They’re from fucking Glass Peaks, Kseresh. It’s a hop across the water.” 
 Zhilik raised a hand. “Ada, please. We are at least as upset as you are, if not more.” 
 Kseresh’s ears were completely flat against his skull as he turned on Zhilik. “You make too many excuses for her, Zhilik.  Our  people  died. She has no right to anger -” 
 “ I live here! ” She was trying not to shout and failing hard. “I eat with you people, I fought for you people, you can’t tell me to ignore it like it’s none of my business!” 
 “Yes, you eat here, and you also bring a legion of reviled human ghosts to live with us.” Kseresh stopped pretending he was going to keep reading the book open in front of him, slamming it shut. “And now  we  must suffer the consequences of your maddeningly short-sighted decisions. And at such a critical time -” 
 “It’s been  hours , Kseresh, and there’s  nothing .” She couldn’t believe he was still waiting. Did he think any of his kin out across the stars would blink and shrug, wondering whether they should bother answering a message from long-lost Earth? “You need to face the facts - Earth is your home, and there are people who want to hurt you. I can stop them.” 
 “I cannot allow -” 
 “I don’t need your gods-damned  permission! ” She stepped towards the old wooden desk, leaning on it and staring into those angry alien eyes. “Kseresh, I’ve fought for you before and I’ll do it again.” 
 “Ada, please.” Zhilik stepped forward as well. “We appreciate all that you have done, but it could endanger us further to provoke them.” 
 “Provoke?” She wheeled on him. “I’m going to flatten that whole fucking city. You think the  Chengdu  can’t do it? I’ve been playing with that ship’s weapons, Zhilik, and let me tell you -” 
 Kseresh growled at her, the suddenly loud and animalistic sound breaking through her words. “Zhilik, she is  your  pet. Deal with her. I am too busy for this.” 
 “I’m not a  pet! ” She raised her hands, curling her fingers in anger, grasping for something, anything. 
 She had nothing. She puffed and turned around, making straight for the door. She didn’t need his permission. She didn’t need anyone’s permission. She stormed out of the ziggurat, past corridors lined with scared and tired outers, still waiting for a signal from the stars that wasn’t coming. 
 “Ada! Ada!” 
 She ignored Zhilik as she rushed down the stairs and out into the city square. He had soon stopped following her, and as she turned towards the southern gate she felt glad he had. She didn’t want to have to explain to him why she had to do this. She didn’t want to have to find the words. She wasn’t sure she could. 
 Blindsided. Humans were always blindsiding her. They were unpredictable, stupidly violent. Stupid violence seemed the only effective response. If she let them get away with this, what next? How would they push their luck? What other ancient weapons would they abuse in their quest for vengeance? 
 She was not so different from them, of course. It was infuriatingly hard to deny. She was just as ready to fire back as any of them, and that thought enraged her all the more. She wanted to be better - but how could she be, when people kept doing this? 
 She found herself turned around in the city, lost in her thoughts, and she ground her teeth when she arrived at the west gate instead of the southern one. Shit. She turned and focused, hugging the outer walls of the city as she went this time, trying to keep her head straight. 
 The  Chengdu  had weapons. Powerful weapons. It was not a very chatty ship, and what little she got from it was in a language she had never heard and didn’t understand in the slightest, but she had figured out a lot of the mental machinery without its help. It was all quite intuitive stuff, much like Cherry’s systems had been. 
 She still missed that starfighter, of course. There was something soothing about talking to somebody she knew wasn’t judging her, or trying to manipulate her. Somebody impartial. 
 She didn’t bother getting someone to lower the gate - there were no guards right now, all of the outers hiding in fear, and the ghosts who had volunteered to watch the walls couldn’t use the machines. She slowed time with the code Cherry had etched onto her back, and from her fingertips stretched out the long, snaking tendrils of dark code that could let her do just about anything. 
 She clawed a levitation sigil into the ground, a feat of no more than a few seconds in real time. Once she slipped time back to its normal pace she jumped up into its column, feeling light as space swelled and pushed her upwards. She scrabbled onto the walkway on the wall and gently lowered herself down the other side, dropping with a thud as she crouched to absorb the impact. 
 In the brief moments as she fell, she imagined falling into Isavel’s arms instead, as Isavel had once offered in that golem-infested ruin. 
 She shook her head after she landed. She shouldn’t think about that right now. She needed to focus. She needed to do things quickly, to respond appropriately, to make sure no more innocent outers were killed. 
 She marched from the city walls towards the small wooden pier, flanked on one side three little boats the outers used to fish, all awkwardly dwarfed by the  Chengdu ’s massive, ancient shape dominating the other side of the pier. She smiled. This would be easy, simple, straightforward - 
 There were shapes on the pier. Three shapes. 
 She froze, her eyes not quite as sharp in the darkness as she would have liked. Only one of them looked like an outer; her mind did the math, and as she walked slowly towards them and they came into view, she wasn’t surprised to see Zhilik, Tanos, and Sam. 
 It was Sam who stepped forward first, reaching her pale hands out to rest them on Ada’s shoulders. “Ada, Zhilik told us - listen. You don’t have to do this.” 
 “I don’t have to do anything.” Ada tried to push past her. “Including listen to you.” 
 Sam slapped her across the face. Stunned, she froze in place, staring at the ghost. Sam spoke in a low, impatient tone. “Tell me what you think will happen after this.” 
 “What do you mean? I’ll bombard the city and they’ll be too devastated to mount a counterassault.” 
 “They’ll have literally nothing left to hold them back. You’ll have taken  everything  from  them .” 
 Ada pushed passed them all, and through the connection her suit had made with the ancient warship, she willed its great maw open. The door at its front flopped down against the beach like a giant tongue. Of course - she didn’t even need to be on the pier. She wasn’t thinking. She turned around and made for the inside of the ship, and heard three pairs of feet following her. 
 “Ada - hold on a second -” 
 She turned around and saw them stepping into the ship’s hold after her. Fine. They were coming along for the ride, then. She willed the door closed, and it groaned as it rose again, the vast room inside feeling brighter and brighter as they were sealed away from the night. “I’m doing this. Come watch, if you really want.” 
 Zhilik’s eyes were wide; he was seeing the inside of the ship for the first time, if she wasn’t mistaken. She had kept a close leash on it since she had brought the ghosts over. Sadly, Sam was not so easily distracted. “Ada, I’ve been around for a really long time. Let me tell you -” 
 She willed the  Chengdu  to move, and it did. It was barely an effort to imagine on a map the place she wanted to go, and the ship moved of its own accord, figuring out the best way to get there as fast as possible, shuddering and groaning as it hauled itself back into the depths of the water. It was not Cherry, but it was an incredible piece of machinery in its own right, not least because it had survived a millennium in some far-off ocean entirely intact. 
 She closed the door to the hold behind her, cutting her off from her friends. She would let them into the rest of the ship in a moment, just… not quite yet. She was in a frenzy. Ideally, she should have spent some time in a cherry grove, watching the sky between the falling petals. Failing that, it might be a good idea to meditate, to try and control her breathing and regain her focus, go through some coding forms in her mind. But she wasn’t in the mood, and settled for the third option - furiously pacing up and down the ship’s hallway. 
 She had seen the faces of the dead, as they were carried out. Smelled the coppery tang of their alien blood. Here, on the cusp of waking up from their mad interstellar dream, sixteen had died before finding out what their centuries of waiting would amount to. They were so close, and yet now so far away. She had gone to space, faced down her gods, and come back to Earth for them. For other reasons too, to be sure, but they were always there for her. A home unlike the Institute had ever managed to be. It pained her to see them wounded, and it pained her even more to know that it was people like herself who had done it. 
 She had to make this right. 
 They were banging on the door from the main cargo hold. She sighed, tried to ignore it. A few more minutes. If she could burn a bit more frustration pacing through the halls, she probably should. She felt around in her mind for the ship’s weapons, great cannons that unfurled from the ship’s back and could reach farther than she expected more accurately than she had dreamed. It would be child’s play to put an end to the damned city from a safe distance, and they would never know who had done it. 
 Of course, they should be able to guess. She hoped so - they needed to know who to avoid messing with. They needed to know what mistakes they had made to incur this. 
 The banging grew louder. She opened the door, and the other three stumbled into the hallway after her. She turned away from them and made for the control room, in the middle of the ship. Turning into that room, she flicked the mental switch that projected a map into the center of the room and stared at it intently as the others walked in. She spoke to them without looking. 
 “Don’t whine. Watch.” 
 The ship was already cruising through the water. Sam sat in one of the seats here and crossed her arms; there were several seats, actually, a baffling number of them given Ada had so far had no issues controlling the entire thing herself. The ancients had perhaps not been minimalists. Tanos sat in another, curiously poking at the screen, and she clicked her tongue at him. “Don’t touch.” 
 “Ada.” Zhilik was standing near her, one hand resting against the bulkhead. “Could you be persuaded to wait?” 
 “What a weird question.” She stared at him. “Why would I say yes?” 
 He didn’t cross his arms the way a human might if they were fed up; outers, instead, rolled their shoulders repeatedly. He got his message across anyway, before venturing to speak again. “Tell me about the ship.” 
 She blanked. “The… this ship? The  Chengdu ?” 
 His ears pivoted a bit. “Yes. What do you know about it?” 
 She wasn’t sure what he was up to. Was he testing her? “It’s got really big guns.” 
 “What else? What about this map?” He pointed at the image floating in the centre of the command room, a dizzying constellation of thousands upon thousands of points of light arranged in just the right way. 
 She sighed. “What about it?” 
 “This looks like some kind of threat assessment map. Very bland. What other map options are there?” 
 She looked sideways at him. Then Sam spoke up. “Can it show living things? Like animals, maybe? Or have you not figured that out yet?” 
 What were they doing? She thought about it, trying to feel around for the mental machinery that might let her do such a thing. If it got them to stop asking her about whether she was sure she wanted to blow that city away, fine. “ Chengdu?  Can you show me other maps?” 
 “ Wǒ tīng bù dǒng. ” 
 She shook her head. She would never understand what it was saying. “Gods, I should have told Cherry I wanted a ship I could talk to.” She stared around the command room, then reached into the map, stirring her fingers around where Campus was. It was entirely empty on the current map, the floating points of light simply tracing the shape of the land. “Here! What’s here?” 
 She waited. No answer. 
 “No? Can I change the map? Can I change what it shows?” 
 The ship’s response was complex and incomprehensible, and she glanced around the room; the other three shrugged, but they were smiling affably, like this was somehow encouraging. As she looked away from them she saw their faces shift again, serious and concerned now as they exchanged fleeting glances. 
 Did they think she couldn’t do this? Ada shook her head and closed her eyes, trying to feel around the mental musculature that connected her to the warship. There was a lot of it she had never bothered with, beyond moving and firing the cannons, but she did know how to make the map appear and disappear. Was there anything that felt… connected? 
 She tugged at one line of thought, and the map flickered, losing the blue-green coloration on the terrain, instead showing everything in a landscape of various shades of grey. Land was almost indistinguishable from the ocean floor. 
 “No, no, that’s not it.” 
 Tanos piped up. “It looks like the shape of the… the world without the water.” 
 Zhilik tried to educate them all. “A topographical map.” 
 Whatever it was, it wasn’t interesting. She tugged further, as though she were reigning in a tight rope, and the map’s colours shifted again. The terrain looked normal, but this time something entirely different was being displayed, something that made the  Chengdu  itself and a few places in Campus light up, as well as the base of the Pillar of Heaven to the south. 
 “Uh, kind of? What is this, a technology map?” 
 Sam’s eyes narrowed on the map. “Energy, maybe. Power sources. Relics.” 
 Ada’s eyes lit up. It was a curious thing, and she might be able to use it someday. She smiled, finding the ship’s secrets more interesting than she had anticipated. She kept searching through its systems as it cruised towards its destination. 
 Eventually, moving between the various pathways in search of a way to find living things, Ada found something that looked promising. It displayed the same colour patterns Cherry had when scanning for human and animal shapes, and there was a large orange-yellow blob in Campus. The forests themselves were a constantly shifting haze of smaller, dimmer yellow points of light, and a few other spots here and there that Ada knew to be human villages lit up as well. There were even a few dimmer shapes in the water, sea creatures that did not let themselves be seen at the surface. 
 “There.” She smiled. “Life!” 
 They exchanged glances, and Tanos quickly picked up the conversation. “Is there any cool stuff in here, Ada? Any relics we can carry around with us?” 
 She thought about it. “There are a few storage compartments with stuff in them I haven’t bothered to look at yet. I’ve been mostly busy trying to figure out the ship itself. There’s a lot of code in this thing, let me tell you.” 
 There was something tense in all their body language, but they seemed to have accepted what was going on. She relaxed a little, not feeling the need to fight it off. Sam tapped her finger on the machinery in front of her. “Ada, would you ever like to see the thousand worlds?” 
 Ada blinked at her. They were really all over the place. “I don’t know - sure, I guess. Why?” 
 Sam glanced at the other two. “There’s actually still one ghost walker left, you know. Running around on this island, actually.” 
 The news took her aback - she had heard there were three, at some point, but it had never occurred to her to wonder what had happened to the third one. She frowned. “Wait, what for? Do they know it’s over? The war, I mean.” 
 Sam shrugged. “I think some of ours headed up there to tell him. I haven’t heard anything, though. It’s not like we’re very organized anymore.” 
 Ada sat down on another of the chairs and leaned back, thinking about it. The thousand worlds… She might want to explore them. She had heard all sorts of stories, of course, and she was curious. But tracking down a ghost walker who would surely be on the run by now sounded like a chore, and she wouldn’t have time for that if she was trying to look out for the safety of Campus. 
 As she was lost in thought, the ship barked something. “ Dào le! ” 
 Startled, she realized from the map that they were at their destination - a seemingly insignificant point in the vast strait between the island and Glass Peaks, at a distance where she was confident she could use the ship’s weapons. She took a deep breath and nodded, standing up. 
 She felt around in the  Chengdu ’s controls, pushing the ship up towards the surface. She felt the ship accelerate under her feet, rumbling gently as it rose. Then the texture of the ascent changed, and the warship suddenly slowed. The distant sound of water sloshing reached her ears. She had reached the surface. Good. Time to get some fresh air. 
 “Ada?” 
 She didn’t want to fight with them. She just wanted to get this over with. Ada walked out of the control room, and with a mental tug the map followed, closing in on Glass Peaks itself as she went. The map was the best way of firing the weapons she had found - looking down on the city from above, as though she were sitting in Cherry’s cockpit. Firing cannons like this was oddly abstract and impersonal, but it would have to do. 
 She heard the others follow her as she reached a narrow set of stairs at the rear of the ship. A door snapped open at the top, letting in a waft of cool, salty night air. She stepped out onto the ship’s topside as saltwater rushed off the  Chengdu ’s smooth, dark surface. Her suit’s black boots thumped against the ship’s hull as she mentally yanked at the ship’s cannons, bringing them to bear on the side of the ship that faced northeast. They unfolded from the hull like metal mouths, opening to hum with deadly power as their bluish lights scintillated across the gently rolling ocean. She would let them sing soon enough. 
 Tanos rested a hand on her shoulder. “Ada, are you sure about this?” 
 “I’m sure.” 
 Zhilik sounded doubtful. “You seem calmer. Perhaps we should wait until we are certain.” 
 Certainty. She shook her head, pointing at the map. She just had to think the command, place a marker, and the  Chengdu  would fire. It was easy. 
 It was easy to find certainty in the looks of anguish on the outers’ faces as they gathered their dead - dead who would never be reunited in the afterlife with their loved ones. Dead who were forever gone, reduced to a brute reminder of the mortality of the bereaved and everything they cared for. She remembered how Kseresh had spoken to them as they gathered their dead, promising his people safety and salvation when they received an answer from that distant star - a star that had so far remained silent. 
 There may well be nothing left out there, either. Perhaps all the galaxy was just one huge sea of lost memories and collapsing worlds. 
 Certainty. Ada dragged her eyes across the map of Glass Peaks, looking for the tallest towers to bring to the ground first. All the world was turning to ruin anyway, sooner or later. On a scale of centuries, today would make little difference to anyone. 
 Tanos laid a hand on her shoulder. “Ada, you know Isavel is in that city.” 
 Her hand paused in the map. The salt water sloshed peacefully against the side of the ship. She turned to glance at the others, barely illuminated in the night. Zhilik was holding onto the doorframe, clearly not liking being so close to the ocean. Sam was looking at her, and though it was hard to see the details of her face, she seemed to be calm. 
 Isavel was in Glass Peaks. 
 Of course. 
 She glanced at the map and set her targets, one by one popping little red markers into the ghostly image of the bridge that ran over the inlet into the heart of the city. The others watched her closely. Too closely. 
 “I’ll block off their main docks, so they’ll have a harder time sending out boats. And it’ll scare the shit out of them.” 
 Sam reached over for her shoulder and squeezed it. Ada tried to ignore her, and flexed the mental muscles connecting her to the  Chengdu ’s cannons. 
 The  Chengdu  hollered its answer in  light, each cannon thumping as it fired, vibrations climbing through Ada’s feet and coiling around her spine. Huge bolts of hard light sailed through the night towards the city, blue brilliance blotting out the stars and the slowly creeping dawn. 
 The warship fired and fired again, each successive blast infusing the water around them with light, the ship thrumming with the barrage. Again and again she let her mind focus on some part of that bridge, or the pillars supporting it, and the ship followed as fast as it could, blasting the targets with almost pinpoint accuracy from at least ten klicks away. 
 Isavel was in the city. Of course Isavel was in the city. She couldn’t just… shoot randomly into a populated area like that. She needed to be careful. 
 She stopped selecting targets, and as the  Chengdu  ran through to the end of its list it fell silent. The bridge, if the map was accurate, had collapsed and blocked off the entire inlet. Ada couldn’t see smoke rising against the night sky, but the people in the city must have seen and heard the blasts, so close to their homes. 
 She felt remarkably... scared. 
 Why did it matter that she had almost hurt Isavel? She owed the other woman a debt, yes, but that wasn’t it. Certainly that wasn’t why Tanos had thought to remind her of that fact. 
 Sam cleared her throat. “What about the city?” 
 Ada sighed. “It’s… not worth it. I should focus on directly targeting direct threats. It’s more efficient that way.” 
 The breeze over the open water smelled like salt and seaweed, and it was cold. Ada turned around, and found Zhilik there to nuzzle her head with his snout, an unusual gesture of affection the outers mostly reserved for their children, as far as she could tell. Still, she accepted it. She closed her eyes and breathed, then walked back into the  Chengdu  as the others exchanged seemingly satisfied glances. 
 S he had to have accomplished something. Something that would help these people, this strange collection of hated ghosts and alien diaspora trapped together in one small city. She coaxed the ship back down into the murky depths of the sea and turned it around, heading for the city. With any luck, she hadn’t hurt anybody. 
 Isavel would understand. 
  
 Chapter 4 
 It wasn’t difficult to find the outers’ city, even nestled amidst the stony ruins of a whole city as it was. The gate was a massive bluish sheen of hard light that crackled with electric power, a difficult thing to overlook even at a casual glance. 
 Isavel reminded the coders to stay out of sight with the hauler, and made for the gate. Hail followed her, of course, and for that she was grateful. Even though Hail seemed to silently disagree on how much Isavel should cleave to the words the gods had uttered so many weeks ago, she had stayed by Isavel’s side, listening for weeks as Isavel slowly turned away from what had once seemed a clear divine mandate. And she had not been fazed. Isavel trusted her. 
 She stood in front of the gate and felt the gifts whirl inside her, breathing out and letting the dragon and warrior grow together into a brilliant pair of jagged white wings that spread out behind her back. The shapes on the city walls - some human, some not - stared down at her, and even at this distance her hunter’s eyes saw recognition and understanding in the human faces. 
 The others, these outers, she couldn’t fathom. Their stared back at her with glassy eyes settled in coarse fur of various colours, faces peeking out from gaps in the cloth swaddled around their bodies. After a moment, she realized they looked cold. 
 A human shape shouted down at her. “What do you want, White Witch?” 
 White Witch. They were ghosts, of course - few humans would voluntarily come live in such an inhuman place. She felt Hail tense up next to her, but reached out a hand to stay any shots as she shouted back up the wall. “I’m here to talk to Ada Liu. There’s a war coming for you, and I want to help stop it.” 
 The ghost turned to one of the outers nearby, and they conferred quietly for a time before the human rushed down the wall and disappeared down the other side. The outer looked back down at her, pulled back its hood, and spoke in a voice that did not betray age or gender in any way Isavel understood. “We are trusting you by allowing you into our city. We mean no harm to anyone. Know in your heart that if you hurt us, you will have betrayed our goodwill, and allowed a malice to take root in your self.” 
 She pressed her lips together and nodded. Oddly affected words, delivered in an accent alien to her ears, but she recognized the sentiment behind them. She was not here to hurt anyone. On the contrary, she wanted the madness to stop. If it stopped - if people laid down their arms, and peace returned to the region - she could be free to do set her own course. 
 First and foremost, figure out why she had been thrust into this impossible life, and once she had those answers, decide what she wanted to do with it. 
 It took an inordinate amount of time for the gate to open, but when it did it was with a sudden snap, the hard blue light cracking and vanishing into thin air. On the other side, standing in the middle of a clean and mostly empty street, Ada was waiting for her. 
 The sight of her gave Isavel’s heart a jolt. She hadn’t expected her to be here so fast, so without warning. She wasn’t entirely ready. Hail leaned in and whispered. 
 “I will watch her, Herald. If she tries to -” 
 She shook her head. “Hail, don’t worry. Leave her to me.” 
 “As far as anyone knows, she’s a madwoman.” 
 “I know more.” She squeezed Hail’s shoulder. “Watch from a distance, sure, but leave the conversation to us.” 
 Hail kept her lips sealed, and nodded even as she cast more suspicion at Ada. Isavel took a deep breath. Time to make a second impression. 
 She crossed the gate towards Ada, eyeing her up, trying to gauge how she was feeling. Ada’s jet black hair cascaded down onto her shoulders, almost disappearing in the black of the strange suit she was wearing. Her eyes, usually sharp with cunning, were wide and surprised, and there was a touch of pink underlying the pale golden tones of her face. Isavel stopped just within arm’s reach of her, and the proximity seemed to snap Ada out of her stupor. 
 “Isavel - uh - hi.” She blinked rapidly and shook her head, as though trying to clear it. “I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 “I know.” Isavel smiled and extended her hand towards Ada, and for a moment the coder seemed confused. Was she doing something wrong? Then Ada clasped her forearm, and smiled back. Isavel breathed a sigh of relief. “I was hoping we could talk.” 
 Ada’s eyes flicked to something behind her. “Is this… about the bridge?” 
 Isavel felt the tension in Ada’s arm at the words, and a little bit of panic ran down her spine. She didn’t want to start on the wrong foot. “No, this is about your terrible dancing feet. You’re a menace. I’m here to give you lessons.” 
 Ada blinked at her for a second before her face lit up with laughter, though she pulled her hand away from Isavel’s arm at the same time, instead bringing it to the back of her neck. “That’s not fair! I never got to practice, okay?” 
 “I figured  that  out in Hive.” She smiled, but the staring eyes of everyone around them were starting to raise her hackles. “Ada, can we talk somewhere… not in front of dozens of people?” 
 “Oh, right, of course.” She spun around, once in both directions, as though looking for some kind of quick solution. “Um, there’s a greenhouse. It’s quiet. Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 Isavel shot a quick glance at Hail, who seemed to have relaxed a bit. Good. She didn’t want to have to defuse any other tensions while she was here. She caught up with Ada, who turned to her with a pained look on her face. 
 “Isavel, I’m sorry about the whole mountain thing. Where we got into that fight. I didn’t want to hurt you.” 
 Isavel shook her head. “You were right, you know. The ghost’s walker showed me Elysium, afterwards. I… should have listened to you.” 
 Ada looked back in front of herself. “Oh. I heard you killed him.” 
 She tensed up a bit. “Yes. He actually asked me to, but I don’t expect you to believe that.” 
 “No, I do.” Ada was shaking her head. “You know, since the end of that war, every week a couple of ghosts kill themselves. Feel like they’re done, I guess; or they’re sick of hiding.” 
 “All the better.” 
 Hail’s voice made Isavel jump, and Ada seemed startled as well, stopping still. She hadn’t realized Hail was following them so closely. Anger flashed across her face, but then she exercised visible restraint, glancing back at Isavel before addressing the hunter. “I don’t think we’ve met.” 
 Hail crossed her arms. “No.” 
 Ada seemed to sway a little on her feet, glancing between Isavel and Hail. “Well, I’m Ada. You know that already, but -” 
 “Ada, this is Hail. She’s my companion.” 
 Hail stood a little taller than Ada and had a more warlike build, so the unease etched across Ada’s face made sense. Still, the coder took a deep breath and nodded. “Well, good to meet you. I’m not going to hurt Isavel, I promise. I’d just like to talk to her alone.” 
 Hail glanced over, and Isavel nodded to her. She appreciated the protective instinct, but it was misplaced here. She didn’t think Ada was dangerous - even if what the other coders said was true. Hail stepped back, and Ada led them to a large building with mostly transparent walls, bursting with greenery inside. 
 Isavel noticed a few other people had been following them at a distance, and Ada stepped over to them to speak for a moment. Two of them were humans, presumably ghosts, and one of them was a white-furred outer. Their body language spoke of familiarity; Isavel wondered just what kind of kinship Ada saw with these outcasts that she didn’t see with her fellow humans. 
 Ada came back, and glanced at Hail again. “You can wait outside with my friends. None of them are gifted, so don’t worry about them trying to kill you or anything.” 
 The bluntness of the statement didn’t seem to reassure Hail, but she nodded and stepped away, and as she gained some distance Isavel heard Ada breath an audible sigh of relief. Isavel grinned. “She’s a bit intense, isn’t she?” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. “Yeah. How did you get a… companion like that?” 
 “We met in Hive. It’s a long story, but basically she let me borrow her clothes.” 
 Ada seemed to blank for a moment before chuckling, though she quickly turned away and opened the door. “Oh, got it. I remember Hive.” 
 “So do I.” Isavel only realized after she had said them that the words were ill-timed, considering she had just been talking about it. “I mean - I remember meeting you there. I assume you were there to break into the Mayor’s home.” 
 They stepped into the greenhouse, and Isavel was suddenly overpowered by the feeling of moist, warm air, and the smell of greenery and soil. It was a beautiful and comforting smell, like a promise to her body that she was going to feel better, and she breathed it in deeply as Ada shut the door behind them. “Yeah, that was me. I killed the guy, too. I remember you saying he was a pain in your ass.” 
 “That’s definitely one way to put it. His son is a lot nicer.” She watched Ada, and tried to see her as a cold-hearted killer, but it was a difficult thought to reconcile with the nervous woman standing in front of her. “Let’s sit down somewhere.” 
 “Sure.” Ada again turned around as though she were unfamiliar with the place, even though she clearly was. “Um, over there, by the tomatoes.” 
 Tomatoes! The word sparked hunger in Isavel’s mouth; she hadn’t had tomatoes in a few weeks, but her mother had always tried to cook with them if they could find any. “Are they ripe?” 
 Ada laughed as she walked through the greenhouse, through rows and rows of shelves covered in living plants illuminated by bright lights above their heads. “I don’t know; they’re red. I just eat whatever Zhilik puts in front of my face.” She glanced back at Isavel. “My outer friend - he was standing outside.” 
 The white-furred one. Isavel nodded. “They eat our food?” 
 “Of course. Most of it.” Ada frowned as they sat down at a humble wooden table, with two very minimal and oddly-carved stools sitting next to it. “There are a few things that make them sick. Some flower petals, apparently, and quinoa of all things, at least unless you wash it really carefully. They don’t usually bother.” 
 Isavel shifted on the somewhat uncomfortable seat, and glanced out at the tomatoes ripening in dense red clusters on the vine. She wasn’t sure how to start this conversation. She should probably just start with the truth. “Ada, you blew up that bridge.” 
 Ada averted her eyes. “Yeah, I know. They killed sixteen people last night - outers, not that your people care about them.” 
 “My people?” 
 Ada blinked and stammered. “I - sorry, I meant the - the army people.” 
 Isavel didn’t like being assigned to them. She could have let it slide, but she wanted to put everything on the table here. “I’m not with them anymore. I was actually leaving Glass Peaks when I saw the smoke and went back to see what had happened.” 
 “Oh gods.” Ada’s eyes widened. “You weren’t  on  the bridge, were you?” 
 Isavel skewed her head sideways at the strange question, and gave Ada a second or two to realise what she had asked. 
 “I mean - of course you weren’t.” 
 “I don’t think anyone was. You didn’t attack the city, either.” Isavel tried to read Ada’s face, but the coder was a bit closed off on this. “Why not?” 
 “I wanted to scare them, not get them thirsty for revenge.” 
 Something about the way Ada said that was too quick, too rehearsed. She pursed her lips, but didn’t push it. She would take what she could get. “Well, I’m pretty sure that backfired. What were you thinking?” 
 Ada’s jaw set. “That I would scare them into leaving the outers alone. What do you think I was trying to do?” 
 “Well, you got them riled up for a war.” Isavel sighed. “They’re planning on invading the island and sweeping south to attack this city. They don’t feel safe knowing you’re out here. You specifically, Ada, but also the ghosts, even the outers. Nobody knows anything about the outers, but people believe they helped the ghosts.” 
 “They didn’t!” Even as she said it, though, Ada hesitated. “Well, they took them in after the last war. I kind of… convinced them. That was my fault. So was the bridge. The outers didn’t do anything.” 
 Her defensiveness was clear; yet it was also strange. Everybody Isavel knew told her Ada was dangerous, untrustworthy, almost a rabid animal. Isavel didn’t see that in her - she saw a clumsy girl who could barely dance, a fiercely protective friend to these strange outers, a nervous and well-meaning person who made rash and impetuous decisions that didn’t take others into account. It was as though this Ada was an entirely different person to the one the coders had described to her. 
 It occurred to her that she didn’t know for certain Ada had not been possessed by a ghost. The thought was unexpected, and Isavel felt a welling up of shame at even considering it, but at the same time she couldn’t deny that it was possible. Anything was possible. 
 She tried to keep the thought hidden. “That may be, but nobody else knows that, and they don’t really seem to care.” She took a deep breath. What had happened to being forthright? She wanted to be clear with Ada, to avoid the pitfalls they had made when they first knew each other - the evasions, the dissimilation, the oblique conversations. “Ada, they all seem to think you’re dangerous.  Really  dangerous.” 
 Ada glanced down at her hands on the table, flexing her fingers a bit, and smiled. “I mean, I like to think I  am  dangerous.” 
 “I know you’re some kind of sorceress, I found that out the hard way.” 
 “But you still beat me.” 
 It was true - she had, and the genuine admission of loss tickled her a little. Isavel smiled and leaned back against the thick glass wall, stretching an arm into the air and bringing her hand behind her head, flexing her arm muscles deliberately. “I guess I did.” 
 Ada’s eyes flicked up and down her arms and then back to her face, then back down to the table again. She suddenly seemed a bit more skittish. “You’re a good fighter. I guess you and Hail make a good couple.” 
 “Couple?” The word startled her, and she found herself chuckling. “No, no, she’s my, um, she decided to be my bodyguard, sort of. I think it’s a religious thing. It’s not like that at all.” 
 “Oh!” Ada frowned. “What about the clothes borrowing?” 
 “I - oh, I can see how - that was also sort of a religious thing. She was starstruck meeting the Saint Herald of the Gods, and I needed a disguise.” 
 “Right, of course.” Ada was staring off at the tomatoes, studiously avoiding eye contact. She seemed embarrassed, and fair enough - it was always awkward to make false assumptions about someone’s intimate ties. That very human uncertainty struck Isavel again, as did its dissonance with what she had been told to expect from Ada. 
 “Why do the other coders hate you?” 
 Ada’s eyes narrowed immediately, and all signs of her jitteriness were suddenly vaporized by laser focus directly on Isavel. The change was so sudden and powerful that Isavel found her gaze caught, staring into those eyes, their shape like wings spreading for the sky, the deep brown of their irises melding with her pupils like a portal into a dark night. “Who did you talk to? Elder Tan?” 
 It took Isavel a second to regain her composure and realised Ada had asked her a question. “I’ve had a few of them tell me things. Elder Tan, yes. Two of the younger ones, too, Zoa and her brother.”  
 Ada grumbled. “Ren is annoying, but Zoa is worse.” 
 She could tell Ada was shutting down. This had been a bad idea, and Isavel scrambled to regain the tenuous connection they had had moments ago. “Nothing they say seems true, Ada. They talk about you like some monster, but you’re obviously not.” 
 “I am a monster to them.” Ada smiled, but it was a more feral smile, hungry and fierce. “I want to destroy everything they love.” 
 Isavel opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. She leaned back a little before she realized what she was doing, and leaned in on the table instead. She breathed in through her nose, then out again, and her silence seemed to catch Ada’s attention a bit. “You know, there was an old temple steward in Glass Peaks, always wearing a mask. She seemed to have a good understanding of the gods, and what they wanted. People didn’t like her, exactly, but they all valued her advice.” 
 Ada frowned a bit, listening. 
 “She told me I had to destroy that crystal, under the mountain. After I found out you were telling the truth, I went back and smashed her mask off. She was a golem, and claimed that for a thousand years she’s been trying to ensure ancient civilization was never rebuilt. I tore her apart and melted the bits of her that still worked into the walls of that ruin.” 
 That story softened Ada’s hard edges and captivated her, pulling her in a little closer. “A golem? That remembers the ancients?” 
 “I think she  was  one. Put in the golem’s body, somehow. And the gods never did a thing to stop her.” 
 Ada stared off into space for a while, her mind clearly puzzling through the new information. Then she smiled. “Isavel, that’s… huh. That explains some things. I guess we both learned we can’t trust the damned gods.” 
 Isavel snorted. “Seems like it. Are you still their Arbiter, whatever that is?” 
 Ada blinked. “I guess I am, but I haven’t heard from them since then, and I don’t know how to contact them. And even if I did… Isavel, they played us against each other. They didn’t care who won - it was all the same to them. They lied to us both. I hate them for that.” 
 Isavel thought back to what the gods had said. Ada’s will, Isavel’s duty. Looking back on it, it made no sense. They had been used as pawns, and then discarded, both of them, without concern for what they would do going forward. What kind of gods were they? “So do I.” 
 Ada smiled at her, still a bit tense, and they were silent for a moment. Isavel realized, as she sat there in the greenhouse watching small insects buzz along between the plants, that Ada hadn’t answered her original question, exactly. Why did the coders think she was dangerous? The evasiveness was subtle, but she wasn’t sure she was comfortable with it. Something about Ada scared her - not because she was dangerous, but because she was unknown. Isavel wanted to know what she was thinking, because if she didn’t… They were both unique players in the strange game being played out along this coastline. She needed to know what was going on inside Ada’s head. 
 “Ada, you don’t want a war, do you?” 
 Ada shook her head. “Of course not. I want… I just want to be left alone. I’m doing important work here, Isavel. Trying to fix old problems we’ve been living with for a thousand years. I don’t want people to die.” 
 “So why lash out at the city? It’s only making things worse.” 
 Ada thrummed her fingers against the wooden table, slowly shaking her head as though disagreeing with herself on why she had done it. “It hurts, to see people who took you in be attacked for no reason. It hurts more when it’s because of what I did, and it hurts more when the people attacking are humans, like me. It feels like it’s all my fault.” 
 Not exactly an answer, but Isavel could tell there was sincerity there. It occurred to her Ada herself might not understand what she was doing. She may be clouded and confused; it wouldn’t be surprising. She clearly had a bad relationship to most of the humans she had ever met. 
 Isavel decided to take a risk. “Ada, we’re on the same side.” She reached out and laid her hand on top of Ada’s, squeezing it.  
 Chapter 5 
 The touch was electric, and it startled Ada more than it should have. Her hand twitched under Isavel’s as she wondered what she should do with it. 
 They were on the same side? Up until today, the very opposite had seemed to be true. What was different? What had changed? She took a deep breath. “What do you mean?” 
 Isavel kept her hand there, but her eyes went searching elsewhere. “Something I wasn’t expecting about being the Herald was how… Nobody sees you as a person anymore. I was their Herald, but I wasn't Isavel. And I always will be, to them. I can’t go back and be a regular person, and not because I don’t want to. They just won’t let me. Even Hail - gods, Ada, it took me so long to convince her to call me by my actual name instead of one of those titles.” 
 Isavel sounded exasperated, and the idea that she was sick of the worship and praise was deeply amusing. Ada thought she would have enjoyed such a life, but it sounded a lot less appealing when Isavel described it. There was no way to win for either of them, it seemed. She supposed that did put them on the same side. The losing side. 
 “So you decided to run away.” 
 Isavel nodded. “I thought if I got far enough from Glass Peaks, I could find people who didn’t know or care about me. People who would treat me like people, who wouldn’t treat me like I was too good to touch or talk to or be human with.” She shook her head. 
 Ada pulled her hand out from under Isavel’s and reached over to poke her on the nose. 
 Isavel’s eyes widened, and the corners of her lips turned up a bit. “What - what was that for?” 
 “Just me showing you you’re not too good to touch.” Ada pulled her hand back and tried to smile. “You’re just okay.” 
 “ Just   okay? ” Isavel’s eyes lit up, but she was grinning. “That’s blasphemy, you know. You could get struck by godfire.” 
 She stared up at the ceiling and was slightly, irrationally comforted to have a roof over her head. “I’d like to see them try.” 
 Isavel shook her head. “Ada… can I ask you something?” 
 An unpleasant question usually only asked to prepare someone for an even more unpleasant question. Ada winced. “Go ahead.” 
 “What happened at the Institute, with Jinna?” 
 Oh. 
 Every time that name or the person attached to it had skirted the edge of Ada’s mind, she had locked it up again. Boxed it away. She had a system, and it worked wonderfully - every time her memory wandered down that lane, she stopped herself and imagined the scene turning into a diorama of puppets, then imagined herself putting the puppets in a box, closing it down and tracing a reinforcement sigil around it to ensure it didn’t open. For months the memories had stopped appearing in her mind, and she had been at peace. It had worked beautifully. 
 “You told me it would work!” Jinna’s face was still marred with ugly tears as she yelled at Ada. “You told me it would seal the door!” 
 She remembered the fear and anger she had felt. “I said it  might!  I hadn’t tried it yet! You know code can crash like that if -” 
 Jinna pointed a finger in her face, accusatory and bitter. “What good are your stupid theories if they don’t  work?  Why do I bother? ” 
 Why did she bother. In those words and their texture and tone, Ada grasped something she hadn’t understood for all the months she had shared her time and thoughts and bed with this girl. Jinna wasn’t enamored with Ada, or with her novel approach to code. She was enamored by the promise of power, by the promise of a blunt instrument she could wield against her parents to ward off their cruelty. 
 In that simple question, Ada understood she was just a tool to Jinna, the only person other than her parents who had ever seemed to care about her. That realization spread like wildfire through the rest of her brain, burning everything it touched. She could never convince anyone to understand what she was doing. She could never be at home here. She would never be able to prove herself right, to redeem herself and be granted her rightful place as a leader. She could never trust anyone who claimed to want to be close to her. She could never rely on anyone. She was alone. She had to learn to be alone. 
 The pain coursed through her brain down her spine and into her every limb. Her entire body jolted and she tried to stand up from the chair but ended up tripping and falling over instead, scrabbling against the ground, hauling herself up. Her ears were still rushing with blood, drowning out dim sounds from the outside world. She felt Isavel’s strong hands gripping her arms and helping her up, but Isavel could drop her any time, cast her off if she was useless or just to make a fool of her. She flailed and staggered deeper into the greenhouse, alone, pressing her hand against her head. 
 It was all just a puppet show. Just a puppet show. Jinna was a puppet, the memory was a puppet, and Ada could cut the strings and put them away, if she could just  focus . 
 “Ada? Ada!” 
 She wheeled around on Isavel, and suddenly felt her feet sinking into a steaming quagmire of shame. She was pathetic. She was weak. Everybody was alone, in truth, but nobody broke down as easily as she did. She felt blood rushing across her face as she shook her head, trying to be an adult, trying to not feel so completely broken. 
 She felt arms around her. She tried to squirm away. She didn’t need help. She needed to learn to accept what she was, to stand alone, to not be pathetic. But Isavel was too strong, and with one hand she wrenched Ada’s head out of the fog and stared her in the face. “Ada! Stop! Breath, damn it.” 
 Breath. In, out. In, out. She couldn’t look at Isavel, so she closed her eyes. 
 “Ada, what the hell happened?” 
 “I don’t -” 
 “Tell me.” 
 She opened her eyes again, trying to remember it without feeling it. “It’s stupid. Childish. It’s nothing.” 
 “Clearly it isn’t.” 
 Why did Isavel care? She didn’t want to hear some miserable sob story - she just wanted to calm Ada d own, get her through this fit. “She… I thought she cared, but she just wanted to use me to figure out a way to -” Isavel just wanted to use Ada to figure out a way to stop a war. 
 She stepped back. This time, Isavel let her go, watching her intently. Why? She couldn’t trust Isavel. How convenient was it that she showed up here, just when Ada was starting to learn she could never trust humans? She was weak and vulnerable, and suddenly Isavel needed her for something. 
 Except that was ridiculous. She knew it made no sense. This was genuine. It had to be. 
 If it wasn’t, Ada was still just the same idiot she had always been. 
 Isavel took a step closer and glared at her, breathing heavily through her nose. “Ada, I’m  trying  to reach out to you here. I need your help, and I think you need mine. What’s going on? Talk to me!” 
 Help. They needed each other’s help. Was that true? On reflection, it seemed to be - Ada needed to protect the outers for as long as she could, while they figured out whether to wait for an answer from the stars or leave immediately. She had to see it through to the end with them. 
 Isavel needed her help, too. To keep people safe even as they charged into an unnecessary war, protect the humans like she always did. She needed Ada for that. 
 Ada took a deep breath. “I thought she cared about me, but she was using me to try and get back at her parents. Nobody else cared either. That’s it.” 
 “So you didn’t try to kill her parents?” 
 “No, of course not.” She had endured hours of interrogation by the senior coders on that point, but nobody could prove she had tried to kill Jinna’s parents because Ada had been in an entirely separate part of the Institute that night, and had in any case never intended to kill anyone. The Institute found it easier to believe the lie than the truth, unfortunately. “I didn’t care. I thought I was helping her learn to understand code better. Turns out I was an idiot.” 
 Isavel breathed deeply. “Your family died a long time ago, didn’t they?” 
 “Yes. Seven winters ago.” 
 Isavel leaned against the glass wall and exhaled, crossing her arms. “Mine died in the spring.” 
 The words creaked out of Isavel’s mouth, and Ada recognized old, familiar sentiments in them. She took a step closer, keeping her hands to herself, and leaned against the wall next to Isavel. Breathing deeply, she was quietly thankful to Isavel for taking the focus onto herself. “What happened?” 
 “Bandits - or ghosts, I don’t actually know anymore.” 
 “Those don’t sound like ghosts, Isavel. Ghosts keep the bodies.” 
 Isavel glared at her. “I’m really not interested in speculating at this point.” 
 Heat prickled at Ada’s face again, and she kicked herself mentally. “Of course. Sorry.” 
 “Me too. They killed everyone.” 
 “Except you.” 
 Isavel’s right hand rose to her neck, and she rubbed it as though it were sore. “They killed me too. Threw me in the pile. I died, and… woke up later. Somehow. With three fucking gifts, Ada, but I’d never had one before.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. She could only imagine the horror of that experience, and Isavel’s voice and expression already provided her with a hint of it. Exhaling quietly for a moment, she rested a hand on Isavel’s shoulder. “That’s… holy shit.” 
 Isavel shook her head. “It’s past, now.” 
 “Why are you telling me?” 
 Isavel looked at her. “I want you to understand that we’re in all of this together. I know you’re dangerous, you’ve killed people, but I don’t think you’re the kind of monster everyone thinks you are. You’re not alone. The two of us can figure something out, a way to keep everyone from killing each other.” 
 She was alone. She was always alone. But it occurred to her that it might be nice, for a little while, to pretend she wasn’t. If she knew what she was getting into, she might be safe. “So what’s your plan?” 
 Isavel stared at her, chuckling nervously. “That’s why I came to you. I don’t  have  a plan.” 
 Ada smirked. “Well neither do I.” But this was a problem, and one thing Ada felt she was good at was solving problems. If they needed to plan, they should plan. “So we need to keep the human army away from here for as long as possible, right?” 
 “Ideally.” Isavel uncrossed her arms and turned to look at Campus through the window. Ada followed her gaze, and she saw Hail awkwardly standing near Zhilik and Tanos, with Sam at a slightly wider distance. Isavel sighed. “We need to convince them to not head straight here immediately, for one thing.” 
 “What, straight across the water?” Ada looked at her. “You know the thing I destroyed the bridge with is a ship, right? It travels underwater. If they tried crossing the open water I could just shoot them all.” 
 Isavel’s eyes widened, but after a moment she nodded. “No, that’s good. I can tell them that. If they know they can’t cross open water, maybe they’ll travel further north where the strait is narrow. That’ll add… I don’t know, a lot of days.” 
 To the north of the island. Ada’s mind raced. “There’s another ghost walker.” 
 Isavel stared at her. “What? I’ve already killed two.” 
 The casual tone of the comment made Ada want to giggle, but she restrained herself. “There’s just one more, apparently. Hiding up north. I can get Sam - uh, one of the ghosts - to show you on a map where he was last.” 
 Isavel nodded. “They might be persuaded to hunt him first. I don’t know if anyone in Glass Peaks will trust that information without proof, but I can try my best. Ada, can you stop the outers or the ghosts from retaliating? I can’t control every little party that decides to run around the island shooting people.” 
 “The outers don’t really fight. The ghosts… I can tell them to stay put, defend the walls and that’s it. There aren’t enough of them to stage an offensive, don’t worry. Just a few hundred.” 
 Isavel seemed concerned even at that number, but she didn’t say as much. “Okay. So I try to delay them for as long as possible, but I can’t do it forever. I’d rather there not be anyone left here when they arrive. Can you get these people out of here?” 
 “I -” She stared out at the city. There were a thousand outers here, at least, and over two hundred ghosts. They wouldn’t all fit in the  Chengdu , at least not in one trip. And the outers seemed to be hoping someone was coming for them from the stars, even if they had no proof of it. If that someone didn’t come soon enough, they would have to leave. They didn’t have a choice. “I can try. I’ve got a big ship, and I can take maybe a hundred of them at a time. I can bring them down the coast, somewhere past Hive, and we can figure it out from there.” 
 Isavel seemed to catch something in what she said. “Okay. And after that?” 
 Ada looked at her, at the summer light pouring through the glass and streaming down her olive skin. “After that, I go back to what I’ve been trying to do this whole time. Figure out how to fix the world. Learn from the ancients’ successes and mistakes to build something better.” 
 Isavel’s mouth flickered into a grin. “Fix the world? You know, you might want to consider humility someday.” 
 “Never.” She grinned back. “What about you?” 
 Isavel stared at her hands. “You know… the gods might not care about us, but they know things. They knew what I was before we met, and they understand a lot. I need to know what I am. I don’t think I’ll be able to find peace until I’ve figured out what this second life of mine  is . Why I have it.” She smiled at Ada. “Maybe I’ll have to fight the gods for an answer.” 
 Ada chuckled, wondering if the gods really did know. There was so much they should know, but they shared so little. She looked at Isavel, and found herself hoping she found the answers she needed. Ada was feeling a bit curious herself. “If you need a hand, I’ll hold them while you punch them in the face.” 
 Isavel laughed, turning away from the glass towards her. “I like this better. Us being friends.” 
 Ada pursed her lips. She had to agree - every time they had met until now, they had been holding back from each other. For good reasons, perhaps, but it had still felt forced and wrong, like the universe was conspiring to make their lives difficult. Maybe those times were at an end. “Me too. I never wanted to fight.” 
 “Me neither.” Isavel looked at her then glanced away, back outside. “You know, I borrowed your gun, last time we met. I forgot to bring it with me.” 
 “Oh - uh, that’s okay.” She didn’t really need the gun; it took her a second to grasp that Isavel wanted to return it, though, and a thought occurred to her. “Listen, you can bring it back whenever you have time. It’s a good thing to have, I guess. Just a second, let me make something.” 
 She turned around and started rooting through the greenhouse shelves; they were packed closely with soil and plant life, but a number of the plants had little stones covering the bare soil, to keep insects out and water in. She picked up two of the little stones, soft black shapes only a bit larger than the last segment of her thumb, and held them in her hand. She slowed time to a crawl, and in time dilation she recalled the sigil for creating locator stones. It was normally a huge sigil, useful but generally too large for coders to apply in the wild. 
 Her own dark code spindles, however, seemed to have no limit to how small they could be, and so Ada wrapped each of the stones in a locator sigil in turn, intricate weavings of black that seemed at first to do nothing at all. Back in real-time, she handed one of them to Isavel, and held up the other one. “Touch the stones together.” 
 Isavel stared at it. “Was that code, or magic?” 
 Ada shrugged. “Magical code.” 
 Isavel shook her head, clearly thinking this was silly, but when she touched her locator stone to Ada’s, the two of them flashed bright white, and when they broke contact a shimmering glow remained on one side of the stone, each one pointing at the other. Isavel looked at it curiously, moving it up and down and side to side in front of her, watching the glow maintain its orientation, locked to its twin. She smiled. “Is this an invitation to come bother you whenever I want?” 
 Ada couldn’t imagine being bothered by that. “Only if you want to return that gun. Or, if you take too long, maybe I’ll come find you myself.” 
 “Of course.” Isavel took a deep breath. “I should go, then. I need to get back to Glass Peaks and try to delay them for as long as I can.” 
 “I’ll talk to everyone here about evacuating.” She swallowed. “Isavel, thanks. For coming here.” 
 Isavel looked at her. “Of course.” 
 The silence that hung between them quickly weighed on Ada, and she started stammering. “Um, well, do you have a way to get back?” 
 “Yes, we have a hauler tucked away in the ruins.” Isavel seemed to have only just remembered about it. “I’ll grab Hail. I don’t imagine she wants to be here much longer.” 
 “Sure. Of course.” They stepped away from the wall and back down towards the door, but as they passed the tomatoes Ada remembered the flash of interest in Isavel’s eyes when she had mentioned them. She probably liked them. Ada wrenched a small one off the vine and handed it to her as they stepped out the door. “Here. You like these?” 
 She smiled brightly, taking it from Ada’s hand. “My mother used to cook with them whenever she got the chance. I’d eat them when she wasn’t looking.” She popped it in her mouth and chewed it happily for a moment. When she had swallowed it, glanced over at Hail. “Ada, thank you. But I should get to Glass Peaks as fast as I can.” 
 “Right.” She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say, but there were plenty of platitudes within reach. “Thank you, Isavel. I think we can pull this off.” 
 Isavel nodded, looking down at her hands. Hail was already walking over towards her, cutting the meeting to an end. “I hope so.” She pulled up the locator stone, still pointing to the one Ada was holding in her left palm. “Maybe I’ll see you soon.” 
 “Maybe.” Ada tried to smile, but after Sam showed them on a map where the ghost walker was hiding, and Isavel and Hail left for the city gate, she found her face falling again. There was no reason to think she would see Isavel again, really - even if this all went according to plan. The outers would leave, and Ada would have to make her way with the remaining ghosts. 
 She felt her friends stepping up next to her, and they looked oddly eager to hear what had happened. Sam spoke first. “Hail is alright. I said I was a ghost and she didn’t shoot me.” 
 Ada laughed, and watched Isavel go. “I think Isavel has a leash on her.” 
 Tanos glanced after Isavel and Hail as well. “So that’s Isavel. You didn’t tell us she’s built like a lion.” 
 Ada felt her face redden, and glared at him. “I really don’t see how that’s relevant.” 
 Sam nodded. “Yeah, not surprised she knocked you out.” 
 “Please, let’s not pile on any more humiliation.” 
 Zhilik cleared his throat. “Ada, what did she say? Are we safe, here?” 
 She sighed, pressing her fingers to her temples. “No, Zhilik, you’re obviously not safe. Apparently Glass Peaks is gearing up for war. Isavel wants to coordinate with me to slow them down, but I don’t think we can stop them outright.” 
 His ears flattened, and he looked to the sky. The ring floated there in space, encircling the planet, but beyond that? If there wasn’t anybody else out there, the outers would need to evacuate their city soon. “I must tell Elder Kseresh.” 
 He was already on the move, cloth wrappings shifting along with his stride, but Tanos and Sam stayed with her for the moment. She pressed the locator stone into her palm with her thumb, taking a few deep breaths. She didn’t have much time left here in Campus, either way, and she needed to make the most of it. 
 “Ada, are you okay?” 
 She glanced at Tanos, and shook her head. “I’m fine. It’s fine. I just need to work, that’s all. We don’t have a lot of time - come on.” 
 She left the greenhouse behind her, walking towards the medical building, a squat tower where the outers treated their sick and kept a great deal of old machinery. Ada had been spending a fair amount of time here in the past few weeks, trying to figure out the secrets of the technophage, but she wasn’t making a great deal of progress yet. Tanos didn’t bear the scars, but his blood had filled more than one sample vial in the course of the process, and she saw him reflexively rub his arm at the sight of the building. 
 “Tanos, I don’t think we need -” 
 Something was wrong. It was remarkably quiet on the street, but it wasn’t that. She paused, and thought about it. Stared at the medical building. She was missing something. 
 Sam’s hand waved in front of her face. “Ada?” 
 She glanced back down at them, a smile splitting across her face. “Isavel told me there was an ancient golem sealed in that mountain. Someone trying to keep ancient civilization from returning. That’s exactly what the technophage is meant to do as well.” 
 Sam and Tanos exchanged glances, but Sam shook her head. “I don’t think a golem will want to talk to you.” 
 Ada looked east, towards the mainland, excited curiosity building in her chest. “I have to try. It might know something. Come on - get a hauler, and let’s get it in the  Chengdu . We can be over there quick.” 
 They looked taken aback, but she shooed them away and made for the southern gate. If Isavel was telling the truth - she had to be - there was a chance that golem could end up changing the course of history. Ada needed to get there before some scavenger did. Gods, she hoped nobody had rummaged through there these past few weeks. 
 She almost reached the gate when she heard running behind her. As she turned around to see Zhilik catching up to her, she noticed, again, that the streets were virtually empty. How strange. “Zhilik, what’s going on?” 
 He was panting; he had clearly run as fast as he could. “Ada - Ada, the message.” 
 “What message?” 
 He pointed up. 
 The message. She looked up, but of course there was nothing there. “Zhilik - Zhilik, did somebody  answer? ” 
 He gasped. “Yes. Mirrans. Our people.” 
 She looked up to the stars, invisible in the pale blue of daylight, and felt the world hollowing itself out beneath her. If there were mirrans out there, Mir was still inhabited. If Mir was alive out there, the outers would want to return. 
 If they returned, they would leave her alone on Earth. 
 She felt the dizzying vastness of space beyond Earth come crashing down onto her head, all at once, crushing to dust a hundred possible futures she might have imagined for herself. With Zhilik gone -  all  the outers gone - the number of people she had left in her life would rapidly dwindle, and her world would grow ever smaller. 
  
 Chapter 6 
 As the solid blue light of the Campus gate snapped closed behind them, Hail stared at her. Isavel had already told her the plan, and Hail didn’t look thrilled. 
 “Herald, are you certain you want to let the ghosts and these outers escape? What if they return?” 
 Isavel looked back through the gate. “They mean us no more harm. We just need to keep two cities from tearing each other apart long enough that they will accept each other again.” 
 Hail stared at the city as they walked away, and nodded. She wasn’t speaking against Isavel, exactly, but Isavel was no fool. She could tell her bodyguard was disagreeing with her, and she wanted to force that out into the open. Trust couldn’t last if they didn’t talk to each other. 
 “Hail, tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 Hail glanced at her, then down at the ground in front of them. “My first thought is that it is unfair to act as though Glass Peaks’ desire to strike back is the main problem. Sometimes violence is invited.” 
 That much Isavel could understand. “And your second thought?” 
 “That I myself have been quick to anger often enough, in life.” Hail sighed. “I may not be the best judge of what violence is acceptable.” 
 Isavel nodded. She had yet to see Hail truly lose her temper, but if those reflections on her own youth led to a more accommodating view of the situation, so be it. 
 “My third thought is that your sense of loneliness makes you too quick to trust Ada Liu.” 
 The words felt icy, and Isavel glared at Hail for a moment. Hail didn’t know Ada, and despite their friendship she didn’t know Isavel so deeply either. Isavel felt alone, yes. It had impaired her judgement before, perhaps. But she was not a child, not for a few years now. She knew the difference between scrabbling for any human connection and deliberately deciding who to trust. “I see.” 
 Hail’s pale cheeks suddenly flushed red, and she looked away. “My apologies, Herald. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 “No, no, it’s fine.” She breathed out, trying to seem calm. “I want honesty, not nicety. What do  you  think about Ada, then?” 
 Hail’s voice was tinged with an uncharacteristic jealousy. “I don’t like how she looks at you.” 
 “What?” Isavel frowned. “How?” 
 “I don’t know.” Hail rolled her shoulders uncomfortably. “It makes me suspicious.” 
 Isavel hadn’t noticed anything, but it wasn’t impossible. She would have to think about it, but they were rapidly approaching the hauler, and Ren and Zoa had emerged from the corner of the ruins where they had hidden it. They looked at her warily, as though worried about what she might say. 
 She glanced at Hail. She trusted the southerner, but she didn’t trust Zoa or Ren as much. She would tell them as much as she wanted, no more. “Ada is watching the open water with the same weapon that destroyed the bridge, and she’s going to shoot anybody that tries to cross it.” 
 They both looked panicked, but she held up a hand. 
 “There’s also another ghost walker holding the north of the island, but we can cross the army over more easily there, and deal with him along the way. We need to tell Mother Jera and anyone else who’s thinking of marching over here.” 
 The siblings exchanged glances, and Ren spoke cautiously. “How do you know this?” 
 “Ada told me.” 
 “What if she’s lying?” 
 “If she’s lying and we believe her, she’s only buying herself a few days - a poor use of a lie. If she’s not and we disregard her, hundreds could die and a ghost walker could run loose.” 
 “Why would she tell you exactly  where  the walker is, though? She could lie about that.” 
 Isavel tapped her foot, but she had to humour their suspicions. “She wants to end this war, and protect her people. You and I both know she’s more than willing to sacrifice lives to achieve that. The life of a single ghost walker, and whoever is protecting him, doesn’t weigh very much on her mind. I don’t see why she would lie, especially not with a lie that still invites us onto the very island her people are hiding on. If she really wanted to lie, she could have sent us further away from the outers instead, into the mountains or up north.” 
 Hail nodded after a moment, and the siblings traded wary shrugs before climbing back into the hauler cockpit. Isavel and Hail hauled themselves up on the flatbed, and as the hauler started thrumming over the grass and back towards the water, Hail tilted her head strangely, like something confused her. 
 “Hail?” 
 The hunter looked up, still frowning in puzzlement. “I spoke with the human man outside the greenhouse, Tanos. He’s not a ghost. In fact, his entire village was destroyed by them - killed or possessed. And yet now he finds himself working with them, treating them as human.” Her nose wrinkled. “I got the distinct impression he was sharing a bed with the ghost woman next to him as well.” 
 Treating the ghosts as human. It sounded blasphemous, but at the same time it seemed to have come easily to Ada. Perhaps because she too was blasphemous. Isavel looked back out across the deep, salty waters. She felt for the small locator stone Ada had given her, making sure it was secure. 
 Others, though? Could anyone else start to see them as human? She glanced out at the landscape slipping by as the hauler sped them along. “Did he say why?” 
 “No. I don’t think he understood it himself.” Hail made a flicking gesture with her wrists. “I don’t understand why he isn’t angry.” 
 Isavel rested a hand on her pack, and her fingers found the shape of the gun she could have returned to Ada today, if she had wanted to. “Just because we  are  ourselves doesn’t mean we know ourselves.” 
 Hail nodded, grinning faintly. “Of course. The gods knew your wisdom when they chose you.” 
 When they killed off her family to sever anything that might tie her down, and forced her into battle. Isavel grimaced. “I’m glad you think so.” If somebody was to believe the gods’ choice still made sense, or that they had even chosen her in any sense of the word, it might have to be Hail. 
 Isavel set her mind to the more concrete problem - the question of what they would have to do once they returned to Glass Peaks. “Hail, I don’t think Mother Jera will be happy to see me. It would mean a lot for you to stand by me when I talk to her.” 
 Hail looked baffled. “Did you think I would leave?” 
 She chuckled. “No. I just don’t want you giving me side-eye while we’re there, that’s all.” 
 Hail blushed again and looked away, watching as the hauler skimmed effortlessly from land to sea, speeding up over the water. “Of course, Herald.” 
 The hauler sped straight toward the city, but Isavel kept her eyes on the salty water to the southwest, watching seabirds follow in the hauler’s wake. The evening sun was beginning to slide towards the island and the vast ocean beyond, the sky’s colour warming orange as though to retain the last of the day’s heat. It was peaceful, on the sea. It was a shame they would soon be marching an army across it. 
 How would they do that, anyway, with half the city’s shore blocked off? She smiled. The more time it took them to figure that out, the better for everyone. 
 When they arrived, Isavel was not surprised to see Glass Peaks still reeling from the chaos of the day before. Some people were fleeing the city entirely, but even more were in the streets - agitated, talking, shouting. The thirst for war had intensified. She saw people training and duelling, and there were more guns in the open than usual. And when she stepped into the streets, openly this time, her white clothes and her by-now-familiar face singled her out. People turned to her, cheered and cried out in surprise, and pumped their fists in the air. 
 “Saint Isavel!” 
 “Dragoneater!” 
 “To war! To war!” 
 And back she was, with people who hungered for death. Zoa and Ren followed her and Hail to the temple, and Isavel tried to keep a stony face. They wanted a war, and so they would get one. If she could get them a war that didn’t get many of them killed, all the better. If she could slip away into the night afterwards and finally focus on understanding her second life, all the better still. 
 In the evening-lit temple, its glassy windows providing them with less and less light by the minute, she found Mother Jera in a room with Dendre Han and an unfamiliar man in coder garb. Mother Jera saw Isavel enter immediately, and her eyes narrowed, but the two men were too busy arguing to notice her. 
 “Did you  see  what they did to the bridge? Those are  concrete towers! ” Dendre the Bulwark was yelling. “What do you think will  happen  if they see us ferrying people across in  little wooden boats? ” 
 “We cannot allow this to go unanswered.” The coder responded by laying his hands flat on the table. His arms were unsteady, shaking, undermining the presentation of confidence. Elder Tan must have passed, and this must be the newly-chosen coder elder, a role he had been thrust into by death and circumstance. Isavel could sympathise, if only a little, as he tried to take control of his unexpected role. “We must take control of the situation.” She almost smiled. 
 She spoke up, stepping further into the room. “It won’t go unanswered. How’s this for a surprise? The ghosts have another walker.” 
 All three heads turned to stare at her. Dendre’s lips flattened and disappeared into his beard for a moment before he suddenly spoke. “Isavel? Gods, we’ve been searching for you since yesterday morning - where the hell have you been?” 
 “Scouting.” She raised an eyebrow at Dendre, the Bulwark and leader of the guard. “Did any of you hear what I just said?” 
 “ Another  walker?” The new coder sounded bewildered. “But you killed the last one!” 
 “The last  two .” Isavel allowed herself a little pride in the correction. 
 Mother Jera stepped in. “Saint Herald Isavel Valdéz, this is Elder Magan. He has just been appointed by the coder delegation.” Jera’s lip trembled a little. “Elder Tan passed yesterday evening. I am saddened you were not there, but I am certain the gods saw fit to send you elsewhere to help our city.” 
 She glanced at Hail, and received a nod in turn. The coder siblings had disappeared into the temple on the way here, though, so it was just the five of them. “Helping this city and its inhabitants is my only charge, Mother Jera. Dendre Han is right - we can’t cross the open waters. Ada Liu has an ancient weapon that travels underwater like a fish, and she will kill anyone who makes directly for the city. 
 Dendre seemed surprised, but still he crossed his arms and leaned back, glancing at Elder Magan. “See? I told you.” 
 Mother Jera peered at her, and there was an oddly desperate look in her eye. “And what of this other walker?” 
 “Apparently he’s hiding on the northern edge of the island - the same island the ghosts are hiding on. We need to hunt him down now before he causes any more trouble.” 
 Dendre nodded along with her. “And it’s way easier to get our people safely across to the north - small islands, quick trips. It’s a detour, but it’ll save lives.” 
 “Why not ignore the ghost walker?” Mother Jera seemed to be scrabbling for something. “They have not been raiding villages for bodies - it would seem they are not using him.” 
 Isavel mocked a delighted face. “Then the ghosts aren’t a threat, and we can all stay home! Excellent.” 
 Tension lingered in the air for a moment, and Isavel saw Dendre’s eyes shift between herself and Mother Jera before the priestess answered. “You can’t be serious, Herald. What they did -” 
 “Had little to do with the ghosts.” Isavel’s scowl returned. “That was retaliation for the deaths of outers. People from Glass Peaks attacked the city and killed dozens.” 
 “ Dozens?  For those numbers we should let ghosts who slaughtered thousands go free?” 
 “Not  free .” Isavel crossed her arms. “There have been enough incidents already. If we’re going to deal with the ghosts, we shall do so safely. Or would you gamble with human lives?” 
 “How did you find this information so quickly?” 
 She hesitated, and suddenly fear crept over her. She hadn’t thought this part of the conversation through. Hail was watching her. “I - I met with Ada Liu. I tried to negotiate a peace, convince her not to attack us.” 
 “Wait, you met with her?” Magan exclaimed, his face darkening. “With  Ada Liu? ” 
 “I don’t know of any other Ada.” 
 “You can’t trust anything she says!” Magan started flapping his hands. “She’s dangerous!” 
 Isavel blinked at the man, unsure of how to respond. He was saying nothing new, and his nervous energy wasn’t helping matters. She decided it might be best to ignore his words entirely. 
 She turned back to Jera. “Like the Bulwark was saying, the weapon that blasted that bridge will  destroy  anything that tries to cross the water near the outers’ city. Which is called Campus, by the way. There’s no way we can fight it, so we’ll need to avoid crossing the water too close to that city. That means going north. So while we’re there, I think we really  should  track down that last ghost walker, who’s close enough to their city that I don’t think Ada lied about his location. We don’t want them starting another campaign, do we?” 
 Dendre grumbled in agreement. “If we’re starting a war, I like the Dragoneater’s plan better. The northern strait is narrow and rocky; it’ll be harder for them to move whatever huge underwater ship they have, and easier for us to get across safely.” 
 Mother Jera blinked, looking between Isavel and Dendre. “As the elder priestess, I understand what the people need from the gods, and what the gods need from the people. But if  you  two are, for once, agreeing about how exactly to go about achieving that, I will have to trust your judgement.” 
 Elder Magan fidgeted. Isavel wondered how old he was - his hair was not yet greying, his skin not yet starting to wrinkle or sag. He couldn’t be older than eighty, and he spoke with nervously young energy. “And we’re going to assume Ada isn’t leading us into a trap?” 
 Isavel felt the small, solid presence of the locator stone, tucked away safely. “The gods and I were busy while I was there, too.” Isavel did not like to lie, but this wasn’t lying. Not exactly; it was simply misrepresenting the truth. “I have a way of tracking her movements. We’ll cross the northern waters, and I’ll alert everyone if she’s close.” 
 “And if she sends something you can’t track?” 
 “I can kill anything else they throw at us.” Isavel felt no misrepresentation was needed there. “The gods are with me on that.” 
 “Very well.” Magan sighed, splitting his exasperation between her and Dendre. “If our fighters think this is the best course of action, we shall go north.” 
 Isavel met the eyes of the three of them, and that was that. The people’s desire for war would now have a sanctioned target, and it was a target that should keep them out of harm’s way. But she wasn’t done, not yet. She knew she would have to speak to the people themselves - to channel their rage, their thirst for blood. To shirk that duty would risk everything spiraling out of control. She had to speak to them, and she knew where to do it. 
 The thought weighed heavily. She had thought she was done with the Herald, but the Herald still had a part to play in all this. 
 As she gestured to Hail and left the room, Dendre Han followed her out, stopping her before she could leave the temple. Hail looked at him without any expression; Isavel thought Hail might secretly respect the man, if not for the obvious animosity that existed between him and Isavel. 
 Or, as it were,  had  existed. He clapped her on the shoulder. “You’re trying to save lives, kid. I can tell. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 Isavel looked at him with some confusion. “What did you expect me to do?” 
 “Rush off and start killing things. You’ve got to admit, you have a history of doing just that.” 
 Isavel recalled more than one occasion where she had done just that; Dendre was right. She was loathe to say it out loud, though. “I’ve done what I felt was necessary, and I don’t feel that’s necessary right now.” 
 “It’s not.” He shook his head. “I get the feeling you’re not walking on clouds anymore, Dragoneater. Are you alright?” 
 She shrugged. “Just because I have wings doesn’t mean I can fly. Why are you calling me Dragoneater?” 
 He laughed. “Because that’s one title you actually earned yourself.” His smiled faded quickly, though, as he glanced back into the temple. “Listen, Jera’s broken up about Elder Tan right now. She won’t be happy with you pushing for a cautious approach.” 
 Isavel still couldn’t fathom why Jera felt the need for war, but Dendre had known the old woman a great deal longer. If he said so, he must understand it at least a little. “She’s a priestess, Bulwark. Why is she so keen on getting revenge on the ghosts?” 
 Dendre frowned. “I think it’s more complicated than that. This isn’t about the ghosts, really. It’s about you.” 
 Isavel blinked. “ Me?  What?” 
 “I’m not sure either.” The leader of the guard was frowning. “It’s just that she doesn’t talk about the ghosts and revenge much, not outside these meetings, not when you’re not around. She and the priests, they talk about  you , and your mandate from the gods, and whether you’re afraid of doing what’s necessary. Ever since you melted Venshi to that wall. After you disappeared yesterday, I’d say she’s not sure she can trust you.” 
 That much seemed clear. Hail interjected now, scowling past Dendre at the nearest priest. “As a priestess, why doesn’t she trust the judgement of the gods? They chose Isavel as their Herald, after all.” 
 “How should I know what’s going through any priest’s head?” Dendre looked like he had had more than enough of the conversation already, and drew away. “All I’m saying is watch yourself. This isn’t just about ghosts, or whatever the outers are doing in their city that’s got the gods all riled up. There might be games going on you’re not even aware of.” 
 Isavel watched him go with a frown on her face, trying to understand what he meant. What had riled up the gods? What was he talking about? She must have missed something in her absence. 
 “Is he telling us the priesthood is turning against you?” Hail’s voice was quiet. Isavel’s eyes scanned the grey-cloaked men and women around them, and she led her bodyguard to a quiet corridor before responding. 
 “It doesn’t matter. I need to stay on top of this. We need to go for a walk.” 
 “Where to?” 
 Isavel sighed, and looked to the ceiling. “I need to talk to the gods.” 
 Hail’s eyes widened visibly, and it occurred to Isavel that Hail had yet to hear the gods speak. She hoped they weren’t as disappointing at they usually were, but she had to ask what was going on. 
 Had the gods spoken to someone else while she was away? The thought filled her with a low buzz of jealousy, a foolish feeling she couldn’t quite shoo away. She marched through the halls and up the stairs until she reached the shrine room, the two guards immediately recognizing her and standing aside. 
 She felt like an outsider, even though her decision to leave had quietly been reversed, and the recognition felt strange to her. 
 Then she was in the shrine room, Hail at her side, facing that pale grey rectangle again. It lit up, veering to a gentle purple. The door to the shrine was closed behind them, and while Hail knelt down and pressed her forehead against the floor as was proper, Isavel felt no such inclination. “Gods on the ring. Do you hear me?” 
 The voice that rippled out from the shrine was multifaceted, choral, familiar. “Our Herald returns.” 
 “What’s going on? I was told something being done in Campus is troubling you.” 
 The shrine veered orange. “Yes. Ada Liu and the outers have exposed this world to dangers untold and uncounted, dangers from a darkness that has never known the sun. Earth is no longer safe.” 
 “Earth?” She frowned. This sounded a great deal more serious than she had expected. “Ada Liu is your Arbiter. Why haven’t you complained to her about this?” 
 She noticed Hail glancing up at her, perhaps astonished at the impatient tone Isavel was using, but Isavel was not sure she trusted anything these gods had to say anymore, even as they evaded her questions. “Arbiter Liu’s actions alarm us. They should alarm you as well, Herald. If you believe the ocean to be dark and filled with dangerous creatures beyond your ability to comprehend, consider the infinitely darker and vaster black of space.” 
 “What has she done, specifically?” 
 “She has lit a beacon. Even we cannot know for certain who has seen it.” 
 More obfuscation. Whatever Ada had done… Well, she couldn’t be completely certain it was harmless. The timeless gods themselves had little reason to hold grudges against specific mortals, even Ada. So what were they worrying about? “Can I protect the city? Can I do anything about it?” 
 “Only if you truly understand what you are.” 
 What she was. It was an odd non-sequitur, but it was also an open question. What did that have to do with anything? 
 What was she? 
 She was gifted unlike any other, and she could take the dragon’s gift by eating their flesh and mixing their blood with hers. Such a thing was unheard of. Did the gods mean to say she had within her the power to defend Earth against… something from beyond? Against something incomprehensible? She herself was incomprehensible. Perhaps that was an appropriate fit. 
 “We will help you understand what you are. Why your family died for you to live. But it will not be an easy path.” 
 The glow of the shrine turned aquatic green, gently shimmering against the worn concrete floor and the piles of offerings stacked up along the far wall. She had never known, exactly, that her family was dead - only suspected. She had never seen the bodies. 
 And they had died  for her? 
 The gods could help her understand everything. Maybe. A cavernous hollow opened up in her chest, where all her old sense of family and community and purpose had once been, suddenly howling with wind. She wanted to stop it, to finally understand what had happened to her. Her hands twitched in frustration, but she knew that if she didn’t pursue this, she would ask herself impossible questions and dream dark nightmares for the rest of her life. 
 She knelt down, h er palms and forehead cold and dusty against the floor. She wished she could know now. “Tell me what I need to do.” 
 “What you have always done. Defend the city. Your answers will come as you follow your faith.” 
 Vague. Meaningless. And yet… What if they were hinting at something real? 
 She had to believe they were. “I will do my best.” 
 She kept her prayer position as the shrine veered back to its old grey, but the fingers of her left hand slipped into a fold of her brace and wrapped around the locator stone, its strange magic pointing far across the strait.  
 Chapter 7 
 The map in the  Chengdu ’s control room stood completely still. Thousands of tiny points of light blurred together into smooth surfaces. Sam was staring intently at the map, as though sifting through memories and drawing connections between the structure of the map and the places she knew. Tanos, meanwhile, was glancing between Sam and the map. Ada smiled. She knew they were close, though she had yet to ask them about it, or indeed understand exactly how it had happened. She had been too busy meddling with code and blood samples, for the most part. 
 As the ship cruised south, her thoughts lingered on Isavel. She had not expected her to show up at Campus like that. Had not expected her to reach out to her in peace, much less friendship. And now here she stood, pleasantly surprised at how well it had gone despite everything Isavel must have heard from Ada’s old peers, despite everything she knew or thought Ada had done. 
 Was it all a trick? Had telling Isavel about the third ghost walker been a bad idea? It might be good to prepare for the worst, but as the  Chengdu  slipped further and further from Campus, she found herself oddly comfortable with the thought. Isavel had clearly given up on their gods - that bridged a chasm Ada hadn’t been sure how to cross. She had put herself at great risk walking into Campus, and something about the way they had spoken put her at ease. 
 Sam suddenly broke her trail of thought, speaking up as she pointed to an area of the map. “This is where we sent the walker.” She was pointing at the terminus of a long inlet carving its way deep into the island, a third of the way up its length. “It looks like a bit less than the distance from Hive to Glass Peaks. I think, from what I know of the area in this world and others, their army could get down to Campus in four days once they reach him. Maybe five or six days to get there in the first place, assuming they’ve got some way to cross the water up in those islands.” 
 Ada pursed her lips. That gave them less than two weeks. She would need to start pushing the outers to evacuate now, even if they thought these space mirrans were coming for them. But where would they evacuate  to? 
 She reached into the map and flicked at it, sending the view further south. There were no more island chains that way, only a long and seemingly featureless coast. There were many islands to the north, though Ada knew the outers already found this region cold enough - to move them further north would be cruel. 
 And to the west, for an extremely long time, there was nothing at all. Nothing but a vast and empty ocean. Unimaginably far away was a whole other land, a sea filled with huge islands and rugged coast, but she doubted she would be able to make even a single return trip in the time it would take for the mainlanders to reach Campus and kill everyone they found. 
 “This is going to be a problem.” She sighed. “We might have to land the outers somewhere on the coast and then just… hide them, somehow, while we move them further away. We just don’t have time to scout out the entire coastline for secluded places to live.” 
 Tanos looked out the door where Zhilik had gone. “What about the… the aliens they’re talking to?” 
 Her fists tightened. Yes, what about them? “We don’t even know if they  want  to come pick them up. I’m not optimistic. We need to start moving people, ideally  now .” 
 She kept staring at the map, hoping some kind of solution would present itself. After a moment, Zhilik returned, his gaze and demeanor off enough that she knew something had happened. She felt her heart sink. This whole business with Mir was weighing her down. She didn’t like to think about it, but it loomed larger than almost everything else. “Zhilik? What’s wrong?” 
 He looked at her, ears twitching. “I have been informed that the mirrans are sending a ship to pick us up.” 
 Of course. Just what the outers had been asking for. She leaned against the command console and sighed, trying not to imagine what her life would look like when they were gone. “Well, you got what you wanted.” 
 “They also told us to shut down our transmissions immediately.” 
 The words almost made no sense. Ada did a double-take. “Uh, what? Why the hell would they say that?” 
 Zhilik flatted his ears and sighed. “They did not explain. Apparently that happened several hours ago, but we are only being told now because the message about this ship only just arrived. Ada, they will reach us in twelve days’ time.” 
 Ada looked to Sam and Tanos, but they were as confused as she was. So too, it seemed, was Zhilik. “Anything else?” 
 “They will be sending linguistic samples, and a friend of mine, our best linguist, will try to learn the language as much as she can. And they repeated their order to stop sending any messages.” 
 “Wait, how did you understand the message if you don’t speak the language?” 
 “It was not actually a linguistic message. They sent us a… a sort of illustrated video. The implication was quite clear. I wish I understood why, but I cannot say.” 
 Everything about this smelled sour. Ada had thought that if there was civilization out among the stars, it would be grand, powerful, advanced beyond measure. The idea that they would tell them to shut down communications reeked of fear. Ada wracked her brain, going over the precious little she knew about the universe beyond Earth. Then it hit her. “I have an idea.” 
 Everyone looked to her in surprise, though they shouldn’t - who else had spoken to the gods face to face? She frowned, trying to recall their exact words to mind. 
 “The gods said a lot of things when I met them, but one of the things I remember is that they silenced Earth  on purpose . For safety reasons. They told me not to send transmissions anywhere, especially rimward, whatever that means.” 
 She glanced over at Zhilik, who was looking at the floor. 
 “Zhilik, your species’ homeworld, Mir - is it  rimward?  What does that even mean?” 
 “Our sun is one of billions in a spiral-shaped constellation called a galaxy. Rimward means further from the center of the galaxy than Earth - and yes, Mir is rimward. So were most of the colonies.” 
 Ada allowed herself a small smile when he said  our sun . She pointed upwards, to the sky and the stars beyond. “Everybody seems to think there’s something out there to be afraid of. You, the gods, even these space mirrans. What is it?  Who  is it?” 
 Zhilik’s ears swiveled up and down. “I honestly do not know, Ada. When the technophage was triggered, my ancestors originally believed rescue would come quickly. Only a few ships ever tried to return to Earth, and they were shot down by the ring. After that… either the colonies had given up on Earth, or they had been been… unable to send more ships. We were never certain whether there was anybody left out there.” 
 Ada shook her head. “They couldn’t have forgotten about the homeworld of the human race, especially if there were human colonies out there.” 
 Sam blinked. “Wait, there are humans living on other worlds?” 
 “I don’t know.” Ada wished she did. “There  were , before the technophage. My ship once told me that there were billions of people living in the colonies. Some of them must still be alive, right?” 
 Zhilik shrugged. “I cannot say. The transmissions we received are from mirrans, but…” His furred face descended into an expression she recognized as puzzlement. “Actually, Kseresh never said it was from Mir. But  two short messages tell us little.” 
 “They wouldn’t have forgotten Earth.” Ada was still sure of it. She scratched her head, trying to imagine what was going on up there on almost zero information. “ Something  must have happened - something that kept the colonies’ attention. Something like a war. A war with the same enemy that caused the Fall.” 
 Tanos raised his hands, shaking his head. “Okay, hang on. So not only are there outers and maybe humans living on other worlds out there, but the Fall -  the end of ancient civilization  -  was just  part  of  a war between us and something bigger and scarier?” 
 “It is not clear whether technophage was an alien weapon.” Zhilik was shaking his head. “Many suspected it, but -” 
 Ada brightened up. “Well that’s what we’re about to find out, thanks to Isavel. If that golem remembers the Fall and is trying to safeguard its legacy, it should know something about the technophage. We’re on the right track.” 
 They all watched her in silence as she scanned the map, watching the ship head southeast towards the mainland coast. The floating map seemed to be coloured properly, and she soon saw the vast white peak of the mountain jutting above the rolling green forests around it. 
 She smiled, recognizing the mountain. It was a good thing she had Isavel. “Go on, get the hauler ready. I’ll hide the  Chengdu  underwater. It won’t take long in the hauler. Zhilik -  can you  tell Kseresh the mainlander army will reach Campus in ten days? He has more time, but I want him to realise how close he’s cutting it with these space mirrans. Do they even know they’ll need to evacuate a whole city?” 
 Zhilik looked alarmed. “A good question, and one we cannot ask them.” 
 She set her jaw. “Then I guess it’s hope for the best and plan for the worst.” She saw Tanos and Sam looking concerned, Sam especially. She was staring at the map very intently, as though trying to plan something. 
 “You okay, Sam?” 
 Ada hoped a prompt would be enough, but Sam divulged nothing. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just wondering what’s going to happen when the fighting starts.” 
 “If.” Ada sighed, hoping she and Isavel could keep the two cities apart for as long as necessary. After that… One thing at a time. “If it starts. We’re trying to avoid that.” 
 The warship cruised towards the coastline, navigating bays and islands to get as close as possible to the mountain. Once they could go no further, they hauled up onto a beach and brought out the hauler. Ada and Zhilik sat on the flatbed, letting Tanos drive the thing again since he seemed to like it, and Sam sat with him in the front. They hummed out of the ship, suddenly hit by the salty smell of the beach. 
 Ada felt around for the mental muscles that, through her suit, would tell the  Chengdu  to slip back under the waves. A s it withdrew, it left behind a wake of crushed and dugout beach . She had never gotten close enough to see how it was actually crawling onto the shore like that. Did it have legs? She ought to take a closer look sometime. 
 She looked at Zhilik as they drove into the forest. He was less animated than usual, like he was lost in thought, the lips around his sharp teeth twitching involuntarily. She could only imagine what was playing out in his head. “Are you okay?” 
 He sighed, and hissed gently, a laughing sound to his people. “We have always been waiting. I was raised on stories about waiting, about patience. For a thousand years, we have wanted nothing more than to leave. And now, with someone finally coming to retrieve us, I feel… afraid. The waiting was predictable, it gave us purpose and goals to work towards. But now? We know nothing. Our destiny is slipping out of our hands, and we must trust strange cousins from alien shores to catch it.” 
 She looked at his white-furred face, twitchy ears, and stooped shoulders. His species was not of this world, perhaps, but Zhilik certainly was. She wouldn’t try to minimize his people’s stories, but it was true - this was his home.  Our sun.  No matter what genetic relationship he had to that distant world, he had grown up here, on the strange ruin that was Earth, just like she had. And now, if this all went as expected, he would lose his home. That meant something. “They’d better, or I’ll hunt them down.” 
 He looked at her, as though waiting for something else, before responding. “I am not surprised you would say such a thing, but you must know it cannot help.” 
 “Fine. But what will you do if you meet these mirrans and don’t find them to your liking? What if those other worlds aren’t what you’ve dreamed about? A thousand years’ worth of expectations is a big thing to come crashing down around you.” 
 He looked at his own four-fingered hands, green-grey skin peeking out under the white fur, as though trying to determine just what his hands were made of. “I must believe it is better than being trapped here, on a world never meant for us.” 
 She groaned. “Meant by whom? You’re here. Let the world deal with it.” 
 At this, Zhilik grinned. “You question the very foundation of what beings such as your people or mine hold true, Ada. Our senses of purpose and belonging and origin.” 
 “I don’t have a problem with any of those.” 
 “Our senses of  higher  purpose and such, then.” 
 “Higher? So dramatic.” 
 “You are a special case, given your history.” His words fell fairly flat, and he paused a moment before continuing. “And yet you must understand what I mean. Why else would you help us?” 
 “Not because I think you don’t belong here.” Ada reached over and patted Zhilik on the shoulder. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” 
 “Why, then?” 
 “You’re trapped here because of what happened during the Fall, whatever that was. It’s not your fault. Just like the ghosts, in a way.” 
 Zhilik gave her a hissing laugh. “So you feel responsible for the mistakes of the past?” 
 She leaned her head back against the hauler’s cockpit, watching the sea recede as they drew deeper inland. “Responsible? No. Whoever fucked up back then is long dead, and it sure as hell wasn’t me. But I don’t like seeing you trapped here. And yes, maybe I feel some shame that you’re stuck here because of things done by and directed at humans - what better way to deal with shame than fixing things?” 
 “Interesting.” He seemed content to say no more. 
 “Stop that, Zhilik.” 
 “What?” 
 She smirked at him. “You know what you did.” 
 “I do not.” 
 “Liar.” 
 They laughed, and sat in a comfortable silence for a while as the hauler moved through the forest. Ada could just barely hear Sam and Tanos exchanging words in the front of the hauler. Whatever they were saying was lost in the rushing of the air and the humming of the vehicle, and she paid it no mind. 
 Zhilik’s question was sudden. “Who is Isavel?” 
 Ada turned to look at him. “What do you mean? The ghosts call her the White Witch. She has at least three gifts. She’s kind of a figurehead, I think. Or was, until she decided she was sick of it. I thought you knew.” 
 “Yes, but I have rarely seen you come away from social interaction with humans anything less than irritated. Nor have I seen you trust their word so readily. For all that you are human, you normally do not play well with them.” 
 Ada looked away. She wanted to say she didn’t know what he meant, but he was absolutely right - Isavel was different. Being around her was… different. “Maybe it’s because she’s like me.” 
 Zhilik’s ears rose in curiosity. “She is a ruthless, knowledge-hungry sorceress bent on unmaking the world?” 
 She could tell she was being mocked, but Ada laughed. “No, she’s… I’m not sure. She’s an orphan.” 
 Zhilik blinked. “I never knew you lost your family. I am sorry.” 
 “I don’t talk about it. Or think about it.” Ada frowned. “Except when people bring it up.” 
 “I didn’t, and yet you did.” 
 Ada opened her mouth to respond, then shut it again. He was right. What was she doing? “Well, it’s something Isavel and I talked about, so I guess it’s fresh in my mind, okay? Look, I’m not sure why you’re interested. If all goes well you’ll be leaving the planet in less than two weeks.” 
 She crossed her arms, but he kept his tone even. “You forget - before I became the mirran ambassador to you, I was a scholar of human society. Your doings interest me.” 
 Heat rose around Ada’s ears. “Our  doings?  Gods, Zhilik. Look, she trusted me, she helped me, she saved my life, she came to me after I made a point of threatening her city - she’s either a really good manipulator or she’s… I don’t know, an excessively nice person. There’s just something different about her, that’s all.” 
 “You sound close.” 
 “We’re okay.” She liked to imagine they were friends, or could be, but that idea had yet to stand the test of time. 
 Zhilik insisted. “Perhaps you should be.” 
 “Why are you suddenly trying to get me to make friends with her?” Ada demanded, and Zhilik turned and looked at her with his alien face, ears sagging, and took a deep breath. 
 “Because I want you to have someone you can rely on after we are gone, Ada. And with due respect to the ghosts, they have a great deal of their own troubles to deal with.” 
 Ada blinked, unsure of what was motivating him to say something so… parental. She opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out, so she shut it again and stared at the floor of the hauler as he continued speaking. 
 “Because despite your remarkable prickliness, you are my friend.” 
 Ada felt her throat tighten, and she looked away, trying to hide the red flashing across her face. He was being far too sincere. She preferred the mocking. Then he reached out and put an alien hand on her shoulder, and she croaked. “Gods damn it Zhilik, are you trying to make me cry? I won’t. You can’t make me.” 
 He took his hand off, and the hauler continued its slow climb up the forested slopes for a long moment before Ada said anything. 
 “Gods, okay, you’re my friend too Zhilik. There, I said it. Are you happy now? Do you want me to braid your fur and put flowers in it?” 
 Zhilik smiled his toothy alien grin. “Please do not. Half the flowers on this planet could poison me.” 
 She fidgeted on the spot a bit, remaining proud that her eyes were still dry - though it was a hollow sort of pride at this point. Still red in the face, Ada couldn’t wait to get to the mountain ruins and talk about something that involved science and the fate of civilization. 
 Although it might not hurt to ask this golem a thing or two about Isavel, if she got the opportunity. 
 The hauler finally reached the chilled rocky heights of the great mountain, and as it slowed to a halt Ada looked over at the giant gash that her code had torn into the mountainside. Sure enough, bits of ruin still spilled from the mountain into its open wound like severed bones and arteries; some intact hallways still lead underground into the dark. Ada hopped off the hauler, slowed time for a moment, and flexed code spindles in her hand, carefully surveying the area. She was ready to fight, but hopefully that wouldn’t be necessary. 
 Sam and Tanos cautiously stepped out of the cabin to join her and Zhilik, but she shook her head at them. “Stay with the hauler.” 
 Tanos raised his hands. “Oh Ada, no, please let me crawl into a creepy blood-stained ruin looking for an evil golem that may have destroyed the ancient world. I’m begging you.” 
 Ada snorted and shook her head. She crouched and eased herself down the rocky tear in the mountain, almost riding a cascade of pebbles and rock shards down to the bottom. She straightened herself out, camouflaged her suit to the dull grey of the ruins, and strode into the dark. She held out a hand, palm up, and conjured a bright sigil of light that illuminated everything around her as she walked. It was chilly down here, and eerily quiet. Animals still avoided this place, it seemed. 
 She walked deeper and deeper, wondering where Isavel might have sealed a golem into the ruins. Isavel wasn’t the frantic sort - she wouldn’t have stuffed the golem into the nearest closet. She was bold, confident, to the point, and had some understanding of how to influence people. If she wanted to make a statement, she would have put the golem somewhere large and open, and framed it clearly. Ada skipped any room that wasn’t large, and didn’t bother with offshoot corridors yet, heading straight down the main hall until she came across a vast, cavernous room where light only filtered in through a few cracks in the ceiling. This looked promising. 
 Moments after she stepped in, a voice spoke out, warbled and electric-sounding but still distinctly female. 
 “Who are you, child?” 
 Ada smiled. She took a step forward, and another, remembering what Isavel had said. Venshi had lied and manipulated, and hated Ada too. Those were all traits Ada felt comfortable taking advantage of. 
 “You might know me as the Dark Angel.” It was never too late to try to get people to give her a title. 
 Venshi’s response was flat. “I can’t say I do, but that’s quite a title.” 
 “Arbiter of the Gods?” 
 The golem was silent as Ada approached. The light from Ada’s sigil slowly crept up onto a wall, illuminating Isavel’s handiwork. It was delightful, and made Ada smile. The golem’s forelimbs had indeed been melted into the walls, and it was missing legs and the lower part of its torso too. It was still partially covered in some kind of strange flesh torn away in chunks, something human-like on the surface but in damage clearly not real. Its face was strange and broken, like a human’s but without blood or bone showing in the gashes in its false flesh. 
 She shook her head. “You probably just know me as Ada Liu.” 
 At that, Venshi tilted her head slightly to the side. “I see. Then Isavel really  has  fallen into bed with the enemy.” 
 Ada blinked. 
 “What? No.” She focused on the impression she wanted to give, on what she believed were Venshi’s misgivings about her. Venshi thought she was reckless, no doubt. Everyone did. “Isavel is still waging her war against me, and that’s a problem. I… managed to learn, from a spy, that you might know things about the ancients. Things about their power, and their history. Things I could use to turn this war around, and build a new world afterwards.” 
 Venshi’s electric eyes looked at her, silent for a moment. “Why would I tell you anything? You can give me nothing at all.” 
 “Well, I can cut you free, and help you get revenge.” 
 The golem paused for another long moment before answering. “Why would you do that, when you seem to already know we are enemies?” 
 “The enemy of my enemy.” It was an old saying. “Besides, I need the knowledge you have locked away in your brain. Assuming you really  are  an ancient.” 
 “I am.” Venshi’s response was flat. “I was born thirty-six years before the Fall, I saw the corruption and alienation and abstraction of the world around me, and so I joined a movement to change the world.” 
 Ada smirked. “I can sympathize. But you’ve been sitting around for a thousand years doing what, exactly?” 
 “Safeguarding our legacy.” 
 Ada tried to restrain her impatience. “Which is?” 
 “The only ones who truly know of it are your outers, and they call it the technophage.” 
 Ada froze for a moment, slowing down time, giving herself the space to think without betraying any emotion on her face. The technophage itself was  Venshi’s  legacy? Did that mean  she  had  made  it? Could she perhaps…. unmake it? The idea was staggering. 
 It was also revealing that she didn’t know Ada knew anything about it. Good. She could work with at. 
 After a moment Ada let time slip back to normal, and responded cooly. “Huh. W ho was leading this technophage… thing? ” 
 “We called it the Human Protection Project. Our goal was simple - prevent civilization from spiraling out of control; reclaim human nature, our planet, everything. Technology continued to suffocate and violate what it meant to be human, more and more over the centuries. We fixed that, as much as we could.” 
 “No.” Ada shook her head. “I mean who was controlling  you. ” 
 Venshi tilted her head. “Nobody. We developed the technophage ourselves.” 
 Ada blinked. “Who was the enemy, then?” 
 “What enemy?” 
 “The enemy from beyond the stars.” Ada had to pretend some ignorance, but this she needed to know. “The one who used this technophage to silence Earth? That’s what the Fall was, right? Aliens attacked Earth?” 
 After a moment Venshi laughed, a cruel and jaggedly electric sound that would have had no place coming from a human mouth. “Is that what you believe? That some alien force decided to put an end to humanity’s majesty by building the technophage? You are a fool, Ada. We had a partner lab in the colonies, true, and some of our breakthroughs came from them. But the technophage was developed by humans, for humans. For the good of humanity - a healing salve, not a weapon. It’s only a shame that we were not able to push it as far as we truly wanted.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened and the thought, and for a moment she considered smashing Venshi to pieces right then and there. Humans had developed the technophage of their own will? Because they hated their own civilization? The thought filled her with anger, rage at the idea that some band of fools a thousand years ago decided to deny their descendants power over their own destinies by forcibly holding them down. 
 She let her emotions run out in time dilation, then steeled herself and slipped back into real-time, clenching her fists. “Interesting. How far did you truly want to push the technophage, then?” 
 Venshi’s broken face sneered. “Far enough to unmake  all  the horrors that science inflicted upon the human species. All these so-called  gifts  - haven’t you noticed how these violent gifts drive your people to war, and even your healing gifts make that violence more palatable? Deeper, more fundamental violence was done to humanity’s own blood, and your connection to the natural world around you. You are barely human, Ada Liu, even though you don’t know it yourself.” 
 Ada wanted very, very  badly  to reach out and tear the golem apart, but she was not done here. She needed more, and she had a role to play. “Huh. So you can tell me how to become more powerful, then? So that I can defeat Isavel?” 
 “How would I do that?” 
 Anything would do, anything that would seem to Venshi like an opening. “I want to make a new gift, one better than all hers combined. And if you helped make the technophage, well, I imagine you could help me. In exchange for your freedom.” 
 She had the golem’s attention. Venshi seemed either dumbstruck or pensive for a long moment, and Ada started to get impatient. She had to let the golem come to her own conclusions, though, if she was going to be able to trick her into giving away her secrets. 
 “I will help you.” When she finally spoke, Venshi’s voice grated electric. “I will help you create a new gift, one that will do anything you desire.” 
 Ada smiled. She couldn’t know exactly what the golem was thinking, of course, but between Venshi and Isavel, Ada knew exactly who she trusted more. “How does the technophage work?” 
 “Free me, and I will tell you.” 
 “Come on - I need to know if I even have the facilities to do what you’re promising. Is it complicated?” 
 “Somewhat, but the equipment required is not. All you need is code, and you seem to have plenty of that.” 
 “Code?” Ada frowned. “How does that help us?” 
 “Code can be used to change any of the gifts. We will take the technophage in you and transform it into something powerful, something that will bring an end to your enemies.” 
 Ada chuckled. “Oh, wait. You don’t know, do you? I’m immune to the technophage.” 
 Venshi suddenly snarled. “What?! That’s impossible.” 
 “Well I looked into my own blood, and it wasn’t there. Not like it is in anyone else’s. I guess that’s a problem.” 
 Venshi was silent. “In that case, we will have to modify another gift. You have another gift, one your people knows nothing about, called an immunosupplement. It must be quite powerful already, to ward off the technophage. We should start there.” 
 The word kicked around in Ada’s mind for a few moments before falling into place, finding and enriching memories of what Cherry had told her about the gifts in her blood. That was it. That was the key. She smiled. “Oh,  that’s  what that one does? I remember that, but the word meant nothing to me.” 
 Venshi tilted her shattered visage. “You knew a great deal of this already, I see. You are deceptive, Ada Liu. Who told you about the technophage?” 
 “Well, you, among others.” Ada grinned enthusiastically, and reached up to pat the golem’s face. It even  felt  like human skin. “From the mouth of someone who worked on the technophage, I know that the immunosupplements in my blood are probably what makes me immune. And I know that I can use code to modify that gift, or any other. Now I have a nice, solid footing on the path towards eliminating the technophage entirely.” 
 Venshi jerked against the prison of her limbs, roaring at Ada, cold light building up in the back of her skull as the code there coursed with energy. “You cannot destroy it! It is the only thing protecting humanity from the horrors of the ancient world!” 
 Ada smiled broadly. “Also, the fact that someone in the colonies helped you is pretty fascinating. I’ll have to pass that on to the outers before they leave. On a ship. From the colonies. That’s coming to get them, right now.” 
 “The  colonies? ” 
 Venshi stared at Ada in silence for a moment before apparently regaining her composure. 
 “I imagine you will be leaving with them - I should hope so, for our sake. But you must not allow any other humans to travel with them.” Venshi sounded stern, and Ada’s smiled vanished. “If humans leave Earth, they could use colonial technology to recreate ancient civilization on Earth, and destroy everything our ancestors tried so hard to accomplish.” 
 Something about the sudden claim didn’t sound right, though. Ada took a step closer, close enough that she could see darkly faint lines of code underlying Venshi’s broken skin. The code that made the golem what it was, a human mind without a human body. 
 The entire golem ran on code, code that could store a human mind and let it live beyond the body’s death. A smile started growing on her face. “I guess I won’t bring anyone, then.” She met the golem’s grotesquely human eyes. “That would be pointless, wouldn’t it? I mean, with the technophage in them, they wouldn’t be able to do much anyway - I imagine reading is an important skill in the colonies.” 
 Ada thought back to all the records and archives she had seen, all the details of how the Fall had happened and how the technophage had spread. She bared her teeth at the golem. 
 “At least until some hapless infected human visits them, gives them the technophage, and wipes out the  rest  of human civilization, like you failed to do a thousand years ago. Is that right, Venshi?” 
 “We obliterated human civilization from the colonies already. Our partners saw to that. You won’t find what you’re looking for.” 
 “So why try to goad me into bringing infected humans with me?” 
 The golem lunged forward so hard that one of its arms cracked. “ You will destroy everything!   You are an ignorant fool, a shameful subhuman castoff -” 
 Ada slowed down time to a crawl. With Venshi’s face so close to her own, she could see enormous amounts of code, in overlapping layers, embedded in every internal surface of the golem’s metal body. It was all there for the taking. Ada smiled, let time move normally again, and stepped back. 
 “- machine, you are nothing more than -” 
 Ada held up both hands towards Venshi and grinned. “Venshi, can you feel pain?” 
 Venshi paused. “You cannot torture me.” 
 “Oh. That’s a bit disappointing.” Ada sighed happily. “But I think that also makes what I’m about to do so much more okay.” 
 Ada squeezed time to a slow crawl and lashed out, a million tiny spindles of black interweaving and coursing through the air towards the golem like lightning. They reached out to the limbs first, each one tracing tiny force sigils in the air that cracked and snapped both of Venshi’s shoulders off. Even as the golem’s torso began its slow descent towards the ground, Ada’s dark code swarmed the body, snapping a levitation sigil into place underneath her all while slowly starting to strip away the false flesh and clothes that coated the golem’s body. 
 Venshi’s expression was ever fixed, but all of a sudden Ada could hear her voice, bizarrely distorted but growing quicker and quicker until it was intelligible. 
 “How are you doing this?!” Venshi demanded. “Humans cannot speed up their minds like this! You are a monster, Ada! Do you have any idea what you are  becoming? ” 
 Ada couldn’t respond, her own mouth limited by the sluggish pace of the real world, but she dug her tendrils of code into Venshi’s throat and tore out the little machine that gave her voice. The golem fell silent as she continued shredding its exterior, each scrap flung away from the husk, floating through the air slow as leaves across pond water. 
 With her code all around the creature now, she started the real work. The spindles dug in, pressing, etching into the air around the code that made the golem work. It was all in the head - of course it would be. She peeled through each layer, replicating it exactly in a floating structure of her own, connecting her replica with the original, keeping it continuously whole to preserve Venshi’s mind. The reddish orbs that hid behind Venshi’s false fleshy eyes continued to watch her as she stole everything the golem was, tearing the patterns out piece by piece and packaging it in a bundle apart from a body at all. The copied code floated next to Venshi, the technological skeleton of a human consciousness, the most complex arrangement of sigils and code Ada had ever seen. 
 The process took what felt like hours, but when Ada was finally done ripping out every piece of the golem’s inner workings, the final shreds of her artificial skin were just settling down on the ground. Ada was tired, exhausted even, but any anger she might have felt had long since given way to meticulous curiosity and studiousness. And then, finally, her dark spindles of code scoured the last of Venshi’s skull and found no new code to be had. 
 She let time slide back to its normal speed, and Venshi’s armless torso fell to the ground, the levitation sigil quickly wearing off without any kind of power source. It lay amidst the scattered bits of its disguise, skinned alive. The golem’s head turned, staring at Ada from the flickering red orbs in its metallic skull. 
 She looked over and kicked at the voice box. 
 “I’m glad we had this talk, Venshi. I can really start working on the technophage, now, and I know not to let any humans get on those ships - hell, this might even be a good reason to stop the outers from going entirely. And best of all -” 
 She reached over to the floating tangle of code that was not only a copy of Venshi’s mind, but also everything needed to make a golem of her own. 
 “- I now have the means to make golems! Or, you know, other things. More interesting things. More  dangerous  things.” 
 Venshi’s head shook, as though in disapproval. With no arms, no legs, no voice, and no face, there was little left for the golem to do. 
 Ada crouched down on the ground, staring into the eyes of one of the architects of the Fall, one of the miserable humans who had tried to end civilization itself, who had created the world of darkness and superstition that Ada had grown up in. She was angry, and she knew she was right to be, but a part of her was also… amused. Triumphant. Today, a thousand years’ worth of lies and deception came toppling down. 
 “You know, I think I should thank you. You may have done something terrible, but I probably wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t. And I certainly wouldn’t have had the chance to change the world. So thank you, Venshi, for setting this all up, just so that I could come along and knock it down.” 
 She grasped the skull and lifted it up into the air, bringing the torso along with it. It could barely move at all. 
 “I wonder if when  you  die, you’ll go to the Elysium I created for everyone.” 
 Ada slowed time and, quickly and efficiently, caught the machine’s mockery of a skull between two force sigils, crushing it completely flat. The torso stopped moving entirely, the lights went out, and she dropped the ruined husk onto the ground. 
 She reached for the mass of floating sigils that was a golem’s core architecture, and smiled. She connected with it, feeling around with a neural connection just like the one she had to the code on her back, and when she hit the right spot she was suddenly hit with memories. 
 Venshi’s memories. 
 They were like her own, almost, although they disappeared entirely when she disconnected from the floating sigil. She reached back in, trying to dig through things, but she had no anchors, no knowledge of what Venshi knew, and so all she saw were flashes. Images of Glass Peaks through the ages, images of the Fall, images of the first Ghost War. She kept digging, pushing, hoping to remember something from Venshi’s past that would be useful, but she had no connection to anything Venshi had experienced. 
 Then she came across an image of Isavel, and she stopped, thinking about it, trying to recall more. What was this? What was going on? 
 She saw Isavel inside some kind of building, surrounded by people who looked like priests. There was a tall blond man next to her as well, someone who looked more like a hunter than a spiritual man. The eldest woman present, a priestess, was speaking. 
 “She has been blessed by the gods, and chosen to lead us in our struggle against the ghosts.” 
 Isavel’s eyes were wide with confusion and fear. She didn’t seem to understand what was happening, or why it was happening, or indeed who she was looking at as she stared through Venshi’s eyes. 
 And Ada felt the evil calculations going on in Venshi’s mind as well, the memories not only of the senses but also of the mind, like all memories. She saw Isavel’s vulnerability with her own eyes, but she felt Venshi’s desire to exploit that vulnerability and turn Isavel into a weapon almost as though she had once felt it herself. 
 Disgusted, Ada reached out with her foot and kicked Venshi’s shattered remains across the cavernous ruin. 
 This was not all there was of Isavel in those memories, though. There was more, much more, and Ada found herself pouring through them, trying to find… she didn’t know what. 
 Then she found Isavel again, looking worn and tired and alone. She looked Venshi in the eyes with something like defeat as she asked her question. 
 “Venshi. Do the gods let their servants retire?” 
 Ada sensed Venshi’s evil mind at work, here as in all the memories, but above all she sensed the ageless golem’s contempt in this one moment. Venshi knew - Venshi watched - and she understood that what Isavel was looking for was not war, or justice, or the service of the gods. Isavel was looking for peace and happiness, and she genuinely believed the gods were looking out for her in some way. Venshi’s contempt for Isavel’s unreflected longing for happiness ran deep - almost as deep her seething disgust at Isavel’s faith in gods. 
 Ada pulled out, unable to bear it anymore. She stepped away from the golem code, away from the corpse, and turned away from both, running her hands through her hair. 
 Contempt. Contempt not just for faith, but for the faithful. Ada was intimately familiar with that feeling - she had felt it hundreds of times before, for almost every person she had ever met. But not Isavel - never Isavel. The sensation of feeling such an emotion aimed at Isavel herself was utterly wrong, like somebody taking her bones and carving them into weapons to be used against herself. 
 Why? 
 She looked back at what she had done here, at the ruin of this evil creature that had tried to manipulate Isavel. She looked upwards, through the cracks in the ceiling and the dust suspended in thin beams of light, to the ring and the gods above who had also manipulated Isavel as well as Ada herself. This world was filled with creatures who had used Isavel’s faith to their own ends, seeing her only as the faith she had, not as the person with that faith. 
 In another world, a worse world, Ada might easily be one of them. 
 She reached out to the golem sigil, pressing and shrinking it down into a small orb that she could carry in her hand, like some kind of toy. But before she left, she dove into the memories one last time, still looking for Isavel. 
 Isavel was lying on the ground, asleep or unconscious. She was surrounded by people, most closely the golden-haired bodyguard Hail that Ada had met earlier. It was night, and three people Ada didn’t recognize were staring guiltily at each other. 
 “What is the matter with her?” Venshi’s question came with no real feeling, except some utilitarian concern. 
 “She just - she collapsed -” Hail stammered. The bodyguard looked completely stricken with grief. 
 “I saw her coming from your end of the camp.” Venshi knew the blue-haired-warrior who spoke as Rodan. He pointed to the tall blond hunter she had seen earlier, as well as the darker-featured hunter woman who was holding his hand. Venshi knew them, too, as Sorn and Marea. “Did she see you two?” 
 Sorn in particular looked very guilty. “I didn’t see anyone nearby -” 
 “Did she  hear  you? Pathfinder gifts, remember.” 
 The two hunters exchanged nervous glances. “I thought we were quiet -” 
 Hail looked up at them, at their hands, and it was as though she noticed the entire situation for the first time. “Sorn. You’re Isavel’s lover.” 
 “I - I mean, yes -” 
 A look of rage crossed Hail’s face. “You didn’t tell her you had found another? You  didn’t ask  how she felt about it? Why not?” 
 “I - well, she’s already having a hard time being the Herald - I didn’t want her to think she wasn’t -” 
 Hail stood up and shouted into the other hunter’s face. “As the Saint Herald she deserves your gods-damned  respect! ” 
 Venshi looked on the proceedings through a thick sheet of disdain. It was incomprehensible, to her, that a person’s need for intimacy would so blind them to the greater good they were trying to serve. Another node brightened in Venshi’s webwork of memories, a distant, ancient recollection of a man she had once loved herself, and betrayed without remorse, in the service of acquiring equipment for developing the technophage. For the greater good of humanity. 
 Ada pulled out of that memory, trying to get away, and saw a cascade of other sights and sounds, many unrelated to anything, mundane and cataclysmic all intertwined. 
 Isavel was sitting on the roof of the temple in Glass Peaks, alone except for Hail’s watchful eye from a few meters away, and there was a red panda running around her. She was laughing as the animal climbed up onto her lap and tried to eat the food in her hand. She popped a berry in its mouth and grinned with glee as the animal  munched away at the gushy red food . 
 Venshi’s memories were coloured with disgust at the animal’s mere existence, an abstract philosophical horror at some complex history of nearly-failed conservation, genetic tampering, public campaigning, and domestication that had lead to the red panda becoming a feral species in a land it should never have set foot in the first place. Ada understood few of Venshi’s thoughts on the matter. All Ada wanted to do was rush over to Isavel, sit next to her, and tell her it would get better. Everything would get better. She must feel alone, but she wasn’t. 
 Ada tore herself from the memories again, breathing heavily, staring at the golem sigil. She shook her head, trying to chase the anxiety and self-doubt from her mind. She was not going to ruin anything - she was going to fix everything. Isavel had given up on her gods, and Ada wasn’t going to try and manipulate her. She was not like Venshi. Everything was going to get better. How could it not get better? She had power, and she had Isavel’s trust, and Earth was changing. She couldn’t mess this up. 
 Ada staggered out of the ruins, out into the crater her code had left behind, scrambling up the steep edge of the mountain’s wound with the golem sigil firmly in one hand. As she emerged over the rim and stood up, dusting herself off with her free hand, she saw Zhilik, Tanos, and Sam staring at her with interest. 
 She forced a smile, trying to hide everything that was weighing her down. 
 Tanos nodded down the crater. “That was quick. I thought that would take a lot longer.” 
 “Felt like hours.” Ada sighed. “But I found a lot of answers - as well as this little thing. This is the code that makes a golem run just like a human.” 
 Their eyes all widened, none more than Zhilik’s. “Synthetic consciousness. You want to use it?” 
 “It can’t hurt to know how.” Ada pointed west. “Come on - I want to get out of here. We need to prepare for the future.” 
 Sam nodded. “I agree.” 
 Ada only barely noticed something amiss about the ghost’s words as they got into the vehicle and sped back towards the sea. She was too busy thinking about Isavel, manipulated and abandoned by the people she relied on. About the light pulsing of the locator stone in her suit pocket, one of the few things pulling her up instead of down. 
  
 Chapter 8 
 They weren’t going to do what Isavel wanted. 
 It was more a disappointment than a surprise. The distance between her and the faithful, the angry, the charismatic was apparent. Like a bad actor she had wavered in her delivery of the Herald, had fought with too little bloodthirst against those they saw as the real enemies. She never had been given the role of heroine as a child, after all - perhaps it wasn’t just on account of the olive skin that set her apart from other children. 
 News of another ghost walker, coming from her, did little to faze anyone preparing for war. They nodded placidly and voiced agreements, but in their hearts the real threat remained Campus and its inhabitants. They deferred to Mother Jera, who apparently now spoke for both gods and mortals alike. 
 Luckily, fear of Ada’s exotic weapons was more effective at steering them. They marched north towards the thicket of islands clogging the strait’s narrowest point. It would delay the march, for a time at least. Time enough for her to find a new way to delay them further? Perhaps. She had to try. 
 She and Hail had been at the head of the army as it left Glass Peaks, a rumbling serpent of people and animals and machines slithering up the coast. When an idea hit her, the two of them sat and waited under the firs that dominated the shoreline. Shadows crept towards them as the sun began to pass overhead, the daylight more fully blotted out by the branches and needles of these trees than by the distant ring and all the gods it housed. 
 A hauler soon appeared further down the column, and as it approached they stood up to walk towards it. There were only a handful of these machines, and this one at the heart of the army, as she had expected, carried Mother Jera and a few others. 
 When Isavel stepped alongside the hauler and into view of the elder priestess, though, she found the old woman’s face quickly soured with consternation. “My child, why aren’t you pursuing the ghost walker?” 
 Isavel’s mouth hung open. She had spent the better part of the day yesterday trying to convince them to divert the army to find that walker. What was Jera talking about now? “Excuse me, Mother Jera? I thought we had decided he was not a threat.” 
 Mother Jera waved her hands around. “ We  had, certainly, but you seemed quite insistent. If he is such a threat, why are you not going out there to solve the problem on your own? You are entirely capable of it - you did kill the last two, after all.” 
 Isavel opened her mouth to speak, but she wasn’t certain what to say. Jera didn’t give her much time to figure it out, either. She had not been expecting this. 
 “Or was your insistence on his danger to us not sincere?” 
 The hauler was only moving at a walking pace, but Isavel almost stumbled as she walked alongside it. For all that she had enjoyed putting on plays as a child with her friends, nobody would ever have picked her out as a talented actor. Still - did Jera know, simply suspect, or was she fumbling in the dark? 
 There was nothing to be gained from honesty at this point. Not if she wanted to keep to the gods’ request and protect the city. She needed to retain what standing she still had with the city’s most followed elders. She stiffened her jaw. “No, Mother Jera. I was simply hoping for some assistance, but… you are correct. With the gods at my side, I can take care of a single ghost walker without an army to his name.” 
 Mother Jera’s hands were shaking, and she was holding something, a sort of amulet Isavel had never noticed before. She looked down at it even as she spoke to Isavel. “Very well. Gods be with you, Saint Herald Valdéz. May the interests of our city always guide you.” 
 They did. Her interests were entirely aligned with the interests of the city. She wished the same could be said of the city’s own collective decisions. “Of course.” 
 She turned away, letting the hauler pull out ahead of her, and turned to stare at Hail. She felt shamed, as though it were patently obvious to everyone that she was no longer their ally. She had of course grown more withdrawn in the past weeks, but what had they expected of her? Had she perhaps failed to meet what others saw as the standards of someone of her role and titles? Nobody had ever expressed any such expectations to her. 
 Perhaps that was the issue. Perhaps a Saint Herald was only worthy of being followed when they were novel, when their fervor came without prompting, when they never stopped pushing forward. She had stopped, had wanted to breathe, had wanted to reconsider. She had lost momentum. 
 “Isavel?” 
 She blinked, shaking her head a little and focusing her eyes on Hail. The hunter’s blond hair was bound up at the top of her head, but stray strands still swayed in the breeze around her blue eyes. There was something a bit alarmed in those eyes, though, as though Hail too were starting to realize just how far Isavel had drifted from being the beating heart of an exalted march. Isavel nodded at her. “Well nevermind my last idea. We need to keep the respect of the elders. Let’s get a hauler.” 
 “I don’t know how to drive one.” Hail’s gaze wandered uneasily. “Do you?” 
 Isavel had tried once or twice, and found the physical connection with the vehicle to be baffling, a nauseatingly alien sensation of feeling its position and orientation and movement as hers. She would rather not. “Let’s see if we can get the coders to drive for us again.” 
 “Them?” Hail frowned. “Isavel, they’ll get killed if we get into a fight.” 
 Isavel lowered her voice. “I don’t intend to get into a fight.” 
 Hail’s eyes narrowed. “They could get  us  banished or killed if they suspect your motives .” 
 Isavel glanced around them, trying to see if she could find the coders and evaluate them with new eyes, but they were nowhere to be seen. Would they? She wasn’t sure why Hail would suggest such a thing, but it was… not beyond the realm of possibility. 
 People around them, she realized, were still staring at her. Wondering, no doubt, what their Saint Herald was doing standing around as the army walked by. Why she wasn’t leading the charge. What she was thinking. Where her loyalties lay. 
 She had had enough of that suspicion as a child, her father’s people seeing her mother in her and her mother seeing her father’s people. She leaned in closer to Hail. “I’ll risk it. I need to get out of here.” 
 Hail nodded. “As you wish. I’ll keep an eye out. They may be further back.” 
 “Then let’s head that way.” 
 As Isavel walked through the crowd, crossing gazes with dozens of the thousands who had decided to march from the city, she saw less awe in them than she once had. More confusion. She tried to stand tall, tried to keep her shoulders straight, but knowing that she was trying to undermine the very vengeance they seemed prepared to die for, she felt herself straining under their gaze. 
 Her hand found the locator stone in her pocket, and while she kept it hidden lest anyone familiar with code see it, its presence was comforting. What would Ada say? 
 It was for their own damned good. 
 She smiled lightly, and that thought carried her through to the back of the column, where Hail spotted the coder siblings. Zoa’s face froze when they reached her, while Ren’s opened up with confusion more readily. “Saint Herald?” 
 She glanced between them. “We need a pilot.” 
 Zoa frowned a little. “There are plenty of people -” 
 “People I don’t know.” Isavel raised an eyebrow at the blue-haired coder. She didn’t want to deal with the additional uncertainty of a person she had never even met before. “I would prefer if you two could come along, but of course if you need to stay with your fellows -” 
 Ren shook his head. “No, no. Zoa, it’s fine. Of course, Isavel, we’ll help. Who else is coming?” 
 “Myself and Hail. That’s it.” 
 Zoa glanced at her brother, but nodded. Was she worried about something? The coders certainly were traditionalists, but Isavel had never thought them particularly invested in the divinity of anything that happened around them. The question remained open as the coders huddled off through the crowd, towards the hauler heading up the back of the column. Best hope they got used to it. 
 Once they had secured the hauler, the coders took another moment to peer at her, Zoa’s fingers twitching against the metal hull. “So where are we going, exactly?” 
 “To kill the last ghost walker.” She saw the panic in their eyes, and didn’t let them get a word in. “He doesn’t have an army, as far as I know. He’s hiding. This is more of a hunt than a battle. I can take care of him alone.” 
 “Do you have a plan?” 
 “I will once we figure out where he’s hiding.” She glanced at her hunter. “Hail, you remember the spot on the map as well, right?” 
 “That’s not a plan.” Zoa’s frown deepened, and then she caught herself. “Er, apologies, Herald. What if Ada’s information is wrong? It wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 What if it was? It  would  surprise Isavel, but she had to make room for surprises. If the information was wrong, they would likely just stumble into an empty wood. “Then we’ll figure something out.” 
 “What if it’s an ambush?” 
 She shook her head. She felt certain it wasn’t an ambush, though wasn’t confident in her ability to defend that certainty if pressed. What was she supposed to say? “Have faith. I don’t know what the gods are thinking any more than you do, but I have faith they’ve put us on the right path.” 
 The coder didn’t seem satisfied, but she nodded nonetheless. Pacified was never as good as satisfied, but it would do in a pinch. Isavel needed to get this over with and figure out a way to get back to the army with another excuse for a delay; if killing another ghost walker would help her on that way, it would have to happen. 
 Ren glanced down at something, and his brow creased a little. “What’s that in your pocket?” 
 She jolted, her hand snapping away from the locator stone. She had barely realized her fingers were lingering there. “What?” 
 “You keep sticking your hand in that pocket.” 
 Suddenly all three pairs of eyes were on her. She froze, then slowly drew out the little black stone and showed it to them. “It… helps me keep track of where Ada is. So I know she’s not sneaking up on us.” 
 Both the coders seemed to have a good idea of what it was, and their eyes widened. Zoa stepped closer and stared at it. “Gods, how did she make it so small?” 
 Ren glanced between the stone and Isavel, and laid a hand on Zoa’s shoulder in a surprisingly firm way. “Come on, Zoa. We’ve got a long way to go, so let’s get going.” Isavel didn’t know the coders as well as she could, but she had always assumed Zoa was the dominant siblings. And yet, Zoa glanced at him and nodded, and they clambered quickly into the hauler. Isavel wondered about the unspoken message in that grip, but the hauler thrummed louder and she jumped up onto the flatbed with Hail, leaning against the cabin as it began to move away from the army, out over the salt water gently lapping against the rocky shore. She would need to pay closer attention to them. 
 The hauler sped out across the water, leaving only faint ripples in its wake. She spotted birds flying over the strait in the distance, and  found herself imagining how far away they were, seeing their trajectories through the air, seeing in the curvature of their descent the nascence of their rise after they skimmed the water. Hail seemed to be watching them too, and for a moment in silence Isavel enjoyed the richness of the motion. 
 Then Hail looked at her, flexing a hand with the hunter’s gift towards the air. “Practice?” 
 Isavel blanked. “What, on the birds?” 
 “No, no, they just gave me the idea. Shoot and catch each other’s shots.” Suddenly Hail’s eyes widened a bit in understanding. “It’s a game I used to play as a youngster, with other hunters. To pass the time, test skills.” 
 Isavel glanced at the birds, wondering if she hadn’t secretly been thinking of her hunter’s gift, too, watching the birds glide. All the more reason for her to get an answer out of the gods - what was she? What were the gifts? If her gifts had reduced her to a war machine, she deserved to know. 
 She nodded at Hail, and in a few moments they were off, hexagons zipping through the air, knocking into each other with glassy cracks and flashes . With the hauler moving so quickly it was more a challenge to aim, but even so the hunter’s gift was not to be trifled with. Here, far from war and danger and death, there was even something pretty about the hard, geometric light of their shots as they burst in the air. 
 The sun was starting to fall as they made landfall on the island, their crossing much more direct than the route the army would be taking. Nothing other than wedge-shaped flocks of seabirds shared the surface of the strait with them, but Hail visibly relaxed as they reached the shore. Clearly Ada’s secret weapons weighed heavily on her. Isavel was not afraid, though - as long as Ada knew where she was, they wouldn’t face any strikes. Her little locator stone worked well as a protective talisman. 
 As they skimmed ashore, surrounded by towering forests and lush undergrowth that almost completely hid what ruins remained, they pulled to a stop and Ren emerged with a map, hastily rolling it out onto the hauler’s flatbed. The fabric was imbued with a carefully-dyed outline of the coast and the island. Where they had copied it from and how accurate it was, Isavel could only guess. 
 He pointed at a spot along the island’s coast, then traced his finger inland. “Alright, so we passed those little islands on the way in. You said we should be going here, right?” 
 Isavel looked across it, trying to remember what Ada’s ghost friend had told her. “I think so. There was an inlet that cut into the heart of the island, and the ghost should be hiding at the tip of the inlet. Hail, does that look right?” 
 Hail bit her lip. “Yes, I believe so.” 
 “Good.” Ren glanced at the hauler’s cabin, and Isavel noticed Zoa hadn’t come out. He lowered his voice. “Isavel, I know people tell you not to trust Ada. I sure as hell wouldn’t. But… We crossed that open seawater, and she knew where you were, with that locator you have, but she didn’t do anything. Hold onto that thing.” 
 It was a bit of a strange thing to say, leaving Isavel puzzled as her hand drifted to her pocket again. “Of course.” 
 He smiled feebly, and nodded towards the dense thicket of trunks devouring the world ahead of them. “Let’s be quick about this, then. I hope the place is easy to find.” 
 He climbed back into the hauler, and Isavel glanced over at Hail, trying to figure out what he had meant. Hail’s pale brow was dominated by an commiserate frown, though; at least it wasn’t Isavel’s fault she didn’t understand. As the hauler slipped deeper into the forest, those thoughts faded from her mind as she focused on the myriad ways she might encounter this final ghost walker. 
 When they found a significant patch of ruins, night was closing its arms around the island, and the structures poking out of the forest looked almost entirely deserted. The hauler slowed down at the crest of a hill, and the four of them disembarked together, settling the hauler down onto the ground. Isavel could make out the outlines of broad, squat buildings along the shore of an inlet ahead. 
 It didn’t look like a fortified hideout. If there was anybody here at all, she would almost be surprised. Isavel sighed and pointed at the hauler. “Zoa, Ren, unless you two want to risk getting into a fight I think you’d be safest watching the hauler. Be ready to leave quickly.” 
 The coders nodded, but Zoa reached into the cabin and pulled out two ancient weapons, smooth-barreled guns that looked matte grey in the twilight. She handed one to her brother. “We figured this wouldn’t be entirely safe.” 
 Isavel nodded at them. It was a fair assumption, though if they stayed inside the hauler they should be reasonably well-protected. The two of them leaned against the hauler, letting their eyes wander the woods down to the inlet. 
 She could only do so much for them. She pulled off her tunic, exposing more of her pathfinder-gifted skin and her dull camouflaging brace, and bound her wavy hair out of the way. “Hail, I’ll go in ahead. Keep your eyes on me.” 
 “That won’t be a problem.” 
 She glanced at Hail, whose face flickered between a smile and stern obedience. She wondered what she was thinking, whether she was re-evaluating Isavel the way everybody else seemed to have. She bent over to pick a few stray fronds to weave into her hair, and let her skin shift and melt to match in colour and texture the dim greys, browns, and greens of the evening forest. She crouched low, gifted senses knowing exactly where to find sure footing, and began creeping downhill towards the ruins. 
 It was strangely liberating to be on a wild hunt again. 
 As they approached, the instincts of her gifts drew her eyes to things she might never have seen in her past life. Snapped twigs seemed almost brighter, footprints seemed clear and crisply defined, and a few rustling sounds on the wind were distinguishably animal. She soon started seeing details in the ruins, too. Her gifts were much more useful for identifying humans or animals than they were for looking at lifeless walls, but still she saw a stark outline of something deliberately painted onto the sides of the ruins. 
 At first she thought it must be some kind of dragon, but she soon realized it was stranger. It was a dark human shape, what little colour it might have had drained away in the evening light, with two three-bladed black wings jutting out of its back. A dark angel. Isavel knew who that was. 
 Somebody had been here and done that recently. Somebody who knew about Ada. There were ghosts nearby - she was sure of it. They could very well be in the ruin right now, though Isavel saw no smoke or light or signs of occupation. 
 Silently, she crept back through the woods towards Hail, and when they met up she laid a hand on Hail’s shoulder and whispered. “I think they might be in there. Hail, I’m going to sneak in. Don’t follow me in until you hear fighting, okay?” 
 Hail was keeping very still, her eyes on the old buildings ahead. “Are you sure it’s safe?” 
 Isavel tilted her head and smiled. “I’ve faced worse. But if you’re worried I’ve been caught or killed, don’t come after me.” 
 The hunter smirked. “With respect, Isavel, in that case you wouldn’t be able to stop me.” 
 “If you insist.” She hoped Hail wasn’t serious. If  she  was incapacitated in any way, the rest of them should definitely run. She hoped they understood that. 
 She slunk through the undergrowth as fast as she dared, down to the side of the ruin. That angelic shadow loomed over her, and as the clouds in the sky moved it almost seemed it might fall on Isavel if she didn’t run away. It was an illusion, of course, but she decided not to risk disturbing the figure. She turned to the next wall, let the lightness of the dragon’s gift fill her limbs and her core, and with a twitch and a flex she brought to light blue claws on her fingers that easily dug into the ancient concrete. Right claw, left, right. She hauled her lightened body up the side of the ruins, easily reaching the top at a brisk climb, and in a single motion threw herself up above the rim of the roof. 
 She landed as quietly as she could and looked around, but there was nobody here. An ancient door, locked, blocked her way deeper into the building. It proved surprisingly flimsy as she slammed her shoulder against it, tearing it off its fixtures and setting it aside. Down into the bowels of the building - and here, finally, she got a subtle sense that there were people here. She didn’t hear anything, saw no signs of occupation, but… she smelled something, she realized. Her nostrils flared. She smelled people. Or ghosts, as the case may be. 
 She found six of them halfway down the building, in a room not far from the stairwell. Sleeping. She snapped a blade out from her right hand, a glittering blade of hard white light tessellated into tiny hexagons, and suddenly realised what she was doing. Not only were they sleeping as she prepared to send them to Elysium, but realistically, she had no way to know they were actually ghosts. What was she thinking? 
 One of them noticed her, though, flailing awake with a telling cry. “White Witch!” 
 She exhaled as the room burst into chaos. That settled that. 
 There were hunters; she saw their shots coming. Shields up. Fragments burst against the white sheen of the hexagons on her forearms as she balanced back on her feet and drank from her dragon’s gift, feeling heat curl in her lungs and up her throat like smoke. She drew her two shields apart and roared dragonfire through the gap, red-gold swarms of hard light shards coursing into the room and bursting into hot electric dust against everything they hit. Screams. She stepped in. 
 The thrum of a warrior’s blade found her ears and she folded, yielding the space she had been standing in even as the warrior lunged for her through the smoke. As he passed she jabbed her right shield down just enough to cut through his back. He fell with a thud; she was already looking ahead. From dragonfire had spawned actual flames and spouts of smoke, a black miasma seething crimson and gold in its depths, but through them she still glimpsed the shapes of ghosts looking to surround her. Three. Warriors’ body language on two. She shot the third through the smoke and heard a body thud against the floor. 
 The warriors lunged, trying to flank her, but she stepped between them. Her skin rippled with roiling black blotches and lancing flashes of hot colour, her olive hue completely gone as she took the whorling sights around her into her skin. They couldn’t see her. One of them lunged close, but not close enough, and she jabbed a hand behind her back and struck the woman through the ribcage with a brilliant orange shot that got lost in the room. 
 It was getting hot in here. Isavel could outlast him, the warmth just barely beginning to prickle at her skin, but the last warrior ran for the door, and through the smoke she saw a blue shield held awkwardly behind him. She gritted her teeth and sprang after him into the hall, light on her feet, throwing herself against the wall in her speed and then pushing off it with a bounce. He screamed and she fired. He collapsed, his calves sliced and cauterized, and she landed with a foot between his shoulder blades. 
 “The walker. Is he here?” 
 He winced, clenching his teeth. “Fuck off, Witch.” 
 She ground her heel harder into his back. “I’ll make it quick.” 
 He seemed not to breath for a moment, then exhaled, long and ragged. “He’s on the ground floor. You didn’t even need to come up here and kill us. Maybe if you kill him you can leave the rest of us alone.” 
 A shot to the head was as quick as she could manage. He was gone, no doubt rising in Elysium, finally freed from a world that had never wanted him here. She stepped away from the body and made for the stairs, but for several moments she couldn’t help but wonder what she was doing. She had met ghosts in Campus, and they hadn’t been looking for a fight. These ones probably weren’t either. 
 What was she gaining by killing them? 
 What was she gaining by killing another walker? Just one more ghost sent to Elysium. One more enemy eliminated, if for no other reason than to pacify Mother Jera and try to get people to take her seriously again. 
 How would they even know if she had really killed anyone, out here? 
 She did not encounter any other ghosts on her way down the ancient stairwell, and when she reached the final door, as deep as it would go, she quietly opened it and looked inside. 
 There, in the center of a large and dimly-lit room, was a small circular area where the world fell away. In its place was something entirely different, a vibrant room with lacquered white furniture and soft yellow fabrics, a golden sun streaming into the room filtered by the leaves of some foliage that lay out of sight and out of this world. In the center, sitting on a vast throne of cushions and pillows, lay a haggard-looking man with brownish skin and closed eyes. He rested in the arms of an otherworldly woman, her silver hair a startling contrast to her young face and smooth pearlescent skin, her ears oddly pointed at the tops and her ey es remarkably green. 
 Neither of them noticed Isavel until she stepped  through the edge of the world, into the walker’s bubble, and stood before them. Even then the walker remained immobile, eyes closed. Only the strange woman’s eyes fell on Isavel, holding in themselves something inhuman. 
  
 Chapter 9 
 Venshi had looked into a mirror in her human life, seemingly on a regular basis, and so Ada saw Venshi’s human face in the memories she had taken. A tanned woman whose skin retained its natural white pallor in only a few places, her blond hair hung knotted and strangely tangled in thick braids, laced with beads. Her mirror-gazing ritual involved painting her face a great deal, yet the memory of that ritual was tainted by a deep, alien irony. Venshi lived in a world where everything was so mundane, and something about Venshi’s plots gave her a sense of contrast that had once amused her, and now aroused Ada’s contempt. 
 A man and a woman locked in a glass-walled cell, banging on the glass, trying to get out. 
 In Venshi’s time, the vast city that would become Glass Peaks stood taller and more imposing, glittering brighter than today’s ruins had ever suggested. Watchers tended the city everywhere as throngs of people walked the streets and ships blasted off through the southern sky towards space. The world Venshi had been born into was crowded, loud, unlike anything Ada had seen before. 
 Something gaseous flooded the glass prison. The prisoners shouted, screamed, clutched their heads in pain and fear. 
 Most of Venshi’s memories of the ancient world were sunken into a pestilent morass of disgust and anger. Venshi avoided the open city, spending most of her time in laboratories with her co-conspirators. Anthropology, nanotechnology, evolutionary biology, neuropsychology - for years they plumbed the depths of sciences Ada had never imagined, looking for a way to wipe the Earth bare. Looking for a way to fix humanity’s flaws, as they saw it. And for years, they got nowhere. 
 The prisoners didn’t recognize the simple written words in front of them. They cowered in fear. It would pass - their baselines would shift, and they would accept the dyslexia. But more testing was necessary. More confirmation, more attempts to falsify the hypothesis. 
 After years of searching, one of their researchers made contact with a laboratory in the colonies. It called itself Shade, apparently a shortened form of some longer, less ominous name. It never revealed its home planet, though, and demanded absolute secrecy. Despite some investigation on their part, Venshi and her colleagues could never even begin to guess who was associated with it. But as they worked with Shade over the course of just six months, their research broke from its shackles and grew and grew, morphing into the final technophage. 
 They drew samples from both prisoners, and after confirmation, injected the male with a drug to induce natural-seeming death. He was no longer useful. The female, though, they impregnated - and after they stimulated the technophage in her blood, and she miscarried, they impregnated her again. Technophage stimulation terminated the pregnancy at all significant stages of development, and they euthanized the prisoner when their results seemed conclusive. 
 Venshi seemed to feel these two prisoners in particular deserved it, but what exactly had they done? Those memories had blurred with age, growing knotted and gnarled like scars. 
 From then on, they tested only vat-grown human subjects from the same stock. Children grew and floated in blue-hued glass cylinders, growing faster than any normal child should. And at each stage in development, until puberty, the technophage killed them if it was overstimulated. 
 The one vat-grown infant that did reach puberty was killed in the vat, and all the bodies were melted down and discarded as biological waste. Finally, after two years of monstrous testing, Venshi and her colleagues were ready to share their work with the world. 
 They revelled, drank, and cheered the apocalypse, a bacchanal interwoven and brightened by Venshi’s thrilled fantasies of curing everything wrong in the world. Science, technology, civilization, literature. All the tools humans used to alienate themselves from their nature and each other, from the planet, from the dispassionate ebb and flow of all the species in the world. 
 But no plans were perfect, and Venshi and her friends knew this. So, with an achingly profound self-pity that only roused Ada’s disgust, they let their bodies die and moved their minds into human-shaped golems, vowing to each other to do spread across the planet and do everything they could to prevent civilization from rising again. To keep humans in their natural place. 
 They pushed the button. 
 Panic and chaos shredded the cities of the world. A generation of children was cracked and boiled by their own blood. Billions died in the mayhem. Armistice notwithstanding, colonial fleets began shooting down any ships from Earth that approached the colonies - but soon the colonies, too, fell silent. Venshi was certain the technophage had reached them, either by ship or by the Shade laboratory’s promised assistance. Humans everywhere would learn their place in the natural order, no longer perverting the world around them in the service of their own greed and twisted power fantasies. Those beyond Earth would learn, the hard way, that Earth was where humans belonged. 
 And for over a thousand years Venshi crushed anyone who got too curious about the ancients, destroyed any archives she came across, and set herself up as a spiritual guide, someone whose vast knowledge of the world and the gods couldn’t help but make the more foolish trust her. And all the way, her satisfaction grew and grew. This was what humans were meant to be - small bands living off the wilds. There was more to be done yet - destroy the watchers, the geneforges, the outers, the gifts - but time itself was already doing these for her. 
 Ada pulled out of the memories, shaking and sweating, her spine tense with rage. 
 She carefully laid down the orb of golem code on the counter. Deep breaths. One, two, three, four. 
 Diving into these memories was difficult, but she felt it had to be done. Venshi was dead, and her memories were helping Ada piece together the mysteries of the gifts and the technophage. Still, if there were a way to bring the monstrous creature back to life and punish her anew, Ada would gladly have done it. 
 “Are you okay?” 
 She turned around to look at the brown-furred outer she was sharing this room with. Her name was Arshak, and she called herself a doctor - an outer’s medic, from what Ada gathered, though they used tools rather than a gift for their craft. Ada had asked her to watch over her as she perused the memories. She had had unpleasant experiences the first few times. 
 She sighed. “She was a terrible person. Worse than me, if you can believe that.” 
 Arshak bobbed her head, ears twitching. “I certainly can.” She held out something in her four-fingered hand. “The nanite manipulator.” 
 Ada stared at the device for a moment before remembering she had asked for it. “Oh, gods, right. Thank you.” 
 She took the device and turned to her test subjects - two vials of human blood. 
 Gods, the sight of it reminded her of more than a few things in Venshi’s ancient laboratory. But while Venshi had sought to chain, Ada sought to liberate. This was different - nobody was going to die here. She hoped. 
 “Why does this thing keep disappearing? I’ve been using it for days.” 
 Arshak bobbed her head. “We use it too, for disease treatments.” 
 “I thought you said you didn’t have gifts.” 
 “We do not, but we have self-replicating vats of treatment nanites for certain ailments.” 
 Ada nodded, silently pitying the outers that they could grow ill at all. Maybe, one day, she could solve that too. 
 Staring into those vials prompted familiar memories, a dying child the unlucky donor and a scavenged relic her spyglass into the blood. The outers had similar machines for their own purposes, and here she was again, looking at tiny little pieces of technology inside human blood. Hers and a donor’s, in this case Tanos. 
 After much fruitless staring and sketching and consultation with Arshak, Ada had found the  really  interesting difference between herself and the technophage-infected humans. It was as Venshi had said - Ada’s immunosupplement, whatever it did, looked a little bit different than anyone else’s, in very consistent and specific ways. There was something heftier about it, an extra something on one side. She didn’t know what that bit could possibly do, nor did Arshak, but it was the only difference. 
 They had yet to test that hypothesis, until now. 
 Arshak was watching her, idly making notes on a small, glowing rectangle. “What are you going to do?” 
 She raised an eyebrow at the outer. “We’ve talked about this. Put that one gift into this other blood, and see what happens.” 
 “I know, but it helps me keep the records. What do we expect to happen?” 
 Ada shrugged. “It’ll kill the technophage. I’m living proof of it, after all - it’ll just be nice to see it with my own eyes.” 
 “Or those of the machine.” 
 “Eyeballs are machines of another kind; it’s all the same to me. Come take a look.”  
 Arshak nodded, keeping the glowing device in her hand and stepping a little closer. 
 The manipulator let Ada pluck gifts out of liquids with a simple switch, ignoring the rest of the blood. She watched on the magnifying screen as the tiny little shapes disappeared from her sample, torn out as though by a powerful gust of wind. The manipulator sorted the different gifts into separate compartments along its length, and Ada was able to choose her immunity gift and release alone it into the other sample. Then she moved the target sample under the viewer, and watched the carnage. 
 Ada’s gift did not idly float next to the technophage, like everyone else’s did. Instead it drifted towards them and locked on, briefly struggling with the technophage before cracking the weapon into small pieces, and then breaking those smaller pieces down further until they dissolved from view. It was quick, efficient, and remarkably undramatic. 
 So that was that. Thus was Ada immune to the greatest scourge of human history. 
 “That was… well, I expected something else.” She couldn’t say what, though, and she was left with a feeling of consternation. 
 The doctor’s ears perked up. “Ada, this is excellent! Now that we have confirmed the source of your immunity, we could use your nanites to develop a cure.” 
 Ada rubbed her arm unconsciously, not certain how much blood she was willing to spill for this. “And do what, bring it to every single person on Earth and inject it into them?” 
 Arshak frowned. “We could start locally -” 
 “How would we even do that? Do you have the machinery for that?” 
 She paused, ears twitching. “I do not think so. We certainly cannot manufacture new nanites, that machinery was too complex. All we have are self-replicating supplies. But with some work -” 
 “I can use code to modify gifts.” Ada flexed her hands. “At least Venshi thought so. I might be able to figure out how to modify someone else’s gifts, make them immune as well. That seems like the best bet.” 
 The alien doctor nodded, her green, slit-pupiled eyes darting around the room. “Yes - yes, that might be best. You are a coder, after all, and we… we will not be around much longer to help you with any other approach.” 
 Yes, that. 
 Ada stared at the samples, feeling weighed down by this entire planet and all its backwards-sliding history. Was it so simple? Could she whip up code and, just like that, light the fire of a new civilization in the ashes of the old? Would it be so easy to make everyone... like her? 
 She shifted uneasily, staring at the samples. 
 She had always been different, special - gifted in ways others were not. To share that gift with the world was clearly the right thing to do - for herself, for humanity - but where would that leave her? Just one among millions, no different from the rest aside from a few coded tattoos on her back. Anybody with a willing machine could do that, too. 
 She bit down on that feeling and crushed it. She would cross that bridge when she came to it - and come to it she must. Right now, it was more important  to figure what kind of code could free someone from the technophage. Then she’d have to find someone to t est it on, and then…  
 Fix everyone else on the planet. Somehow. 
 She sighed, turning away from the samples. “I need to think about the code. I can’t just stare at the screen all day.” 
 Arshak patted her cordially on the back. “Very well. This is promising, Ada - we will carry word of your progress to your fellows, if we can find them.” 
 “If there are any left. You have to wonder why they never returned to Earth.” 
 The outer turned her eyes away. “Do not give up hope. If you will excuse me, I would like to go check on the progress of the incoming ship.” 
 “Sure, of course.” 
 Arshak left her alone in the room, machines whose purpose was beyond Ada’s ken packed up against the walls like a barricade. Somewhere, hopefully, she would find the code she needed, but who would she test it on? If Ada was going to start removing the technophage from anyone, she should start with people she could trust. People who could be relied upon, and who would do the right thing if she herself ever died or lost her way. 
 She pulled out the locator stone she had given Isavel and stared at it for a moment. It was pointing north and slightly west - Isavel must be on the island already, looking for that ghost walker. That was faster than expected; she hoped Sam’s information had been accurate. 
 Sighing, Ada stood up and left the room, the floor, the building. She stepped out of the medics’ complex into the bustling heart of Campus, diving into a sea of sounds and sights and smells. The outers’ city was truly bustling now, as never had been before. The streets were packed, the aroma of cooked meat reached beckoned her towards grills, shouting and chanting and cheering filled her ears like the lively bubbling of a stream. 
 Messages from the colonial ship were short and curt, but that didn’t seem to worry anyone. Of course, Ada was fairly certain Kseresh and the others hadn’t shared the details with anybody at all - the common outers only knew someone was coming for them. That everything was going to get better. They had little reason to worry. 
 They were not especially musical, but Ada had learned they loved to put on plays. At least three shows were running in the city square at once, and hundreds of outers, adults and children alike, watched and cheered. Tales from the old homeworld, reenacted here on Earth by these long-forgotten children of Mir, were for once spun and woven of wonder and bombast instead of longing. 
 The stories were filled with magical animals, creatures from Mir, but the actors dressed in the hides of Earth’s own denizens for lack of better props. The children pointed and shouted, but the younger ones had yet to understand that the skins were a replacement for something lost. They cheered the names they knew instead, the animals that were real to them - wolves and cougars, ravens and eagles. Only the older ones had learned they were supposed to look past the real to remember the forgotten, but in doing so their delight seemed tempered as well. 
 Ada stood by as one of the plays unfolded, a tale of a man whose father died fighting some great beast - played with a wolf pelt, but supposedly not a wolf. The son set out to avenge his father’s death and battled a beast in the woods, but after many stalemates, some investigation, and the animal’s highly improbable ability to speak, the two of them learned they were in fact both orphaned sons. Their fathers had killed each other in the woods, and now they were both alone. And so they swore a pact of brotherhood, and the actors explained this was the traditional tale of the domestication of something called a rhask. Ada had never heard of such a creature; there may well have never been any on Earth. 
 “Ada?” 
 The disgruntled sound in Sam’s voice caught her attention even as the word startled her, and she turned around to see Sam and Tanos standing in front of her, their arms crossed and an unusual distance between them. She couldn’t immediately figured out what they might be upset about. “What? What’s going on?” 
 “Tanos is being an idiot.” 
 “She’s nuts.” 
 Ada’s mind went blank, her eyes darting to the sides in search of an escape. This didn’t sound like the kind of thing she wanted to get involved with, but Sam spoke before she could think of a reason to flee. “Ada, you want to help these outers, right?” 
 Her eyes narrowed. “Yes. What does that have to do with… whatever you two are bickering about?” 
 “It’s simple.” Sam’s glance at Tanos suggested it was anything but. “Isavel’s people are coming here for us. They’re hunting ghosts. We need to leave, Ada, to give the outers a chance.” 
 Tanos shook his head. “It’s suicide.” 
 “It’s pragmatism! We’ve all died before, anyway.” 
 “Wait, hold on a second.” Ada looked around. There weren’t many ghosts about now that the outers were being so lively, but she still saw a few here and there, their curiosity piqued by all the activity. “What would leaving accomplish? The humans won’t know you’ve left.” 
 “We should go to them. Fight them, turn ourselves over, whatever.” 
 There was something frantic and impatient in Sam’s face, but Ada had no idea how any of this fit together in the ghost’s mind. “Fight them? Sam, at this point they probably outnumber you ten to one. If everything goes according to plan we can get the outers out of here, and I’ll take the ghosts away on the  Chengdu . Whoever wants to come.” 
 “And go where?” 
 Ada had been wondering that herself, but it was a question she was determined to deal with later. When it became necessary. For now she was content to let it simmer at the back of her mind. “It really doesn’t matter - we’ll figure it out.” 
 “Will you? Because nobody wants to let ghosts live, Ada. Where are you going to bring us that we won’t have to at the very least lie about ourselves to keep safe?” 
 She stared at Sam’s crossed arms, and at Tanos’ confused eyes staring off into space, as though he were trying to calculate the best solution to what Sam was saying. She threw up her arms. “So what? Lie about yourselves. Look, I don’t -” 
 Sam stamped her foot. “Ada, we can  help . We can  matter .” 
 “You can get yourselves killed.” Tanos was shaking his head. 
 “We don’t need anyone to die - Isavel is going to delay -” 
 “How do you  know  that? Ada, you can trust her word all you want, but how do you know she’ll be able to slow anything down? She’s just one person.” Sam thrust her chin out. “Where’s that rock? The one you use to know where she is.” 
 Ada thought back to the last time she had seen it, how it had seemed to be pointing inland. Faster than she had expected. Was the army really already on the island? “ She’s  on the island somewhere, but we don’t know where the army is.” 
 “So they are getting closer faster than we expected.” 
 Ada shook her head. She knew Isavel was working on it. “We don’t know that! This only tells you direction.” 
 “Sam, they’re going to come for Campus whether you stay or leave.” Tanos sounded exasperated. “They don’t care.” 
 Ada looked away from them at the ziggurat, wondering what would happen if the army really did reach them first. Before the alien ship. Would they be able to defend the city? What options did they have? If the army approached from inland, she wouldn’t be able to easily bombard them with the  Chengdu  like she had the bridge - there was too much tree and hill cover for the  Chengdu ’s shallow firing arcs. They would need to defend the city the old-fashioned way. They’d need people on the walls. “Sam, if you want to help - and I assume you’re speaking for some of the other ghosts too - then you need to stay in the city.” 
 Tanos was nodding, but Sam remained frustrated. “What, so we can draw the enemy here?” 
 Ada shook her head. “You’re not the only problem they have. You realise they know  me , right? A lot of them hate me, and knowing that I was involved with the ghosts… They’ll come for me.” 
 “So you need to leave, too. Ada, the outers don’t have anything to do with  any  of this -” 
 Ada knew they had nothing to do with any of this. She knew they were leaving. She knew they would be gone in less than two weeks, that they would disappear from her life. She knew she was on the verge of being almost completely alone again. “I’m not going anywhere, Sam. And I don’t think you get it - we put the outers in danger, but we can’t undo that just by leaving. Besides, why do you suddenly care so much?” 
 “It’s the other ghosts. They’ve been talking.” Tanos was staring at Sam. “They’re getting all weird, and it’s getting to her head.” 
 “It’s not weird, it’s - Ada, it’s tiring.” Sam sighed. “This is literally the last place we can go. But we’ve died before, some of us more than once, and we know now that Elysium is fixed. Making some ridiculous last stand at everybody else’s expense is childish.” 
 Tanos pointed at Ada. “You heard Ada - you need to stay here. You’re just too scared to try to deal with this life, so you’re running away.” 
 Sam’s face reddened, and she shouted back at him. “You have no idea who you’re talking to or what I’ve been through -” 
 Ada groaned. “Both of you, shut up. Look, Sam, I think you’re trying to be noble to prove the world wrong for hating you. Tanos, I think you don’t want to lose Sam. There, simple. Sam, if people are going to attack Campus, we need people standing on these walls.” She pointed to the edges of the city. “We need people shooting back, slowing them down, holding the line. You can’t do those things if you run out into the wilderness and try to throw down with an army that has ten times more people than you do. So if you ask me, you need to stay put and get ready to defend the city for as long as it takes for these outers to get the hell out of here on their ships. You get to actually be useful, and if you really want you can die nobly. How’s that sound?” 
 Tanos gaped at her. “You can’t just use them like cannon fodder!” 
 Sam grumbled, crossing her arms. “I still think we should leave, but let’s say some of us do volunteer. Anyone who wants to run can run. Ada, walls still aren’t going to help. You realize how many of them there must be, right? They can easily overpower us either way.” 
 “Ada, listen.” Tanos was pointing towards the beach, beyond the walls. “You’re at least going to help the ghosts evacuate as soon as you can, right?” 
 “Right.” Ada had no idea what was going to happen in the coming weeks. For now, she wanted to turn her mind to the real problem at hand, the one Sam was correctly pointing out. “Sure. But Sam’s right, walls aren’t enough. We need better defenses.” 
 “We have guns. The outers have guns, though I can’t imagine why.” 
 “No, not guns.” Ada frowned, looking at her hands. Code. What could she code? Aside from breaking the technophage, she had been intently studying the golem sigil, and though it was complex, it was also full of potential. 
 Golems. 
 “Wait a minute, I have an idea.” 
 Sam and Tanos exchanged nervous glances, and Ada grinned wider. 
 “A few weeks ago, during the whole Elysium thing, Isavel and I met in a ruin filled with golems. We destroyed a lot of them, but there were definitely some left. If we could get them over here, maybe I could mess with their code, make them defend the city.” 
 Sam blinked. “Can you do that? I’ve never seen a coder do anything useful with a golem, and I’m older than I look.” 
 “I don’t know what I can do. I’m willing to try, though.” She glanced at the two of them. “You two want to go for a boat ride? You look like you could use some romantic downtime, staring out at the sea together.” 
 The insinuation seemed to jolt them both, and they glanced away from her in discomfort. She laughed, and clapped them both on the shoulders. 
 “Come on, unless you’ve got something better to do. Let’s get that hauler and pack it up. Hell, we really should have done this last time. Anything else we might need on the mainland?” 
 Sam bit her lip. “The Mayor’s drones?” 
 Ada thought about it, but she remembered the limited range of the devices. “I don’t think they can move far enough from Hive. It’s probably a waste of time. Let’s just grab those golems and go. You two get the hauler and meet me at the shore - unless you really want to stay here.” 
 Sam exhaled loudly through her nose, but Tanos clapped her on the shoulder and started pointing her away from Ada. Ada wasn’t too worried - she trusted Tanos to be insistent enough in his youthful optimism. If worst came to worst she could to do it all on her own, but she found she liked the idea of having the company. 
 By the time she had made it to the  Chengdu  they were already waiting for her, faster in the hauler than her feet could possibly manage even at a run. She grinned as she felt the warship reach out to her and respond to her commands, slamming open its great maw of a cargo hold to let the the hauler skim inside. She followed and mentally pulled the ship’s mouth closed again, the great door swinging up and sealing shut with a hiss. She ordered the ship forward, gave it its destination, and her warship was soon slipping into deeper waters. 
 “What is this place we’re going?” Sam looked suspicious. “We never got close enough to see it - we were too busy putting ourselves in the firing line while you dug around in there.” 
 Ada started walking for the command room, and they followed her through halls lit vaguely blue. “Some kind of archival building, among other things. I think it was a research facility, actually, but I was just there to figure out where the Elysium crystal was.” 
 “I assume you made a mess of the place.” 
 Tanos shook his head. “Ada freaks out about people damaging ancient ruins.” 
 Ada opened her mouth to agree, but in truth she and Isavel had caused more than a little damage. The core systems in the basement should still be intact, but she had had Cherry shoot clear through the entire building to throw off the drones and golems attacking them. “Well, sometimes things get damaged anyway.” 
 In the control room they stared at the map, watching points of light smoothly shift through the air as the environment around the  Chengdu  changed and the map responded. For the most part the world around them seemed empty and unconcerned with their passage. 
 Not far from them, to the north, was a group of white blips slowly moving in the opposite direction. Tanos pointed at them. “What  are  those?” 
 Apparently the  Chengdu  decided to try and help. “ Shì jīngyú . ” 
 The two of them looked at her as though she should understand that, but Ada shook her head. “Yeah, I have no idea what it’s saying. Sorry. Maybe fishing boats.” 
 Ada pulled out the locator stone out of her suit, holding it inside the map at the  Chengdu ’s location and following it through the world. It looked to be pointing north of Campus, but the locator sigils didn’t respond to distance in any appreciable way, so it was hard to tell exactly where she was. As the island slipped out of view of the map, Ada traced the line with her fingers. Would she pass over the right spot, or would she waver and land to the side? Or was Isavel too far from the city to even appear on the map? 
 She stood in silence as the warship cruised through the water, eyes roaming around the curves of the map, the mounds and hills of the mainland, the crevasses and creases of the coast, wondering where Isavel was in all this, listening to the strangely hollow sound of the ship propelling itself through the water by arcane means. 
 When they reached the shore and hauled out onto the beach, she drew their attention to the map again, to that same golem-infested ruin. “We’re going here. The map can’t follow us, but it’s in the middle of a sort of clearing, so we should be able to find it if we keep going in about the same direction.” 
 Sam glanced up above the map. “Where’s the ring? How do we keep our bearings?” 
 Ada pointed to a small blip at the top of the map. “That’s north, as far as I’ve been able to tell, and the map already shows what direction we’re pointed in now. It’s not that far from the shore - we’ll just have to trust memory. We’ll be fine.” 
 Sam didn’t look convinced, but she followed Tanos to the hauler and they climbed in, leaving Ada alone on the flatbed. As the hauler started up and left the  Chengdu , Ada tried to peer down at the sides of the warship to see what exactly was carrying the ship out onto the beach. Legs? Wheels? There was nothing there, though. It was as though the ship simply slid up of its own accord. 
 She frowned, but got the ship to lock up and wait for her a bit further in the water. The  Chengdu  slunk back into the sea , always responsive to her silent commands, and she leaned back on the flatbed, letting her legs dangle off the edge. 
 Then it started moving faster, and she scrabbled back up, suddenly uncomfortable at not being entirely on the vehicle. She propped herself up behind the cabin instead, feeling the warm summer air whip past her face and tousle her hair. The forest had been torn up by war less than a month ago, but the marks left on it were slowly fading. Broken trees and gouges in the soil were still visible, but whatever bodies had fallen here were long gone. Who or what had made them disappear, Ada could only guess. 
 Still, she felt good about this - this should be simple. It was a way to make progress, to defend against the worst case scenario, and that sort of thing felt rewarding. When they reached a clearing unusually devoid of ruins, then skimmed further into it and spotted the facility in the distance, she smiled. It really hadn’t been that hard to find. 
 They pulled to a stop outside the blocky ancient facility, and Ada hopped off the hauler to look at it, tapping on the hauler’s windows as she walked passed. It was more damaged than she remembered; her own work. Cherry’s, really. 
 “This is the place?” Tanos was staring at the ruin even as he stumbled out. “It looks… well it’s a mess, but it doesn’t look that old.” 
 “I think the golems maintained it pretty well until we showed up.” She held out a hand stopping Sam from stepping closer. “Watch yourselves.” 
 Ada noticed that the grounds were surrounded by a concrete circle of some kind, inset into the ground, some parts of which still supported standing fences that had become overgrown. She glanced at Sam and Tanos. 
 “Don’t step over that. It’s dangerous.” 
 Tanos looked around the circle and looked back up at Ada with a grin. “Since when do  you  respect stone circles, Ada?” 
 She backhanded his shoulder. “When I know there’s an army of angry golems on the other side of them waiting to shoot me - and when I know it was put there by the ancients, not by village people.” 
 Sam looked puzzled. “Am I missing something?” 
 “Oh, this one time Ada and I -”  
 Ada had no need to hear the story, so she winked at Sam instead, nudging her ribs. “Tanos and I have a history, you see.” 
 Tanos gaped and scowled at Ada, but Ada just laughed. Sam glanced between the two of them and gave a wry grin. “I’m hundreds of years old. You think I care?” 
 Ada nodded, though she struggled to imagine whether such age might mellow her own temper. Perhaps time would teach her that lesson on its own. “Well, settle in; I’m going to try something. I bet they’re going to start shooting if I step over, so let’s see if we can get them to come closer. Stay near the hauler and get ready to run if this goes sideways.” 
 She stepped up to the concrete ring, then hopped over it all at once, planting both feet on the other side. Something immediately started shooting, but Ada was ready. She slowed time and let coils of code fly, etching force sigils into the air that shoved the weaponfire off-course before it reached them. 
 Belatedly, she realized Sam and Tanos were behind her, and could easily get hit by any projectile that missed her. She stepped away, hoping to draw out the golems, but as soon as she was outside the concrete ring they stopped firing. 
 Damn it. This was getting complicated. “Okay, I guess that’s not going to work.” 
 “They only attack if you’re in their territory?” 
 “Looks like it.” Ada thought back to the golem sigil she had been studying, and smiled. The entire thing functioned on a sort of mental connection - if she could connect with them, maybe she could overpower them and force her own will onto the constructs. “I might be able to change what they think of their territory. I still need to grab one, though.” 
 Sam and Tanos looked at each other in horror. “Grab one what? A  golem? ” 
 “Sure! I want to take a closer look.” 
 “How are we supposed to grab a golem?” 
 Ada stepped along the concrete circle, away from the others to avoid putting them at too much risk. “Magic.” 
 Among the code she had copied from technology hoarded by the outers was a whole new set of eyes. A great deal of ancient technology was designed to collect, store, and reproduce images, sounds, and other patterns from the world, and Ada knew of a pair of sigils that would do just the trick here. 
 She conjured up one half of the pair in front of her eyes, in time dilation, and sent the other coiling off into space. A pair of writhing dark sigils nestled in front of her eyes and conjured an image up in front of them, showing her what the other sigils stretching out into the air could see, new eyes of her own but moving at lightning speed and unbound from her body. These seeing eyes snaked through the air, towards the golems in their redoubt, searching. She found one metallic human shape watching her from a window, snaked around it even as it very, very slowly responded, and traced a huge set of sigils to disintegrate the walls in front of it and send it flying. 
 With a crack and a bang, in real-time again, the dark code fell away like ash and the golem was flung out of the building towards Ada. It landed on the ground a few meters into the concrete circle, and for a second she feared it might have been broken. Luckily, it wasn’t - it hauled itself to its feet and turned away, ignoring them and walking back towards the ruins. 
 Sam’s mouth hung open. “Holy shit, Ada. What was  that? ” 
 “Magic!” Ada smiled. It might as well be. “Would it really make more sense if I said complicated code?” 
 She stepped towards the circle again, but slowed time before she crossed the threshold, setting work. Dark tendrils laced through the air, faster than normal human eyes could truly see it move, and settled in a small storm around the golem’s head. Ada had done this before, and this time it was all the simpler - she pried it open and connected her own mind straight to the parts of its brain that helped it figure out what it was doing. 
 The sensations here were far more primitive and alien than what lived in Venshi’s mind, a shadow of a human’s inner life. This golem had no emotions to speak of, no will or desire, only a set of rules and considerations it was constantly running through in its mind. The last orders it had been given. It was droning and monotonous and the sterility made her uncomfortable, but she needed to figure out those rules and break them. 
 As she let them flow around her, passing in and out of focus, feeling more or less tangible, she understood something and clung to it. The golem was  constantly  thinking of this facility and its grounds, in particular of its bounds and shape and center. When she vaguely felt her foot settle on the ground, slow as time was, she felt the golem’s sudden realization that someone was trespassing. Agonizingly slowly, the golem turned around, preparing to shoot at her. 
 Focusing on the link between herself and the golem as clearly as she could, she wrapped her attention around passing threads of artificial thought that focused on the facility, the forbidden place she was stepping into, and she pulled those threads into her mind, dyeing them in the image of her own memories. A great, grassy meadow spanned northwest of Campus; flowers there billowed in the light breeze, indigo-violet lilies with six petals swaying on stiff green stalks, tiny yellow blooms nestled close to the ground, old stone ruins to the south-west, rocky beaches to the north-east.  This is your home. 
 Some of those threads of thoughts wove in numerical patterns, however, and these were intractably linked to the golem’s understanding of the place it was meant to guard. Ada couldn’t  imagine what those might be, though, so she cut them off and let them fade, leaving the golems with only her understanding of the place she wanted them to go. 
 Then she felt the golem having new thoughts. It was trying to figure out how to return to the meadow it had to protect. 
 She broke the connection, sweating a little, and let time run loose at its normal speed. That had cost more effort than she expected. She shook her head, trying to regain her alertness - she would have to do this again, for as many as she could. After making sure it had worked, of course. 
 The golem stood there, briefly silent and still, then turned to her, speaking in the older dialect of ancient machines and remnants. 
 “I am suffering from a parametric error. Please return me to my home. Cash rewards will be provided. My coordinates are corrupted. I am looking for a -” The voice changed in tone, becoming even more garbled. “- large field, with oak trees and wildflowers, with a shoreline to the north-east, with a set of damaged structures to the south-west.” 
 Tanos called out to her from the hauler. “Holy shit, Ada, what did you just  do? ” 
 She kept peering at the golem. “I convinced it it was supposed to protect the fields near Campus. If the army tries to move through that area it should attack them. But I don’t think it knows where Campus  is . There were numbers, though, but… Wait, what did you said you were missing? Coordinates?” 
 The golem nodded awkwardly. “My coordinate data appears to be corrupted. A cash reward will be -” 
 Ada cut it off. “Right, fine. Tanos, Sam, do either of you have one of the outers’ communicators?” 
 Tanos fumbled around in his shirt pockets. “I brought one.” 
 She reached out a hand, and after a moment Tanos clued in and brought it to her. She took the small machine, inspecting it for a moment. “Thanks.” She had no idea how the thing worked, though, and after a moment of awkwardness and mounting discomfort she handed it back to Tanos, who stared at her. “Call up Zhilik.” 
 “You don’t know how?” 
 She bristled, feeling her face flush. “I need to get the rest of the golems. It’ll take me a minute.” 
 She turned around and slowed time again, uncoiling code out in branches that split and wove through the air and into the facility, creeping through every opening and passageway, questing their way to golem after golem and invading their simple thoughts, stamping into their minds her understanding of the place she wanted them to go and protect, severing their connection to this old ruin. One after the other, humanoid golems and violent defense drones alike, their minds were changed. 
 Ada pulled out of the slowed time again after what felt like almost an hour, and her legs were trembling. Sam caught her as she stumbled. “Ada - gods, are you okay?” 
 Tanos was already speaking with Zhilik. “- and numbers - shit, she just collapsed! Ada?” 
 Stars burst across her eyes, stars against a swimming colourless field that blotted out the world, but between the flickering she saw a crowd of golems and drones milling out of the facility and walking towards her, collecting in an evenly-spaced crowd around her. 
 Sam was speaking, the voice going in and out. It sounded so silly, and Ada felt herself laughing. Something tickled her hands - the grass on the ground. 
 “Ada? Ada? It’s no use.” Sam sounded confused or upset. She wondered why. Nothing was wrong. “What the hell are we going to do with her?” 
 Tanos’ response was lost to the haze. The golems were staring at her, but they looked like people as their parts vanished and her mind filled in the gaps. They were tall, incredibly tall, far taller than she remembered them being. Maybe that was because her head was lying on the ground. Her brain was afuzz; it was comfortable here. 
 She reached out for Sam, petting the ghost’s leg, laughing and pointing at the ancient automatons as they approached. “They look so  serious  -” 
 Sam looked over and drew a sharp breath, but the automatons crowding around them did nothing at all. “Zhilik? Ada said something about numbers. Coordinates? What are those?” 
 “Ada?” Zhilik’s voice sounded very distant. He must be yelling very loud, to be heard from across the strait. He asked something she didn’t catch. Not loud enough. 
 Tanos answered. “Something about coordinates?” 
 She tried to chase down her thoughts, but they were like tiny mice. Less furry. Coordinates. What did the golems want to know? She had to tell them - something. In her effort to remember she rolled over, and felt something soft and fragrant bump against her nose. Sam was trying to feed her something. Tanos and Zhilik were talking - Zhilik was speaking numbers. The golems were listening, it seemed. What did Sam want from her? 
 “Ada, eat this. Come on.” 
 What was it? She tried to open her mouth, but it was too tiring, and her head lolled to the side. 
 Blueberries! She bit down on them, and on something harder as well, and Sam smacked her on the shoulder. “Don’t bite  me  you moron!” 
 After she chewed and swallowed on the berries, she started to feel a bit better, and after a few moments she found she could keep her eyes open. It hadn’t occurred to her they had even been closed. She kept eating, and didn’t protest as Sam hauled her around. By the time she was fully aware of where she was, she was lying on the back of the hauler. 
 Sam and Tanos were staring at her, both looking concerned. Sam was also scowling. “You overexerted yourself. I didn’t think coders could even do that.” 
 Ada smiled. “It  is  the laziest gift.” She pulled her hand up to find there was no food in it. “Oh, um, do you have anymore -” 
 “I don’t just walk around with pockets full of blueberries, Ada. That was a snack for myself later.” Sam didn’t look like she had wanted to share. “But we can’t have our sorceress fainting in the middle of a crowd of golems.” 
 Golems. She looked around, and found all of the golems staring at her. It was creepy, in a way, their postures entirely still and their inhuman eyes fixed on her. “Wait, what are you waiting for?” 
 The nearest golem spoke up. “We require assistance returning home, but map data suggests there is no land path to our destination. You have provided us with coordinates. Can you transport us there? Cash rewards will be provided.” 
 Ada turned and looked at Sam and Tanos. “We’ll pack them on the ship. I think they’ll all fit.” 
 The two exchanged glances, nervously looking at the golems. “It’ll be slow going back to the coast, with them all following on foot. They’ll never fit on the hauler.” 
 Ada rested her head against the hauler’s cabin, trusting the metal to support her while her neck muscles were on the brink of collapse. She felt her brain swim around in her head. “I really don’t care. Drive. I’m tired.” 
  
 Chapter 10 
 Isavel tried not to let her eyes roam the opulence of the world around them, keeping them fixed on the strange woman cradling the walker. There was something off about her, like the light slid off her skin the wrong way, or the air around her curled unnaturally away from her movements. She looked down at Isavel and protectively reached her hands around the walker’s chest. 
 “Who are you, human?” 
 Isavel opened her mouth, wondering how to answer the question in a way this creature would understand, but the walker spoke first. “She’s the White Witch. Tevoria, don’t worry.” 
 Tevoria seemed less worried than territorial, but she leaned back to let the walker sit up, and he did so with a heavy sigh. His shoulders hung, dragging the curve of his spine forward, and he looked deflated. Defeated. 
 “You here to kill me? What for? I haven’t done anything.” 
 Isavel allowed herself to glance around, but while there were a few human shapes moving beyond paper-thin walls or out in distant, unreal gardens, they were alone here. She faced him again. “At the very least, you stole that walker’s body from a living person.” 
 The ghost frowned a bit, as though he hadn’t considered that. “But in that regard I’m no different from any other ghost. Why hunt  me  down? I haven’t allowed any recent possessions.” 
 Isavel continued to wonder what she would gain by killing him. “People expect me to kill you. I have an image to maintain.” 
 The pale, pointy-eared woman behind him tilted her body sideways, in an oddly predatory move, and kept her eyes fixed on Isavel. The walker pursed his lips and exhaled. “Why maintain it?” 
 “Because I need to be able to slow down the army that’s marching on Campus.” 
 “Campus?” He looked even more confused. “That’s got nothing to do with either of us. What do you care about Campus?” 
 She took a step forward. “I don’t need to explain myself to you.” 
 Tevoria smiled, the green of her eyes piercing. “The truly important answers are the ones you hesitate to give.” 
 She pointed at Tevoria. “What  is  she? A ghost?” 
 The walker chuckled, glancing at Tevoria. “No, no. She’s a… well, she only exists in this world, of all the thousands. I believe the fashion right now is to call them spirits. She was never human.” 
 “And yet for all that I can still kill you in my home, human.” 
 Isavel stared at the spirit, wondering just what possessed it to cling so closely to a walker - a ghost walker, too. She turned her eyes back on the walker; he looked weak, tired. The spirit might be dangerous, but he didn’t look like a threat. And yet. “I have no intrinsic interest in killing you, walker. Do you have a better idea for how I could slow down a force of humans marching south across the island?” 
 The walker blinked. “Er, if you’re proposing a collaboration, I think some introductions are in order. My name is Erran.” 
 Isavel crossed her arms. She still wasn’t sure what she was doing, but if their interests were aligned she might be able to get more out of him than she would if she simply cut off his head. She hoped she wouldn’t regret it. She let him extend his hand into the air for a moment before pulling it back untouched. 
 “Well, to business then, White Witch. What do you want me to do, exactly? Attack the army with demons? I’m warning you, I’ve only been a walker for a few months, I don’t know all the tricks yet.” 
 “I want you tell me what you can offer. I’m looking for anything that could slow down a horde of vengeful people. If you don’t have any ideas, I’ll just have to hope your head will do.” 
 Tevoria hissed at her, but Erran grinned and held up a hand at her. “How many people in this army? Thousands?” 
 “A few.” 
 “Then I can’t stop them violently. You’ll need to make them  want  to wait.” He frowned. “Would they wait on the promise of better weapons?” 
 Better weapons? The thought of arming them even further felt absurd, but when he framed it that way, she had to wonder. Would they wait? And if they did, would the delay be enough to offset the extra damage they’d be able to do when they reached Campus? It would if Ada could evacuate the city fast enough, and the weapons were never used. “What kind of weapons?” 
 “You ever seen a turtle?” 
 She blinked. She had seen plenty of turtles, mostly handspan-sized ones with bright red patches behind their eyes. “Of course. They’re not exactly fierce.” 
 “Imagine a turtle made of metal, with guns instead of a head. The spirits call them tanks. There are a lot of them still sealed away in the old places of the world, and a few aren’t far from Campus. They’re not the height of ancient weaponry, but they’re dangerous, and they tended to be sealed away in well-guarded locations we haven’t disturbed. Most of the bigger toys were found a long time ago.” 
 Toys. He said the word with wistfulness; perhaps it was no wonder he looked tired. He must be incredibly old. “How much time would these tanks give us?” 
 “Depends on where the army is.” 
 “They’re crossing the narrow part of the strait, up north. If they haven’t started now, they will soon.” 
 Erran rubbed his chin, glancing at her and keeping Tevoria from the corner of his eye. “We can take things as slow as we want. Tell them to wait before they reach Campus, let them sweat a day or two. Maybe three.” 
 “Three days?” Isavel crossed her arms. That wasn’t much, but it was  something . “That’s it?” 
 “In my experience you’d be hard-pressed to keep anybody waiting more than three days on promises alone. Of course, once they’ve got the weapons, give them a day to properly test them out, at least - that buys you more time.” The walker suddenly grinned at her. “Then, if you really want, you could turn the hulks against your army friends and start shooting them. The things are pretty hard to take apart, you could do a lot of damage.” 
 “I’m trying to  prevent  death and destruction.” Isavel sighed. Three days was better than nothing. “If you think you can win me three days, you’re coming with me.” 
 Tevoria bared her teeth again. “Do not hurt him, human.” 
 “If he doesn’t try to stab me in the back, he’ll have nothing to worry about.” 
 Erran shrugged. “I’m not much use with any kind of blade, to be honest. I assume you want me to get up, then?” 
 Isavel nodded. They needed to get back to the army as fast as possible, to get them to hold still or at least hold off of Campus if they reached it before Isavel returned. “Let’s do it in the real world, please.” She waved her hands at the lacquered furniture and silken bedding. “This place is distracting.” 
 He glanced at Tevoria. “Well, she’s right about one thing.” 
 The spirit smiled, and Isavel averted her eyes as the two kissed messily and loudly in front of her. It stung ever so slightly; would that everyone had someone to worry about them, even if they weren’t entirely human. 
 Then the realm suddenly dissolved into a lattice of aquamarine cubes, and the real world in all its roughness and dust and texture swamped Isavel’s senses again. Tevoria had disappeared along with the rest of the walk, and Erran stood alone in the center of an empty room. It was a darker and dimmer place. 
 “Isavel?” 
 Isavel turned around to find Hail staring at her. In a moment of panic she realized Hail could have been watching them almost the entire time, and Isavel would have had no clue about it - it was impossible to see outside the walk, after all. Panic seized her; had she said anything wrong? Could anything be misconstrued? “Hail? When did you get here?” 
 “I heard fighting and made my way into the building. I shot two ghosts, then I heard voices talking.” Hail glanced at the ghost. “I think I heard most of the conversation.” 
 Erran raised his eyebrows at her, but Isavel tried to keep a smile. “So. Gods willing, we might have another way to delay the battle between Campus and Glass Peaks. What do you think of the plan?”  
 Hail’s eyes shifted uneasily between the ghost and Isavel. “I won’t trust a ghost, but I trust in your judgement, Herald.” 
 Good. That was all she needed, for now at least. She smiled and nodded curtly, turning to Erran. “Erran, this is my friend Hail. She’ll probably kill you if you do anything stupid, so don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 “I generally expect people to want to kill me.” He glanced happily at Hail. “Why do you think I’ve spent these past weeks living in the walk with a spirit for company?” 
 Hail glanced at Isavel. “How much will we have to listen to him talk? I don’t like his voice.” 
 “Hey!” The walker scowled. “You keep poor company, White Witch.” 
 “Don’t call the Herald that.” 
 “Isavel, then, I believe it was.” 
 “Or that. I’ll -” 
 Isavel sighed and shook her head, making for the door. They didn’t have time to smooth over the discomfort of working with a ghost. It was easy enough for her, if he delivered on his promises, and considering her track record of killing his peers she felt he had good reason to try to cooperate. The rest of them would have to follow suit. 
 As they emerged from the ruins, she turned to glance at the great, dark angel painted on the sides of one of the walls. She tapped Erran on the shoulder. “Who did that? Was it you?” 
 He glanced up and chuckled. “No, not me. Some of the other ghosts who came north to find me.” His gaze fell a little. “You might have killed them, actually. People sleep scattered around the building, it’s hard to know where they all go.” 
 She glared at him. “I didn’t need that clarification.” 
 “Didn’t you?” Erran shrugged, though he stepped away from her noticeably. “I thought it might help put things in perspective.” 
 She didn’t speak to him for the rest of the hike back up the hill. When they found Zoa and Ren still guarding the hauler, she told them what little they needed to know - he was the walker, and was agreeing to give them weapons in exchange for his life. Simple and plausible, and the coders nodded along in deference to her leadership, but they remained wary. It was always a risk that a walker might suddenly enter the thousand worlds along with anyone close by, and who knew what could happen then. 
 As the hauler slowly began to skim back into the woods, towards the northeastern coast where the army should be making landfall, Isavel and Hail sat across from the walker. Isavel watched him as he looked around, and after a moment she realized there was a light flickering in his eyes, as though he were seeing something beyond this world. He almost certainly was. 
 “Take us somewhere open.” 
 He blinked. Hail stared at her. “What?” 
 Isavel nodded at him, and pointed to the trees they were carefully navigating. “Take us to a world where we can travel faster, in a straight line.” 
 A smile slowly crept over his face, as his eyes danced with the light of other worlds. “Any world, so long as it’s faster?” 
 There was something about what he was saying. “A  safe  world.” 
 He nodded. “Elysium?” 
 She felt her muscles tense up immediately, and her gaze fell on Hail. Hail’s eyes had widened. She looked… Isavel wasn’t sure what the words were. She could imagine the feeling - she still felt echoes of it herself. What it was like to be given a glimpse of the world that awaited you after death. “Hail? Do you want to see Elysium?” 
 Hail stammered, momentarily flustered, and she started shaking her head side to side. “I - I don’t know. Should I? I… I do want to know, but… will we see the dead?” 
 “Of course you’ll see the dead. Some of them, at least.” Erran’s answer was almost impatient. “What do you expect to see there? You won’t see any particular dead you’re worried about, though, unless we’re incredibly unlucky. Or lucky, as the case may be.” 
 Hail glanced at Isavel, biting her lip, and nodded wordlessly. Isavel hadn’t expected this; it was worth warning the coders about. She thumped the back of the cabin, and the hauler drew to a standstill, with Zoa leaning out the door to look at her. “Isavel? Is something wrong?” 
 Isavel watched the coder’s face carefully. “No. But we can go faster if we travel in another world, and… Zoa, do you and Ren want to see Elysium?” 
 Zoa’s eyes burst open, as though she had never truly opened them before. She stammered and shifted as Ren awkwardly leaned over the seat behind her and stuck his head out as well. “Elysium? Did you say we can see it?” 
 Isavel nodded. “He can take us through. It’ll be faster, he says, than travelling here.” 
 Ren clapped Zoa on the shoulders. “Zoa, we  have to  go. Come on!” 
 Zoa looked nervous, but nodded. “Is it… safe?” 
 Erran chimed in from behind. “It’s the safest place. It was  made for  dead people. They’ve already suffered enough.” 
 It was made. Of course it was - by whom? She wondered if he knew. But the coders were in agreement, slamming the door to the hauler shut again, and at a nod from Isavel the walker let the worlds meld again, scintillating blue-breen bursting out from him like angular fog and enveloping the entire hauler in the broad bubble of another world. The last world anyone would ever see. 
 The feeling was familiar, but the details here were vastly different than in the coastal foothills. Underneath the hauler a vast savannah of soft teal grass roiled in a warm winds, each blade waist-high and soft-edged. Great shaggy animals with light brown coats wandered in the distance, the sea of grass gently parting for them and closing seamlessly behind them as though they had never even been there. Far beyond, breaking up from the distant plains, towers clustered together and rose high against the horizon, glowing from every window. 
 It was night here, as it was in the real world, but the sky here burst with colour. An endless expanse of stars blue and yellow and red slowly winked in and out of existence, in every moment seeming to twinkle in some unified pattern that was just elusive enough to evade understanding. Bursts of stardust lit up the upper atmosphere with ripples of brilliant light that wove and threaded themselves across the sky before disappearing again. The night was alive with sounds, animals and rustling leaves, each individually quiet but woven together in a susurrating blanket of life that kept the ears and the mind warm. 
 More than anything, it was the pervasive sense of peace that told Isavel they were indeed in Elysium. 
 “Is this it?” 
 Isavel turned to see Hail looking around, confused. Perhaps this wasn’t what she had expected. “It is. What do you think?” 
 Hail seemed to frown. “It’s very… empty. I would have thought there would be more dead.” 
 Erran shook his head. “It’s hard to explain how Elysium works. I haven’t been dead here myself, but they tell me there are layers that keep things from getting too crowded. Though it can also get people separated pretty quickly if you’re not careful. I can’t walk the layers myself, so we’re stuck in this top one.” 
 Zoa leaned out of the front of the vehicle again. “Uh, Isavel… I can keep going in a straight line pretty easily, but how will we know when we’ve hit the coast?” 
 She glanced at the walker. “I think he’ll know.” 
 Erran nodded. “You’ll know too. The land and sea are all in the same place, it’s just what’s on them that’s different.” 
 “Okay.” Zoa sounded unusually quiet as she closed the door, and the hauler began to skim across the rippling grasses in a straight line, the loudest thing under starlight. Isavel rested her head against the back of the hauler’s cabin, staring up at the night sky, and the ring that spanned the heavens. Even here, after death. 
 It took a while for Hail to say something. 
 “Isavel?” 
 Isavel looked over, and found the hunter was staring off into the distance, at the distant lights of a city that only existed for the dead. “What’s wrong?” 
 “Elysium seems so...” She trailed off, looking at her feet. “Isavel, I thought you told me the afterlife was a horrible place. I know you said it changed, but…” 
 Isavel nodded. “It was. I’m just glad it’s fine now.” 
 The stars coldly illuminated Hail’s grimace. “ Fine.  I mean, I suppose that’s one way to say it. But isn’t it… a relief? To see there’s something waiting? Something that isn’t punishment? ” 
 She knew it must be a relief to Hail, of course. The woman had done some terrible things in the past, and she was constantly afraid of the judgement of the gods. What must it feel like to know she, like everyone else, could find peace after death? 
 It was difficult for Isavel to imagine. There was something aversive about it to her. “It’s not a relief. I still don’t want anybody to kill me.” 
 Hail nodded slowly and unsteadily, perhaps betraying a lack of understanding. 
 Isavel sighed. “Hail, if someone announced they were going to beat you up, stuff you in a box, and send you off to an island with no way to return, would you gladly accept just because you’d be alive afterwards?” 
 “No, of course not.” She looked up at Isavel, frowning. 
 “Me neither. Just because death isn’t the end doesn’t mean it doesn’t rob me of power over my own life. It still closes too many doors. I’d rather be alive.” She tried to smile, and reached for Hail’s shoulder. “Though I do feel a bit less guilty about killing people.” 
 Hail met her eyes and nodded slowly. “I understand.” She turned her gaze into the palms of her hands, though, frowning as though trying to understand something else. What more was Isavel supposed to say? She wasn’t even sure what was going through the hunter’s mind. She pulled her hand away and closer her eyes, letting the strange and gentle sounds of Elysium drift by as the hauler made for the sea. 
 Every now and then she opened an eye to peer at the walker, to see if he was doing anything suspicious. He wasn’t. So far, so good. 
 When they reached the shoreline she had the walker stop, and he seemed tired, curling up in the center of the flatbed to rest. From here it was easy to continue north in the real world, following the dark waterline until the eastern sky started to brighten and there were unmistakable signs of movement up ahead. On the island itself. 
 Isavel blinked and peered closer, hunter’s eyes seeing far and wide in the dark. It seems almost as though…  
 She tapped Hail on the shoulder. “Hail? Hail, look up ahead and tell me what you see.” 
 Hail clambered up to lean against the cabin, and focused her eyes ahead of the hauler, on the moving shapes in the distance. “It’s the army.” 
 “All of them?” 
 Hail frowned. Her eyes were wide, a bit disbelieving. “Hard to say. It could be. I’d believe it, I suppose. But how?” 
 Isavel glanced at the vast strait separating them from the mainland. She grumbled. “It’s almost as if they didn’t go as far north as they said they would.” 
 “What do we do?” 
 She didn’t know. Who was egging the army on like this? Was it Mother Jera? The coders? The people themselves? It certainly wasn’t her. She needed to talk to someone in there, someone she could trust to be level-headed. The idea occurred to her, briefly amusing and yet completely natural. “I think we need to talk to Dendre.” 
 Hail raised an eyebrow but said nothing. It made sense. Of all the leaders one might find in the city, he was perhaps among the less pious, but was in truth closest to doing what the gods had actually asked of them - protect the city. The rest of them were interpreting that mandate incredibly broadly. How much weight did his voice carry, though? 
 She didn’t know. If she waited until she knew the best course of action, she might never do anything. She thumped the metal of the cabin to get the coders to slow down. “Hail, stay here and watch Erran, all right? Don’t let anyone hurt him, and don’t tell them what he is.” 
 “Of course.” Hail glanced at the sleeping ghost. “Do you trust him?” 
 Isavel sighed. “Not completely, but I don’t think we have much to lose.” 
 “He could kill us.” 
 “He could try, but I’ve killed his kind before. Try not to worry, Hail. I’ll be back soon.” 
 Hail nodded, still looking worried, as Isavel slipped off the flatbed. She told Zoa to keep the hauler in place, and hurried on foot towards the slowly advancing army. People stared at her and parted for her as she moved, but where once they had done so with awe, now they did so with an edge of curiosity and murmured questions. They were wondering what she was up to. It apparently wasn’t clear to them that she was trying to save their lives; she tried to mask her frustration at that understanding. 
 She kept her eyes open, moving through the crowd towards larger concentrations of the veteran city guards, until she spotted Dendre’s short, dark-haired form in a crowd of people with warrior-like builds. They smiled when they saw her approach, friendlier-looking than some of the other faces she had seen, and that difference helped her smile back. She edged past them and into Dendre Han’s line of sight, apparently surprising him. 
 “Isavel? Back already?” 
 She glanced around them. “If anyone got here with surprising speed, it’s all these people. When did -?” 
 He shook his head. “People just started crossing. They got impatient, and there were enough boats.” Shadows of stress still marked his face. “I thought they would get themselves killed, but after the first few boats everyone decided there wasn’t any danger, so I had the guard spread out among the rest and cross with them.” 
 “That’s… It was too risky.” 
 “I think so.” He was shaking his head. “But apparently the bigger risk in their minds was giving the outers and ghosts too much time.” 
 Exactly what Isavel wanted to do. Time to escape, if Ada got everything right. “Dendre, listen. I found out about a cache of ancient weapons that we could use in the fight against the ghosts, but it’ll take a few days for me to track them down and get them back to you. If we want to use them, we’ll need to delay the attack until I can secure them.” 
 Dendre frowned at her, scratching at his beard. “What kind of weapons?” 
 “Armored vehicles with big guns, I think. Trust me.” 
 He sighed, and looked to the guards on either side of them. “Any piece of leverage we can get is worth waiting for, if you ask me. You know something, Isavel? I’ve asked around, and nobody is aware of anybody ever attacking an outer settlement. There’s got to be a reason for that, and I don’t want to find out the hard way that it’s because nobody who’s tried has survived.” 
 It was a sobering thought, one she hadn’t considered. If the outers had an understanding of ancient technology that surpassed what most humans did… “Can you get them all to wait?” 
 He blinked. “Wait a minute - are you coming to me  instead  of Jera? Why?” 
 “Because I think you have the best interests of the people at heart.” She crossed her arms. “And because I think you’re reliable.” 
 “Hah. Strange times.” He looked around. “I’m pretty sure the guards will listen to me. I have to assume the rest of the people won’t rush in without the most experienced fighters. It’ll take some arguing, though, and I already resent the hell out of you for laying that burden on me.” 
 “You don’t have to help me. I can go try Mother Jera -” 
 He raised a hand. “No, don’t bother. Much as I hate to say it, you’re right - she’s too hot for divine retribution to take the sensible approach. If you can get us better weapons, I want us to wait.” He looked her up and down. “And damn it, I think I trust you to do it, too. So that’s that.” 
 He didn’t sound pleased, but he sounded earnest. She believed he’d slow them down. Anything to buy Ada a few more days. It was the best she could do. 
 She extended her hand towards Dendre, raising an eyebrow at it. He laughed and clasped her forearm, seemingly absent the contempt he had once had for her. Strange - of all the people in the city, he was one of the few who seemed to respect her more as her faith wavered. She smiled and let go, leaving him to do what he could. 
 When she reached the hauler again, she found Hail and Erran sitting across from one another warily. The cabin was empty, the coders clearly haven taken off somewhere. “Hail? Where did Zoa and Ren go?” 
 Hail glanced at her. “They said they wanted to report their whereabouts to the senior coders. They should be back soon.” 
 Isavel nodded, hoping Hail was right, and heaved up onto the flatbed. “Any trouble with you two?” 
 She glanced between them, Hail’s face impassive. Erran, on the other hand, grinned a little, and this seemed to irritate Hail. “I believe he tried to flirt with me.” 
 Isavel smirked, knowing full well that Erran was the wrong kind of dog to be barking up that tree. She nodded towards the ghost. “You’re walking a dangerous line. She’s a hunter, don’t forget.” 
 “Oh, believe me, I can see the killer’s eyes a klick away.” He shrugged. “Just passing the time.” 
 Hail flexed her fingers, a spiderweb of pearly hexagons tense across her palm. “Careful how you pass the time. If  Tevoria  doesn’t kill you, I might.” 
 Isavel leaned back against the cabin, happy enough to listen to the two trade barbs while they waited for the coders. She slipped the locator stone from her pocket into her hand, glancing down at the gentle glow that always ebbed towards Ada, wondering just how far apart they were, in space and time.  
 Chapter 11 
 Ada stood next to Zhilik in the outers’ control centre, watching their chosen translation student stare at a screen and mumble strange words under her breath. Whatever she was saying sounded related to the outers’ own language, but the cavernous hollow of a thousand years and the void between star systems still resonated between the two tongues. 
 “How’s she doing?” Ada tried to keep her voice down. 
 “Well enough.” Zhilik glanced at her with what she knew to be light-hearted jealousy. “If Jhoru were human, she would be doing much better. Your ancestors blessed you with a great ability to learn.” 
 Ada shook her head, arms crossed. “Most humans I know barely learn anything.” 
 “They are not incapable - only held back by the technophage.” 
 “Apparently our ancestors blessed us with that too.” 
 Zhilik hissed in laughter, and Jhoru spun around to glare at him, the flecked brown fur of her brow creasing as she snapped at them. “You two, go outside or keep quiet.” 
 Ada blinked and held up her hands in defeat, slinking outside the control room. Zhilik followed, keeping pace and raising his voice to a normal volume. “Are the golems keeping their distance?” 
 Ada grimaced, remembering how she had almost fainted after telling the  Chengdu  where to drop them off. She really needed to practice more; perhaps some of the Institute’s old meditation techniques might not be entirely useless. “They’re fine. They tried to shoot me when I got too close to their new field, and while I normally don’t like being shot at, I think that’s a good sign.” 
 Zhilik nodded. “Let us hope they do not decide to expand their territory. What if they attack Isavel?” 
 The thought briefly itched at Ada’s brain, but she had enough memories to sooth it. “She’s dealt with them before, very competently. She’ll be fine.” 
 “I see.” 
 He said nothing else as they walked through the circular hall that ran around the edge of the ziggurat’s interior. She eyed his white-furred face, wondering what he was thinking about. After a moment, he decided to share. 
 “The ship will be arriving in orbit around Earth in two days.” 
 She knew it would come eventually, of course, but the words still felt like a heavy weight on her chest. “That’s soon.” 
 He nodded, awkwardly and entirely for her benefit. “They want to send a probe down, to see if the technophage is live in the environment. If it is, they think they can burn it away.” 
 She blinked. “What? They have a cure?” 
 “No. Humans infected with the technophage would be killed by the burning - it is of no use for treating anyone. They simply want to ensure we do not bring any along by accident on our possessions, or in our air.” 
 That made sense - they probably knew little about it, and it was certainly a terrifying weapon, even if it didn’t seem to affect the outers. “Well I guess I’m a step ahead of them.” 
 Zhilik’s ears flicked up. “ You  have a cure?” 
 She sighed, wringing her wrists. “I think so. Maybe? I’ve been spending a lot of time with Arshak digging through the medical archives. But I’ll need fresh blood to keep testing.” 
 “Of course. Let me know if I can help. I hope you succeed.” 
 “Stop trying to coddle me, Zhilik. I know you’re leaving soon; it’s fine.” 
 “Is it?” He tilted his head. “Where will you go next? I imagine the city will be sacked once we depart.” 
 “I don’t know yet, okay? I haven’t had time to think about that. There’s too much going on.” 
 Zhilik stopped walking for a moment, looking at her as though evaluating something. Then he smiled a sharp, toothy grin. “Come with me. I have been meaning to show you something.” 
 “What?” 
 “I would rather not spoil the surprise.” 
 She grimaced. “Can’t you resist being cryptic for once?” 
 “No. It amuses me greatly. Come, we should get a hauler.” 
 “Is it far?” 
 “Not at all, but if we walk you will spend the entire time asking me where we are going. I would prefer to avoid that.” 
 She laughed. He was probably right. They found an unused hauler and got in, Ada taking control of it - she missed flying Cherry, and despite the  Chengdu ’s prowess in war these haulers were the closest she could get to feeling like she was flying again. They thrummed out of the city’s western gate, the overgrown ruins soon obscuring the city behind them. 
 “Which way?” 
 Zhilik was hunched up uncomfortably in the seat next to her, but managed to point. “All the way to the southern shore. Then west. You will like it.” 
 Ada rolled her eyes. “Sure.” 
 “You said you were having a hard time thinking. It is important you think about more than the technophage. You need to think of the rest of your future. Being in a different place can help you think differently.” 
 She didn’t respond. Was that true? It made a certain kind of sense. She kicked the hauler a little faster, zipping over the beach and onto the water. She followed the shoreline south; skimming the water was much faster than navigating the wilds. She veered westward with the waterfront, skipping the small bays that pocketed the shore and trusting Zhilik to know where they were going. After a few moments he pointed inland again. 
 “Here. We are close. Stop the hauler over there.” 
 She did. They stepped out a short distance inland. The area here was not much like the rest of the island - it was a vast woody meadow, with sparse leafy trees that didn’t match the firs and cedars and redwoods Ada was used to seeing. It was not deserted, either - small, mottled goats ambled around off to the right, at least a dozen of them, grazing on the grasses. 
 She raised an eyebrow. “Did you bring me here to look at goats?” 
 Zhilik’s hissing laugh was brief. “No. Come, it is not far.” 
 What wasn’t far? She looked around, but saw nothing of interesting. 
 Then she did. It was surprisingly sudden, given how open the meadow was, but they rounded a corner, passed a small wooded hill, and all at once Ada saw why he had brought her here. A grove of cherry trees bloomed in the middle of the meadow, tall and wild, thick gnarly trunks more massive than any she had seen. Their slow, endless rain of petals coated the forest floor in a sheet of whites and pinks, and a few of the goats were wandering between the trees, eating the petals. She couldn’t help but stare. 
 “It has been a source of amusement to my people for many centuries.” Zhilik sounded confessional. “We drive off cougars if we see them too close to the goats. I am not sure what will happen when we leave.” 
 The cougars would come back. Her brow furrowed. “Is that a metaphor? Are you trying to tell me I’m  like  a goat?” 
 “I do not even know what that would mean.” 
 “I’m not going to get eaten by a cougar.” 
 He wheezed, as close to a human snort as he could get. “You like cherry trees. You told me once they bring you peace, though you never explained why.” 
 “Yes, but why bother?” 
 His ears perked up. “Ada Liu, you sleep on my couch, you eat my food, and you pester me with questions all day long. Those are the kind of things one inflicts on one’s friends. I decided to reciprocate. You might have left without ever knowing this was here.” 
 It was true - she never would have thought to walk out into the woods. She reached out and laid a hand on his cloaked shoulder. “Thanks.” 
 “You are welcome.” He glanced at her, slowly blinking. “Will you tell me why, exactly, the trees matter to you?” 
 She took a deep breath. “I imagine you’ve never been to the Institute.” 
 “It has been a long time since any of my kind visited it.” 
 “Well, there’s a cherry grove in one of the courtyards. Seven trees, one in the middle and six equally spaced around it. There’s a golem that sweeps away the petals and brings them somewhere, I think to turn into dirt or mulch.” She sighed. “When I first came to the Institute, everything scared me. There were too many people. So I ran away from my parents until I found the cherry grove. It was empty, so I stayed there for a while, just enjoying the quiet. It was the only consistently quiet place in there.” 
 “You did not care for the Institute much.” 
 “No. But whenever I got stressed I could go climb one of those trees and close my eyes and just relax.” She remembered the feeling of her favourite crook in the southernmost tree, the way her back and legs bent to fit into it comfortably. “Most people got bored of them pretty quickly. I never did. They’re so hopeful.” 
 Zhilik glanced sideways at her. “Hopeful?” 
 “I guess your people don’t tell the same story my mother did.” She stepped into the grove, snatching one of the falling petals from the air. “Other trees and flowers bloom once and then let their flowers die off quickly. Cherry trees are in bloom all year long, unless it gets really cold - always losing petals, always growing new ones, even on top of their leaves. Isn’t that strange?” 
 Zhilik grunted. “There is an artificial structure encircling the entire planet, humans can turn their hands into blades and cannons, and machines with long-forgotten purposes stalk the wilderness like animals. There are stranger things, Ada.” 
 She smirked. He was right, she supposed. “Well, the story is that the gods saw the cherry blossoms and thought it was beautiful. Then they saw the blossoms die, and were heartbroken, so they gave it a gift of its own - they gave it eternity. It’s constantly being reborn, even as it dies. Or as my mother would say, the gods’ whims are life, death, and transcendence.” 
 Zhilik hissed with laughter. “You hate the gods.” 
 She turned back towards him. “Well they’re mischievous little shits. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t actually the gods who did this to the cherry trees, in any case - I’m pretty sure it was the ancients. They wanted to fix beauty in time, and they did it.” She reached up, running her fingers along one of the branches. “We live in the same world with the same flesh. If  they  could, then so can we. That’s what I hope.” 
 He nodded slowly. “I hope so too.” 
 “Thanks.” 
 He glanced back towards the city. “I want to keep an eye on Jhoru’s progress. The walk back is not long, especially in a straight line. I will leave you the hauler.” 
 She nodded, returning her gaze to the pinkish blossoms of the nearest twigs, blooming out from amidst a fan of deep reddish-purple leaves. “Sure. I’ll stay here for a bit, but I’ll catch up later.” 
 She heard him turn away. “Do not stay too late. I may not be around much longer.” 
 She grinned. “Go away.” 
 He did, leaving her with the trees. 
 Ada had never seen them grow so large, but walking up to the sprawling, thick trunks, they still felt entirely familiar. The feeling of the bark against her skin bound months and years of memory together. She wrapped her hands and fingers around the wood, pulling herself up into the twisting branches, watching a petal fall here, another there. Halfway up the tree she stopped, reached out to the nearest cluster of blossoms and touched it. How long did it take for a petal to regrow? What did the ancients do to make these trees different from all the others? 
 She watched the goats tramping through the grove, older petals sticking to their hooves. They didn’t know their grove was destined to become a fair bit more dangerous. The outers were leaving, unless something went catastrophically wrong, and that meant a great many things to a great many people - not least to the outers themselves. But what did it mean to her? 
 She leaned her chest against a thick branch. If she didn’t figure out how to cure the technophage soon, she would have to flee with as much equipment as she could jam into her ship. The  Chengdu  was obviously going to carry her wherever she was going next, but where would that be? It would have to be somewhere nobody knew her, recognized her, or knew she had worked with the ghosts. Far to the south, perhaps, or in whatever lands lay far, far to the west of the ocean. 
 She felt the pressure of the locator stone in her pocket and reached for it. She followed its direction, westward into the clouds of blossoms rustling amidst the leaves in the wind, moving and shifting. Somehow, in the dark branches and light petals in that direction, Ada thought she caught a glimpse of a face, or a silhouette. 
 Isavel. 
 There was nobody there - of course there wasn’t. But she let her mind drift, eyes losing focus on the world and looking beyond, to the familiar shapes looking back at her. Branches extended towards her, a hand offering a dance. Straight trunks, straight backs. Bright, waving branches for all the world like the wings of light that had carried Ada, barely awake, down to the Earth. 
 “Why are you here?” 
 Nobody answered. Of course nobody answered - she was crazy to even be saying anything out loud. But Ada continued to stare, her mind wandering, picking through the memories she had of Isavel, the memories she had stolen from Venshi, fleeting images of things that had yet to come and might never be. 
 “People leave. I leave. And I keep them out.” 
 It was true. Her parents; Jinna; Tanos and Sam, though they had reappeared of their own accord. Dozens of others. When she was done with people she put them away, and they didn’t return to her mind unless they returned to her life. Not so with Isavel - she never seemed to leave her alone. 
 Zhilik, curious scholar, still wanted to know the truth of his own people more than anything. Tanos and Sam were struggling with their own demons, with the chaos around them, with their small places in a vast world. The outers were leaving to try and find something they had dreamt of for generations, something that surely didn’t exist. 
 Ada stood at the height of power. She could change the world, and she cared enough to do it. So did Isavel, in her own way. And yet there the woman was, offering to dance with her, smiling at her like they were old friends. What friends did Ada have who wouldn’t be swept away by howling winds of change? 
 She felt the roughness of the tree bark, under her hands, the solid pillar of life she was standing on. Isavel’s back, as they danced in Hive, a ripple of muscle under Ada’s hand. Her arms, implacable as any ancient steel as they tangled under a snow-capped mountain. Her calm and open reply to Ada’s warning against Glass Peaks. 
 Destiny. Ada had always struggled to control it, to subvert it. She had found the power to do so in the sigils of the ancients, in the words of the dead, in the cooperation of the gods, in the friendship of the otherworldly outers, in code and machines and outcasts. Destiny was hers to command, if she only had the time and the determination to do so. That was all she had ever tried to do - to take control of her life away from the chaotic forces that buffeted it. 
 She watched the animals trampling below the trees, blissfully unaware of the human cataclysms that made room for their lives. 
 Isavel looked back at her from the blooms and solid curves of the trees, smiling. Ada smiled back. A suspicious pattern turning up again and again in her life. Such patterns were normally a sign she was in trouble, but nothing about Isavel spelled trouble. There was something entirely different about her, an electric fire Ada felt whenever the woman was present, in the flesh or in spirit. She didn’t dull Ada’s senses; if anything, she put them on edge. She wasn’t something Ada wanted to run away from. 
 Was that the answer, then? 
 Ada wasn’t even sure what the question really was, but she knew the answer was Isavel, staring at her from every shape in the grove, humming to her through every rustle of dark crimson leaves. 
 She raised the locator stone, drawing it further from her face, realizing that it was also pointing north-west, up into the heart of the island. Not unreasonable, all things considered. If only the locator stone could tell her distance, too. 
 Ada had no idea how she missed the wingbeats, but all of a sudden she heard them, looked up, and saw the web-winged shape of a dragon descending towards the meadow. Shit. The goats scattered in fear, but it wasn’t here for them. The dragon landed looking straight at Ada, only a few meters away from the grove. He was here for her. 
 She gritted her teeth and slipped down from the tree, landing in the petals with a squishy thud. She had never particularly liked the ghost dragons, so she tried to head him off even as she walked towards him. “I haven’t seen  you  in a while.” 
 His voice rumbled calmly. “I’ve been busy thinking, human. I’ve been careful. Unfortunately, I believe I need your help.” 
 The last ghost dragon was intimidatingly large. His wings were each almost twice as long as Ada was tall, and his lizard-like body, flexible and muscular, had a larger frame than any human she had ever seen. His shoulders were almost level with hers despite standing on all fours, and he held his head high on a muscular neck, eyes noticeably above hers. It was like he wanted to stare down at her. 
 She sneered right back up. “You need my help? For what?” The notion seemed ridiculous. 
 “I wish to capture the White Witch, and convince the last walker to allow me to possess her. She has killed my kin, though, and I do not wish to be next. You seem able to find and approach her more easily than others.” 
 For a moment the words seemed to pass her by, but they quickly snapped back into her brain. How did he know that? Ada’s blood immediately started boiling. “What? No. I’m not helping you. Get the fuck out of my way - I need to get back to Campus.” 
 The dragon growled at her, a grinding sculpture of muscle and ancient fire. “I’m not inclined to give you much choice in the matter.” A deep red glow flashed along the inside of his teeth as he stared Ada down. 
 She snapped back at him. “Try me, lizard.” 
 To her surprise, he did. 
 Jagged, golden-red electric flames burst from the dragon’s mouth. Ada’s first instinct was to squeeze time to a crawl, eyes fixed on the brilliant light in front of her. She would have to repel it somehow, but she had a while to think about it. What was he thinking, attacking her like this? Did he just assume she could handle this? He could kill her, and he certainly wouldn’t get her help that way. 
 Then Ada realized something - the dragonfire was not actually aimed at her at all. As it slowly churned through the air it angled away, coming within inches of her yet clearly not directed at her face. It was a warning shot. She could let it slide. 
 She let time flow again, and as her head continued the turn she had set it on, she saw the dragonfire streaming towards the cherry blossoms. 
 She swore and squeezed time still again as soon as she noticed, her hands awkwardly placed and her gaze barely looking in the right direction. Ada could already see the dragonfire searing through the first leaves and blossoms, though, so she had no choice. She had to act now. 
 She let code flow from her fingers, creeping hurriedly through the air. Here and there she fumbled a spindle connection, snapping some of the bindings that would keep it all together, but she managed to reach the dragonfire quickly enough as it began to chew into the foliage. Force sigils - they were quick, easy, and did the job. She used seeing eye sigils to get a better view of the dragonfire from all angles, locating its core, the burning hexagonal heart that radiated the rest of the flame into the air. 
 She reached into it with dark code, but the spindles burnt up as they got too close, so she had to pull back and set up a wall of force sigils as close as she could get, letting each of them go off as soon as it was ready, trying to smash the dragonfire back. Eventually she had done all she could. Would it be enough? 
 She let time slide back normally. The force sigils exploded, the dragonfire launched back towards the dragon’s face, branches and blossoms smoked from the scorching, the core impacted on the dragon’s shield, and the code collapsed and dissipated into the air. 
 The dragon recoiled in surprise, roaring as its golden shell of a shield rippled and hummed. “Idiot! That was simply -” 
 Ada ignored him, slowing time again as she faced the cherry tree that had been struck. She reached out and, to her displeasure, stretched the code out into the tree and started picking off all the burning foliage and blossoms, disintegrating their connection to the tree itself and letting them fall as ashen flakes. 
 Her work done, she let time return to its paces once more. Dozens and dozens of scorched or charred blossoms and twigs fell to the ground at once, leaving a dragonfire-shaped space visible in their absences. The tree would live, scarred. 
 She rounded on the dragon and held up her hand, letting the dark code flow around it and staring the beast in the eyes. “ You  watch yourself. ” 
 “Being unreasonable over a patch of trees. You are useless.” The dragon didn’t look amused, but he was eyeing the trees again. His eyes were uncannily human, and she didn’t like the slyness she saw in them. Then his jaws were opening again, fire brewing in their depths. This time, she was ready. 
 She remembered how large the core of the dragonfire was - remarkably large, all things considered. A little larger than the length of her open palm. She reached out with both hands and slowed time once again, throwing out code to build a lattice of dark spindles, connected in a hexagonal pattern, a wall between the dragonfire and the grove. She threw in reinforcement sigils too, hoping the code would solidify under its own effects. It had to - or could it reinforce anything else? 
 Once the wall was up she let time speed up again, and the dragonfire crashed into the lattice of code, obliterating it but bursting in the process, leaving the trees unharmed.  
 Ada wasn’t going to wait for him to try again. She reached for him with code, faster than he could even think to react, and began digging into his scaly skin, probing with dark lances, trying to find nerves of pain and letting the dark code’s own power flow into them. She prodded the soft skin and the hard scales alike, stabbed at his nose, dug into the flesh all at once. Then she let him go, let time flow, and the dragon was raging and howling, backing off in a massive hurry, wingbeats sending flurries of fallen blossoms through the air as he retreated. 
 “Sorceress! Traitor!” 
 “Traitor? You’re the one trying to break our deal! We all agreed - no more stealing bodies. You’re the one trying to set fire to the damned place!”  
 Ada stepped towards the monster, uncowed. 
 “Get out of here, dragon! If I see you again, or if anything happens to this grove, or if  any  harm comes to Isavel’s head, I will personally hunt you down and carry you out beyond the reach of Elysium and kill you myself! You’ll fade into a dark void and be gone, and I’ll laugh at your fucking corpse. You hear me?” 
 The dragon beat its wings in anger, rising into the sky and leaving Ada staring up at it as it fled. She clenched her fists as it left, watching it fly north until it was no longer in sight. Then she turned around to look at the grove, mostly untouched save for the injuries to the nearest tree. 
 Only then did Ada realize she had scared off a dragon. 
 An angry dragon. 
 It might come back. And she couldn’t guard the grove forever… could she? 
 She was running to Campus before the thoughts formed, through where the meadows faded into half-buried ancient ruins, all the way to where Campus appeared in the distance. She waved at the guards on the wall and they flicked the gate off just long enough for her to keep running through, and then she was in the city, following the streets, back into the medical building where she did her work. 
 Where was it? 
 She found it in a box, right where she had left it. 
 She pulled out the golem sigil, in all its complex chaos, and shrank it down enough to fit neatly into her hand. Then she was out the door, into the streets, towards the gate. 
 “Ada?” 
 She heard the voice but didn’t bother placing it. She needed to move. Back out the gate, down south, towards the cherry grove. It was alright. Nothing had attacked it… yet. 
 She pried the golem sigil open, expanding it in size, and reached into her pocket. She stared at the sigil as she chewed on dried fruit. This might fail, or it might backfire, but she had to put her mind at ease somehow. 
 She swallowed the rest of her apple strips, waited a few moments, and then set to work. In time dilation she supposedly thought faster, but this still felt like it took forever. Ada painstakingly reproduced the golem sigil entirely, and then plunged into the memory core at its centre, connecting it to her own. She hadn’t peeled this new one off of Venshi, or anyone else for that matter, so it was utterly blank. Convenient. 
 Ada tried to shine a light through her mind, spotlighting the things that really mattered and forcing it into that core. She thought of every time she had seen a cherry tree, every moment spent in every grove, every thought and fear and comfort. She thought of every sigil she could remember, every battle she had ever fought, and again, every memory she might have of these places. 
 Defend this place. I need to defend this place. 
 For a long moment, her mind and the golem sigil were in tandem. She gave it its deepest need, trying to impress on it what really mattered. 
 I can’t let any harm come to this place. 
 She reached around to her back, looking to copy the code there, but her suit was in the way. Slipping back into real time, she tore the suit off, letting it flow and shrink like water into sand. The locator stone dropped down next to it, still pointing north-west. Back in time dilation, her bare back exposed with all its code visible to see, she started copying that too, attaching the same thing to the golem sigil she was working on, connecting the coding powers and the time dilation and whatever else was in there to the giant, writhing mass of black floating in front of her, wrapping it into the sigil in all the places where thought flowed. 
 Then she pulled away, back in real time, and heard the gentle thrum of another hauler approaching. She barely had any mind for it, though, instead staring at the thing floating in front of her, a pulsing and moving core, silent and alive. 
 “Ada? What the hell are you doing?” 
 “Where’s your suit?” 
 She turned to see Zhilik, Tanos, and Sam all staring at her. She pointed a thumb at her back. “I needed to see this. To make  that .” 
 They stared at the floating thing in front of her, and it seemed to twitch and move, almost as though it were looking at them. It had no eyes… did it? Ada wasn’t even entirely sure of all the component parts of the golem signal, but she had given it all the sigils she knew. 
 “What is this thing?” Sam asked, but Zhilik was already looking down at the golem sigil in her hand. 
 “Did you recreate the golem?” 
 “Sort of, yes. I think… I’m hoping it will protect the cherry grove.” 
 “Pretty weird thing to make a golem for, Ada.” 
 “Fuck off, Tanos.” 
 He looked surprised. “Woah - sorry.” 
 Ada took a deep breath and let it out through her nose. “No, it’s fine, whatever. This is personal.” 
 She felt a sudden discomfort at being exposed. Turning on her heel, she crouched down to pick up the chrome-like vertebrae that housed her piloting suit, and popped it into place on the back of her neck, letting the strange materials of the suit reassert themselves and cover her body in black technology again. Sam and Tanos watched the process with some fascination, having never seen it before. Her skin covered, she felt the pressure of their prying confusion lessen. The locator stone slipped back into its home in her pocket. 
 Sam shook her head. “That suit is creepy. So’s your floating code… thing.” 
 “Ada likes creepy magic.” Tanos was staring oddly at the golem. 
 As though suddenly bored, the golem started to floating away. They all turned to watch, and Ada noticed that it had coded a levitation sigil on its underside, allowing it to float around. It moved, its woven black body churning like a stormcloud, and started crawling up a tree. 
 “Gods, Ada, what the hell is that thing?” 
 She laughed. “A little piece of me, I guess. I hope it does what I want it to.” 
 Tanos rubbed his arms, as though he were cold. “It looks like a demon.” 
 Zhilik cleared his throat. “May I suggest a name?” 
 Ada raised an eyebrow. “Um, sure.” 
 Zhilik gestured towards the retreating golem. “There is an old human word for a vague, supernatural impression of someone - yourself, Ada, in this case. A wraith.” 
 “Wraith.” She let the odd word warble off her tongue. “Sounds good.” She looked up at the wraith in the tree and smiled. As it reached the crown it seemed to flatten itself against the bark, clinging to it like a sheen of black smoke. “I feel better now. I think. I - we can go. I’ll bring the other hauler in myself.” 
 Zhilik gave her an amused look. “You know, when I told you I did not know what would happen to the grove when we left, I was not trying to make you feel responsible.” 
 Ada nodded. “But I have power, and I care. That’s close enough, by my own judgement at least.” 
 The rest of them were silent for a moment, and Sam spoke uncertainly. “So you created a… wraith, to protect a cherry tree grove.” She pursed her lips. “Well, that’s great, but what’s next?” 
 Ada turned around, looking at Sam and Tanos. She felt the weight of the locator stone in her pocket as she turned, such a small thing. 
 “Next? Well, I’ll be needing more blood donors. Any volunteers?” 
  
 Chapter 12 
 Elysium was quiet and warm in the mid-morning as the hauler crossed a sea of aquamarine grasses. It even looked like Hail was starting to like the place. Isavel smiled. 
 A bright flash of light struck the side of the hauler, ripping into the metal and sending everyone flying. The world dissolved in a smoky haze of blue-green latticework, Isavel’s shoulder thunked against a tree, somebody was shouting. Screaming. She let the dragon’s gift lighten her, bringing her gently to the ground. Shooting, flashes of hard light slipping through the woods towards them. Erran cried out in pain as Isavel crawled towards him, shield up to protect them both. She dragged him back into cover where Hail was hiding, scanning the gaps between the trees. 
 The hauler had twisted to its side and slammed through an old, mossy tree trunk, and the wreck and the deadwood now lay clogging up a stream. She couldn’t see the coders. 
 Who was firing on them? 
 Her hunter’s instincts told her they were to the north-east. She kept shields up on both arms, trying to keep Erran and Hail covered as they cowered behind a stone outcropping. “Hail! North-east -” 
 “I saw them!” 
 She leaned down to look at Erran, but he seemed alright except for some scratches. She didn’t have the medic’s gift, though, so it was impossible to know for sure. 
 Something burst with orange light. Another blast from a heavy weapon struck the downed vehicle, shattering the carrying platform in the back and spraying water from the stream all over them. Isavel hissed. “Hail, hold cover! I’m going for the coders.” 
 Hail pulled Erran up next to her and ducked behind the stone. Isavel pulled off her tunic, trusting in her skin’s shifting textures and colours and her pathfinder’s brace to help make her a more difficult target. She darted through the woods towards the wreckage. 
 Another shot zipped towards her. Damn it. She called up a shield to ward it off. If they didn’t know she was the Saint Herald before, they must now. Any element of surprise was likely gone. 
 When she reached the hauler, she found the door twisted and partway open, and heard panicked voices inside. She set a foot against the hull and grabbed at the metal with dragon claws of hard light, keeping her skin safe from the damaged metal. She yanked, and the metal screamed. She pulled again, again, ripping it open, and the coder siblings scrabbled out at her feet. 
 “Zoa, Ren, are you -” 
 Ren pulled up a gun and fired blindly into the woods. Isavel yanked him down just as a hunter’s blue shot passed where his head had been. Zoa wrestled the gun from his hands and started shouting at him. “Ren stay down! Don’t try to -” 
 His eyes widened and he turned to Isavel. “Zoa’s hurt!” 
 The blue-haired coder hit him, then groaned, blood dripping down from a gash on her shoulder. It didn’t look as dangerous as the enemy shots probing their position. “Keep her here! She’ll be fine!” 
 Another heavy blast struck the hauler. Metal fragments flew through the air. She hauled both of them back as fast she count, flaring out light wings to ease the weight and get them behind more solid cover. Smaller hunter blasts zipped back and forth between Hail and the attackers, but even Isavel could only tell the general direction the shots were coming from. 
 Whoever was attacking them might try to flank them. She looked around, keeping her eyes on the woods, and thought she saw human shapes in the distance. Isavel reached over to grab Ren, staring him in the eyes and pushing his gun back in his hands. “Hold your position! Watch the trees!” She pointed at the attackers. “Just stick the gun out from cover and shoot that way, don’t stick your head out. Keep your sister safe!” 
 She scrabbled through the underbrush back to Hail. Bright lights crisscrossed the forest in a narrow webwork spanning the mossy ground and the towering trees. Isavel kept her shield down and took on those barky, mossy textures for herself, crawling as fast as she could along the ground to where Hail was hiding. She flowed over branches and rocks, let leaves and fronds rustle around her, and finally rose to a crouch next to Hail. 
 “What have you seen up there?” 
 “Almost nothing.” Hail backed up against a tree trunk. “I think they’re in at least four different positions, and I’ve seen them, vaguely, but they’re far off and I can’t get a clear shot through the damned trees.” 
 “I’ll handle this.” 
 “They have some kind of heavy weapon, I can’t see it clearly.” Hail turned to Isavel, her eyes wide with fear. “Isavel - they  must  have seen you. They were shooting right at you. Who in their right mind would do that? Even ghosts know to be afraid of you.” 
 “I don’t know. Maybe they don’t know me. We need to end this either way. I’m going in alone.” 
 Hail shook her head. “I swore to protect you; you can’t keep running off. I’m coming too.” 
 Isavel hesitated. She trusted Hail, of course, but something was off about this ambush, and she wanted to be able to make critical decisions alone if need be. “Hail, I don’t want you getting yourself killed -” 
 Hail cocked her head towards the walker, who had stopped groaning and was fearfully looking up at them both. “I don’t think that would be so bad.” 
 Isavel instinctively reached out and grabbed Hail by the jaw. She jerked the hunter’s face forward so her eyes were staring directly into Isavel’s. “Don’t you dare start talking like that. I need you  here .” 
 “If you need me, let me follow you. If there are too many of them, wouldn’t you rather have me at your back?” 
 Isavel would, in fact, rather not have anyone at her back. She didn’t want to be responsible for anyone else’s death. Perhaps that was her problem, though. She didn’t want to be responsible for anyone or anything, and in trying to keep herself separate she had lost her chance at preventing another war. If she was to do what the gods wanted, if she wanted to get them to finally explain themselves to her, she might need to learn to do things differently. 
 She sighed, shaking her head. “Come on - let’s get Erran to the coders. They have weapons.” 
 Hail shook her head. “Not that they can use them effectively.” 
 “Erran - can you bring us through the walk safely, somehow?” 
 He shook his head. “All they’d have to do is aim at the middle of the bubble, even if they can’t see us somehow.” 
 “Fine - the hard way, then. Stay behind my shields.” 
 Isavel let a shield blossom on her back, a wide interlocking set of hexagons that made her feel like a turtle, grabbed Erran by one shoulder while Hail grabbed the other, and together they hauled him across the forest floor to the coders, heavy weapons bursting electric against her shell. She felt each impact as a flash of fire in her blood, too hot to handle at length. When they reached cover, she let the shield fade and took a deep breath, leaning against the rocks and stuffing a ration into her mouth. 
 As Ren and Zoa blindly fired their weapons over the edge of the rockface, Hail looked at Isavel. They had to move fast, or the enemy would advance - if they weren’t doing so already. But Hail was no pathfinder - how were they supposed to do this? 
 As weapons continued to rain light down towards them, she grabbed fistfulls of dirt, wet them in the stream, and smeared Hail’s shirt, arms, and face in the stuff. The hunter stayed still and quiet, though goosebumps shivered up her skin and the expression on her face spoke of discomfort. As Isavel camouflaged her, she silently spoke to the gods, keeping the words in her mind. 
 Gods on the ring, please keep her safe. I have so few people left. 
 She reached up to tie Hail’s golden hair into a muddy bun, stuffing it with leaves.  
 “You’re no pathfinder. That’s the most I can do.” Isavel looked over the mud-smeared hunter. “You’ll need to stay low, stay quiet, and not do anything until I start attacking.” 
 Hail touched her arm. “I understand. Lead the way.” 
 Isavel hesitated for a moment before nodding. She hoped she didn’t regret this. “Okay. Follow me.” 
 Even as they slunk through the woods, they had to keep out of the way of stray shots from either side. She could only hope the coders’ erratic gunfire would keep the enemy behind cover for long enough for them to close the distance. Of course, the attackers might be sending warriors or armed pathfinders of their own to close the same distance; things could get ugly if they crossed paths. Tension tingled down her arms to her fingers, to her hunter’s killing gift. 
 She darted ahead of Hail, circling around the line of fire, trying find that heavy gun. A tree cracked and toppled as the gun’s operator started trying to blow the coders’ cover away, making it all the more urgent that Isavel reach it. Once they were far enough from the line of fire that the enemy would likely not be looking in their direction, she looked back at Hail and nodded, moving in. 
 She came across one of the enemy hunters crouched behind a log, but the hunter didn’t see her approach. People were painfully rigid thinkers - pathfinders never approached for combat, so few bothered keeping a close eye out. It was a lethal mistake; Isavel swept up behind him and pierced him through the chest with a thin white blade of light, catching him as he fell to lower him quietly to the ground. She backed off into the woods. His companions further uphill didn’t seem to notice; she let Hail catch up, speaking once they were in whispering range. 
 “When I flash red, start shooting.” 
 Hail nodded and Isavel was off again, circling around the back while Hail kept a healthy distance. A wild shot from the coders downhill splintered a branch just above Isavel’s head, raining her with chips of wood. She froze, waited, slowly started moving again. 
 She saw human shapes as she approached, quietly and carefully picking her footing. There weren’t many of them, but that gun was still dangerous - a great, flat barrel lined with boxy protrusions, sitting on top of a tripod for stability. A tall man was wielding it, firing into the woods at Isavel’s companions, and three more people were standing by. 
 The gunner grumbled something. “I don’t think they’re gifted for this. You two, get ready to go down there. Stay low - I think I saw a warrior.” 
 One of his companions shook his head. “Warrior. Right.” 
 This agitated the gunner. “Listen, it doesn’t matter - we need to end this. There’s a walker down there!” 
 Isavel hurried around to avoid being between Hail and the enemy, and she soon spotted another stray hunter off to the side. Six, one down already. She extended her palm and lanced bright white, striking the woman down. 
 “Shit, what was that?” 
 “Elora? ” 
 Isavel called up a tall shield and a sword, letting red seep into both and casting the wood around her in a fiery gloom. Hail would see it. 
 They turned to raise their hands and gifts, but they froze to gape at her for a moment. Even as they did, Hail stood up in the distance and shot two of them in the back at once. The two survivors spun in confusion as Isavel charged in, and she caught the last hunter on her blade as he tried to raise his hand to fire. Hail’s shots rippled off the last warrior’s shields, though, and when he realized he was surrounded he tried to bolt away from them into the woods, shields on both arms. 
 Isavel took a deep breath and roared, dragonfire splashing through the woods and enveloping him with a howl. By the time she reached him, a burnt and broken body was all that was left. She didn’t flip him over, lest she see past the charring. 
 Silence rushed in all around them. 
 Hail hurried over to her, inspecting the scene and the gun that remained intact. She looked down the hill and shouted. “Hey, all clear!” 
 Isavel turned to look at the bodies. Who were these people? She knelt down next to one of them, trying to figure out who might be attacking her in the woods, in the middle of nowhere, with such an ancient weapon at their disposal. As she turned the body over, though, something sprung out at her. 
 “Oh shit.” 
 Hail frowned and knelt by her. “Isavel? What’s wrong?” 
 She pointed down. “Look.” 
 Hail’s eyes widened as she saw the turquoise armband on the man’s arm. The colour of Glass Peaks. A quick look revealed they were all wearing them. 
 “This can’t be the army.” The thought of it filled Isavel with horror. “We  just saw them . They’re too far away.” 
 Hail sat down, her eyes wide. She was clenching and unclenching her fist, her face contorted. “They saw you, but they still attacked. They  saw you .” 
 They had, but that still didn’t explain what they were doing here. Unless they had gotten here before the army. She groaned. “This is why Ada attacked. They must have already been on the island, hunting outers and anyone they thought was a ghost.” 
 Suddenly Isavel realized Hail was breathing heavily. 
 “Hail?” 
 Suddenly the hunter closed her fist and slammed it down onto the dead man’s chest with a dull, wet thunk. Cauterized wounds cracked and spat blood to the side. Hail didn’t care, growling under her breath. “They  knew  what they were doing -” 
 Suddenly they heard voices from lower down the hill. “Everything okay? Can we come up?” 
 Isavel and Hail froze, staring at each other. They had both shot these people, humans from Glass Peaks for all they knew. The coders, thanks to their terrible aim, hadn’t. 
 Hail was moving before Isavel could even form thoughts about this. She stripped the armband off this corpse and went back to the others. “Let’s hide these.” 
 Hide them? Something about this felt more disingenuous than anything else she’d done so far - but Hail’s words were seasoned and her motions fluid. Isavel started cutting one off another body, and raised her voice. “Just let us sweep the area one last time! I thought I heard something.” 
 Before long they had dragged five bodies into the clearing near the gun, and stripped them of their armbands. Zoa called out again, sending panic down Isavel’s spine, and Hail took the armbands from Isavel. “I’ll bury these - you deal with them.” 
 Isavel nodded, and stood tall, calling out to the coders before they became suspicious. “Come on, it’s safe. Take a look at this gun, will you?” 
 Before long Hail was done her digging and burying, and the coders and Erran had joined them on the top of the hill. She looked over at Hail, who seemed only marginally uneasy with all of this. Her bodyguard met her glance and nodded, and they greeted their companions. 
 Zoa was clutching at her left shoulder, and nodded towards the corpses. She looked deeply unsettled, no doubt not as familiar with dead bodies. “Who were they? Any ideas?” 
 “No idea.” Isavel wasn’t sure what to do, but she had to say something. “Any chance they were ghosts?” 
 Erran laughed. “Pretty sure they shot at me  first . I doubt it.” 
 “Well, they’re obviously not from the army.” Hail’s voice was completely flat. “No armbands, and they shot at the Saint Herald.” 
 Zoa nodded, her lips pursed, and sweat staining her brow. “Obviously. You’re  sure  they’re not ghosts?” 
 “We have a bigger problem right now.” Ren was looking back down the hill, to the smoking wreck of their hauler. “We don’t have a ride, and we’re stuck in the middle of the woods with no idea what’s going on or where we need to go.” 
 Isavel shook her head, quickly pulling out her locator stone. “That’s not quite true. Campus is that way.” She pointed. “If we’re heading slightly west of Campus, then we know more or less what direction we’re going. We just need to figure out how to get there quickly.” 
 Erran spoke up. “Some worlds are easier to travel through.” 
 Zoa scowled at him. “None of that will help if someone sees the walk bubble and starts shooting at us from the  outside  again .” 
 Erran looked annoyed. “Some of the worlds look like ours, so it won’t be  completely  fucking obvious.” 
 “How similar?” 
 “As similar as it gets.” Erran gestured around them. “There are several worlds that seem to have different spirits and architecture and stuff, but for the most part they’re the same, especially in the little, inconsequential details, like where particular trees are. It’s just left the way it is, I think.” 
 Ren was inspecting the gun on the tripod. “This could help us if we got into trouble again.” 
 Zoa shook her head, leering at Erran. “Takes too long to set up, and I’m not letting  him  have a weapon.” 
 The walker frowned. “Look, we just need a world where we can find vehicles, or maybe a spirit willing to help us out.” 
 Isavel remembered just how helpful and friendly Tevoria had looked to her. “Or that spirit could decide it wants to kill us. Don’t think I’ve forgotten Tevoria’s threats.” 
 He threw up his arms. “Fine, fine. She could help, you know, but I doubt I could convince you of that.” 
 “How far is it to Campus, from here?” 
 Erran thought about it. “On foot? I have no idea.” 
 “Guess. 
 He sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe two days?” 
 Isavel nodded. “Then let’s get moving, in the real world. Erran, you can walk up ahead and search the worlds for something better, but we need to move now.” 
 The coders exchanged glances, but they didn’t protest as the walker set out in front of them. Isavel reached over to Zoa’s arm. “Are you okay?” 
 Zoa jerked her arm back and glared at Isavel, then, almost belatedly, winced. “Sorry. It’s probably just cuts and bruising. I can still feel everything.” 
 Isavel bit her lip. Would that the gods had thought to give her the medic’s gift among all the others - she would have preferred to be more than just a weapon. But there was nothing she could do to ease the pain, so she let the coders walk away first, staying behind with Hail so they could keep their eyes on everyone. 
 She felt strangely vulnerable, in the forest with three people whose gifts were almost useless in a fight. She glanced at Hail and saw the same feeling - or maybe a more overt sense of being burdened - in her pale features. Hail met her eyes and glanced at the gun, still mounted on its tripod. 
 “It’s still active. Should we take it?” 
 Isavel thought about it for a moment, but really, there was no reason to leave such weapons active for others to find. She was trying to reduce the amount of damage people could cause each other, after all. She reached out with a fist, calling up a warrior’s blade, and sliced into the metal. It sputtered and sparked, then fell silent, its ancient code broken. “Best nobody gets to use it.” 
 Hail nodded slowly. “I agree.” 
 They hurried after the rest of the group and soon found themselves navigating dips and bumps in the forest floor, walking along hillsides and through creeks as Isavel checked the locator stone at regular intervals. They kept the right course, more or less, but Isavel had no idea how much ground they had covered in the hauler. How much longer until they found those tanks? Could she really allow them to fall into either side’s hands? 
 She looked over to Hail, her ever-loyal bodyguard, and wondered just how much she could tell her without testing that loyalty. Hail had been quick to hide those turquoise armbands, but how far would she follow Isavel down the path of deliberately slowing down the army’s progress and stymying their ability to kill? 
 “Hail, how would you like to see this war ended?” 
 Hail looked at her. “You’re the gods’ chosen one. If you want it to end peacefully, then I believe that’s what we need to do. You know better than anyone.” 
 Isavel’s eyes flicked up ahead, to the people walking in front of her. Two coders she thought of as friendly acquaintances; a ghost walker, untrustworthy but hopefully with enough common sense to see his own self-interest. Still, she lowered her voice, enjoying the privilege of being the only one with a pathfinder’s sense of hearing. 
 “I hope waiting for these relics will delay them for long enough… but what if it doesn’t? What if they keep rushing, and we don’t gain any time at all? Then I’ve just made things worse.” 
 Hail frowned, staring at the ground in front of her. “We could destroy the tanks. Make them wait, then give them nothing.” 
 Isavel pursed her lips. “We could. It would be risky, though - I don’t think people would be happy with me.” 
 “With us.” Hail nodded behind them. “Then again, they already seem not to care. It’s only us and the gods, now.” 
 “The gods want us protecting the world. They said Ada might be threatening it - they said Earth isn’t safe.” Isavel ran her fingers through her hair. “Gods, what if I’m doing the wrong thing? What if I should be convincing Ada to stop… whatever she’s doing?” 
 Hail rested a hand on her shoulder. “That is what I would do, and what most people would do. But most people have not been directly addressed by the gods so often.” 
 Isavel bit her lip. “I wish I wasn’t the only one. The gods should just be plain with everyone. The outers have sat on this island for a thousand years without being a threat. Ada changed that, but I can get Ada out of the picture.” 
 Hail blinked. “You’ll kill her?” She sounded genuinely skeptical, and rightfully so. 
 Isavel shook her head. “No, not like that. I think I can convince her to leave. That would be enough, I think, except that Mother Jera and Elder Magan both seem to want her dead. And they don’t seem to trust me much, either, as far as I can tell.” 
 Hail started to look grim. “You’re worried they could be trouble.” 
 Isavel had no idea. She was walking a dangerous line here, trying to subvert the people who were nominally her allies while coordinating with someone dangerous and potentially volatile. But she had looked Ada in the eyes many times already, and she felt a sense of certainty and familiarity that eased the process. She was less alone, now, in some strange way. Even as everything slowly unravelled. 
 She shook her head. “I don’t know yet, but… I’m counting on you to have my back. Anything could happen, at any time.” 
 Hail squeezed her shoulder. “Of course.” Her face darkened. “They tried to kill you. I can’t believe it. I almost wish we had let one of them live, just so I could get the answers out of them. 
 The spark of anger on Hail’s face was a little intimidating, and recalled to Isavel’s mind the fact that Hail was standing on the far side of an impulsive, violent past. She hoped that if something broke Hail’s efforts to remain stable, that anger would at least be directed at someone threatening them both. 
 They continued through the woods for a long while, eating fresh leaves and fungus and insects they found in the wilds to preserve their rations. The sun soared overhead, briefly dimmed by the ring, but little else changed. 
 Around mid-afternoon, Erran raised a hand. Oblivious to whatever that might mean, Isavel and the others clustered up close to him - but not too close. He didn’t appear to be walking the thousand worlds, but Isavel was still wary. 
 Apparently, it was a good instinct. “I found a good one. Looks pretty much just like ours, but there’s a vehicle up ahead, and a clear path.” 
 Isavel stepped sideways, lowered her head, and suddenly she saw it. As though she were staring through some kind of glass lens, suddenly the world up ahead changed, and in a circular space around Erran she saw a dip in the forest, a clear path covered in gravel and hard-beaten dirt. A machine sat there, a boxy, wheeled thing that looked oddly beaten by weather and… something else. Looking a few feet to either side of Erran, none of this existed. 
 Zoa and Ren were also staring through, and Ren frowned. “What is that thing? It doesn’t look like a hauler. It doesn’t even look like a relic.” 
 “It’s not.” Erran shrugged. “I don’t know what the spirits call these, but I gather it’s even older than ancient relics. It works here, though. Come on.” 
 He looked over his shoulder at them as he started towards the old vehicle, as though goading them. Isavel followed as close as she could, but she was still reluctant to step too close, though she couldn’t clearly tell where the otherworldly bubble around him ended. Not until the ground suddenly parted ways with reality, dipping down towards the gravel path. 
 Erran stopped, and looked at them all. “You’re going to have to step inside. This thing is halfway underground from reality.” 
 Isavel exchanged glances with Hail, took a deep breath, and stepped forward. She felt nothing, but suddenly her view of the true forest vanished, replaced by this eerily similar version that differed only in the presence of this long, winding path. 
 The thousand worlds were strange; she wondered if she’d ever get used to them. 
 The others behind her were invisible, but they soon followed her lead and stepped into the walk as well, and together the five of them made their way to the machine. The coders gingerly laid their hands on it and inspected it, looking increasingly confused as they did so. And with good reason - its bare metal and dull, oddly articulated parts didn’t seem like any relic Isavel had ever seen. It seemed altogether more primitive. 
 “Zoa, do you think you could drive this?” 
 The coders peered inside, and Zoa gave a desperate laugh. “This is… I don’t even know what I’m looking at, but I’m pretty sure there’s no code anywhere here.” 
 Erran cracked his knuckles. “I’ll drive. I’ve done it a few times.” 
 As Isavel approached the vehicle she found a few pockmarks on the side, as though something small and powerful had struck and dented the metal. A few seemed to have pierced it clean through. The thought of it unsettled her - were there predators here, demons that might attack them? 
 There were narrow, uncomfortable-looking seats inside the vehicle, two in the front and three in the back, an oddly convenient number. Erran sat in the front-left, one hand on a strange mechanical wheel, and waved the others in. Gingerly, they all climbed aboard, Hail taking the other front seat and keeping a keen eye on the ghost as she did. Isavel sat behind her, leaving Ren to peer curiously over Erran’s shoulder while Zoa sat on the other side, still nursing her shoulder. Her blue hair was falling awkwardly in front of her eyes, but she didn’t brush it aside; Isavel wondered what she was thinking about, or whether she was in more pain than she was letting on. 
 “Remind me which way we’re going?” 
 Erran’s question startled her. They were on a path that only went two ways; he shouldn’t have to ask. Still, she pulled out the locator stone, checked it, and pointed. “That way. So keep going straight ahead.” 
 He shrugged. “Hopefully. You never know how these things might twist and turn, though. I’ll try to keep that heading.” 
 The bottom of the vehicle was plain sheet metal, and thick metal bars traced a squat, boxy outline above the open seating areas. A dark, uncomfortable colour stained the floor in a few places. Isavel really didn’t like the look of this thing - it looked like it had seen combat. “Erran, have you ever been in this particular world before?” 
 He turned to look at them through a window in the back of the vehicle’s cab. “Not exactly this one, but similar ones, sure. Why?” 
 “This thing looks like it’s been… mistreated.” 
 He pursed his lips. “Some of the thousand worlds are violent.” He glanced to either side of the gravel road. “But we’re in the middle of nowhere. Even if there is a war going on in this world, I doubt it’s anywhere near here.” 
 Zoa grunted. “Words to die by.” 
 Ren reached down for his gun, gripping it as though he might have to use it soon. Isavel could sympathize, her fingers twitching. “Then let’s get moving before something proves you wrong.” 
 Erran nodded eagerly, and did something with clanking mechanisms near the front of the vehicle. Suddenly the thing came to life with a horrible sputtering sound, a deep groan, and a profoundly sickly smell. Her nose wrinkled, and she gagged silently. Whatever kind of technology this was, Isavel hated it already. 
 “Did something die in here?” Ren pinched his nose. 
 “That’s the machine!” Erran shouted over the sputtering of the engine. “This old crap always stinks.” 
 He was right. The smell was foul and didn’t abate, even as the vehicle started rattling along the road with so much jostling that Isavel started to feel disoriented. She closed her eyes, then firmly pressed the locator stone between her fingers and kept her mind on that instead. Closer, closer, a difficult and winding road. 
  
 Chapter 13 
 Sam was shaking her head. “Seriously, Ada, we have at least three medics. Let me go get one.” 
 Ada’s attention was divided between two screens, an ancient book, a floating miasma of code suspended above the table, and the bloody gash on her arm, but she had enough wherewithal to turn to Sam and scowl. “I can do this - I’ll get it this time.” 
 Arshak shook her head, ears flexing backwards with disapproval. “You’ve pointlessly cut your skin open two times already.” 
 “I healed too fast.” 
 Tanos snorted. “While trying to figure out how to heal yourself.” 
 Ada smirked. “Look, it makes sense, okay?” 
 Sam pointed at the three vials sitting in a cooling unit next to her - one filled with her own blood, one with Tanos’, and the third empty but covered in code. “You realise your experiment to save the world is just sitting there waiting, right? Do you really have time for this?” 
 She didn’t, not really, but she was  so close . When Arshak had told her about a mending devices that could heal humans wounds - the outers kept it for emergencies and curiosity, not because it was any good to them - she knew this was something she should learn. She was  so close , it would barely make a difference if she had spent an hour on this. Or a few hours. It was probably more like half a day at this point. So close. 
 Tanos shook his head. “She’s off on another spiral. Let’s just leave her.” 
 “No - no, I’ve got this!” She was ready. She knew it. She raised her bloodied arm, the cut still stinging, and slipped into time dilation. The miasma of code she was tweaking could feel her flesh, the tiniest parts of her body, and she had found everything she could that would manipulate that flesh, mend it, stitch it together. 
 The code descended on her skin, pulling and prodding, black spindles of control interwoven with more complex structures that funneled healing powers of some kind down into them. She pushed and pulled at the bits her body was made of -  cells , the outers called them - and watched as they started to knit together, the blood rising and clotting and beginning to scar, and she felt heat build across the wound as blood gave rise to skin and the wound healed. 
 She let herself return to real time, and wiped the blood away with a wet cloth. This time, there was no bruise under the skin - it looked good as new. She was sweating a little from the complexity of the task, but she beamed and cheered. “Yes! I told you! No medic for me.” 
 Sam raised an eyebrow. “We should still get a medic to look at your head, Ada. Something’s not right in there.” 
 Ada stuck her tongue out. “Seems pretty alright in here to me.” 
 The three of them didn’t seem nearly as enthusiastic as they should, but Arshak the doctor at least had a modicum of scientific curiosity animating her. “Will you finally test your cure, now?” 
 Ada blinked and smiled. Today was a good day. Today, everything was working out. She had spent days pouring through any archive about ancient code she could find, comparing and studying how the immunosupplement worked and how these gifts were created with machines, and the results of that research were etched in a dense webwork of dark code on the empty vial, staring at her from the cooling unit from alongside two full samples. 
 She reached in and grabbed it. “Yeah. Let’s change the world.” 
 If she had done this right, it could allow humans’ latent gifts to destroy the technophage on their own. It could change everything. 
 “Tanos, let’s hope your blood is up to snuff.” 
 His eyes widened. “It’s been good to me so far.” 
 She smiled, first bringing her own blood under the viewer, eyes drawn to her uniquely immune gift that seemed able to fight off the technophage suppressing everyone else. It was there, ready for comparison. Over in Tanos’ sample, the technophage floated within. 
 If this worked, she might soon share her unique gift with… everyone. 
 She took a deep breath and tipped the infected blood into the empty code vial. 
 She let the breath go and put the code vial under the viewer, watching the small particles float around in the sample. She watched the inert immune particles and the technophage, waiting. Nothing. Had she messed up? She was about to pull the vial away again when a one particle twitched almost imperceptibly, a flicker of dark crackling to it, and suddenly it no longer looked like the others. 
 Ada’s hand tensed around the machine. 
 She watched as the different-looking immune gift spiral through the sample, tracing a curve directly towards one of the technophage particles. They met. The immune particle burst it into shreds, tiny fragments dissolving out of view. 
 She let go of a long breath. Stood up straight, smiling. “That’s it, then.” 
 As the others stepped closer to look at the viewer screen, she took a step back, watching the screen as more and more of the immune particles changed as they approached the code, then cruised out through the blood to fight off the technophage. 
 Ada shooed them away and tipped the contents of the test vial back into the vial containing the full sample of infected blood, placing it under the viewer again. Would her immune particles continue to replace the old ones? Would the process reverse itself? Neither happened, though - the particles seemed to stay in equilibrium, their ratio remaining stable with around half of its immune particles being new and the other half remaining old and impotent. 
 Still, they were slowly eradicating the technophage from the vial. She sighed, speaking quietly. “That’s it. It works.” 
 Her companions smiled and congratulated her, and even as she smiled with them, she felt like none of them seemed to grasp the Earth-spanning consequences this could have. 
 It concerned her that the code needed to be present to complete the conversion of immune gifts, though. Would that be a problem? It was hard to tell, so perhaps she should start by ensuring all of her subject’s blood would be exposed, perhaps by tattooing the code directly onto them. Whoever her subject would be. 
 She shook her head. There was no point it trying to pretend it was just a whim - there was only one person on Earth Ada trusted with freedom from the technophage, and all the power that implied. Somehow, she would have to get back to Isavel and convince her to get code tattooed onto her skin, for a benefit she wouldn’t immediately see. How could Ada do that? She couldn’t imagine how to frame it. It would seem crazy. She’d have to think of something. 
 It could also be easy, though. She could just tell Isavel the truth. 
 She could always do that. 
 “Ada?” 
 She suddenly realized Tanos was waving a hand in her face. “Huh? What?” 
 “Where’s your head?” 
 “On my neck.” 
 “Doesn’t look like it.” 
 She tried to keep her face impassive. “Just thinking. Come on - I want to find Zhilik and tell him what happened.” 
 Ada slipped into time dilation again and brought the miasma of code down onto a wedge-shaped stone, shrinking it to the point where she’d need to use more code to read it. She stored it in her suit pocket, next to the locator stone that would lead her to Isavel. On its way out her fingers brushed against the locator stone, and she took it in her hand. It was pointing further south than it had been last time, which narrowed down just how far Isavel could be, if she was on the island. All Ada needed now was a reason to get Isavel into a conversation. 
 Isavel had “borrowed” her gun, hadn’t she? 
 Nerves coiled around that thought in her chest. As good a reason as any. 
 She led the others out of the medical facility, which had been all but abandoned by everyone else. The outers were expecting rescue any day now, and had packed everything they thought they might need. They had amassed in the city square - no longer putting on plays, but simply watching the sky. Ada edged through them, up the steps of the ziggurat, and found Elder Kseresh standing there. Zhilik was nowhere to be seen. 
 “Ah, Ada Liu.” Kseresh looked happy to see her, in some amused way. 
 Ada nodded at him. “Elder Kseresh.” She gestured at the crowds below. “I expected Zhilik to be here. Are they not coming down yet ?” 
 He nodded. “Soon, but not yet. The ship is entering orbit, and they will send down their probe.” 
 Ada looked up, squinting. “I can’t see anything. When I was flying up there with Cherry, I thought you said you could see flashes.” 
 “They are wary of approaching the ring too closely. Past ships approaching Earth, just after the Fall, were shot down by weapons on the ring.” 
 “Right.” She could tell Kseresh was restless, from his shifting posture and his twitching ears. There was almost something boyish about it, an odd thing to see in someone so old, even if he wasn’t human. Ada grinned. “Excited?” 
 He hissed out a chuckle. “Nervous. Until we realized the gods were tracking you, we thought for a thousand years nothing would change. And now, here we are.” 
 “Right, the tracking.” She remembered her shock when she saw the line on the map tracing her exile from the Institute. “I’m surprised they never tracked anyone else - in a thousand years, nobody else was worth their interest?” 
 Kseresh looked at the sky for a few more moments before looking back down at her. 
 “Yes, well. I, er, misrepresented the truth in that regard.” 
 Ada blinked. “Excuse me?” 
 “You were the  first  such signal we ever detected, it is true, but not the only one.” 
 Ada felt a rush. “Right, of course. Isavel Valdéz.” 
 Kseresh avoided eye contact. “I am not actually certain, but that seems likely. The tracking appeared suddenly, very close to where you were at the time, a week or so before you appeared here. We assumed the two were somehow related, but your paths diverged at Glass Peaks. We stopped tracking the watcher signals once you had the gods lower the interdiction fields, so I cannot say where she is now, if indeed she is still being watched - it would take some time to recalibrate the comm scanners. I can send someone to do so if you like.” 
 “No, it’s fine.” Ada clasped her hands behind her back, fiddling with her thumbs. She had never been alone, not in this. Isavel had always been out there; if only they had realized it sooner. Still, she smiled. 
 Kseresh didn’t seem to notice. “Regardless, you have done more for us than any human in our history. For that we must thank you.” 
 She looked up at Kseresh, wondering what he meant. He had a solemn look to him. Was he going to offer her some parting advice? A gift? A title of some kind? After a few moments of awkward silence, she prodded. “What kind of thanks are we talking about?” 
 He blinked. “Well, I said thank you. On behalf of my people.” 
 “Oh.” Ada grimaced and chuckled. “Right, of course. You’re welcome.” 
 “You may also keep the  Chengdu , as a reward. ” 
 She glared at him. “ May?  Excuse me, that ship was never -” Kseresh was laughing that familiar alien hiss. She shut her mouth and shook her head. “Hilarious.” 
 He continued smirking in his alien way. “I thought so. I will miss hearing of your escapades, Ada Liu. You are certainly the most… chaotic human I have yet had the fortune to encounter.” 
 “Why thank you.” 
 “Likely the most dangerous as well.” 
 “And again. You’ll have to beam messages back to Earth, you know. Tell me how things are going on Mir.” 
 Kseresh looked down to his feet, and lowered his voice. “I am not sure we will be returning to Mir. The ship is from the colonies, and they spoke of a world called… Freyja, in the human tongue. They have yet to mention Mir at all.” 
 His ears drooped, and Ada could tell this information made Kseresh wonder the same things it made her wonder. Was Mir derelict, just like Earth? Was that somehow related to why the incoming ship wanted them to silence their transmissions? 
 Suddenly one of the other outers on the roof stepped closer. Ada recognized her; Jhoru, apparently the outers’ most enthusiastic language learner. Right now she was wielding some kind of small, boxy device. “Sir!” 
 “Yes, Jhoru?” Kseresh responded in the human language after glancing at Ada, even though Ada was getting the hang of the outers’ language. 
 “Sir, there’s something coming down.” 
 Jhoru pointed up, and Ada looked up into the clear blue sky. “Where?” 
 “East of the ring, near the peak.” 
 Ada looked in that direction too as the outers shared the viewfinder to enhance their vision, but it was a while until she saw it with her naked eyes - a speck of glowing, orange-white light. It almost looked like a star at first, though as it grew larger and larger it seemed to look more and more like fire. 
 “Is that the probe?” 
 Kseresh was looking through the viewfinder. “It appears to be something of the sort, yes.” He lowered the relic and passed it to Ada. “The first thing to enter this planet’s atmosphere in over a thousand years. Present company excluded, of course.” 
 Ada smiled, then struggled with the device for several moments before she found the incoming shape. It seemed to be burning up along its underside, stirring memories of Cherry’s shields glowing upon returning to Earth, but it was hard to see exactly what was behind that fiery glow. “Whatever it is, it’s coming in fast.” 
 She handed the device back to Jhoru, still gazing up. Footsteps behind her announced Zhilik’s arrival, with Sam and Tanos in tow. She hadn’t even noticed their disappearance, and blinked in surprise for a moment. “Zhilik? You’re late.” 
 “Your friends told me you were successful with the technophage.” She pointed to the sky. “Though I must admit, I am almost equally interested in this.” 
 Ada smiled at her fellow humans. “Almost. Good choice of words.” 
 Looking back up to the incoming probe, she remembered the first time she had seen Cherry - sleek black shapes, prehensile fins, the radiant feeling of being able to smash through anything that got in the way. Her ship had been  a marvel of technology,  a solid piece of power in every way imaginable. What had the mirrans come up with, in a thousand years of uninterrupted progress? 
 The probe was coming in hot, and seemed to know where it was going - the top of the ziggurat. Everyone on the roof stepped towards the edge as the probe slowed on approach. Its engines roared a smear of white-orange light towards the ground, suddenly outclassing the summer heat. It touched down on the ziggurat, its engines cutting out, and was finally revealed to them. 
 It was a boxy-looking thing, vaguely in the shape of a plucked chicken. Sensors peeked out from a glassed-over cockpit about the size of a human head, and beneath that a small compartment popped open, illuminating by a white light. Unlike even a chicken, the probe had no real wings, just four tube-like engines that seemed to provide all its moving power. 
 It was utterly disappointing. It looked, to Ada, like a pile of scrap metal. 
 “ That’s  the probe?” 
 She turned on the others. They must be disappointed, confused, or - no. No, they all seemed far more mesmerized than she was. Perhaps that was fair. Perhaps it was more about what the probe represented than its technical details. 
 Still, this did not bode well. 
 Kseresh motioned forward. “Jhoru, please.” 
 The brown-furred outer woman stepped forward and addressed the probe in a language only barely similar to the outers’ own. It responded through a crackling distortion, and the young interpreter fumbled her way through a halting conversation, visibly flustered. Finally, she turned back to the others. 
 “I think - well, this is a live connection. We can talk to them. I think all they want is for us to put the samples in the probe’s compartment.” 
 Ada watched as another outer brought forward a box and started pulling things out of it, placing them into the compartment. It looked like dirt, rocks, food, clothes, and a piece of technology. Ada frowned. “What’s that stuff for?” 
 Zhilik glanced at Tanos and Sam, teeth flashing in a grin. “They want to examine non-human objects for technophage infection. We have tested and found nothing, but they want to be sure. Nobody knows how the technophage originally spread - they fear it might be airborne, or contaminate surfaces.” 
 Sam scowled back at him and crossed her arms. “Hey, none of this is our fault.” 
 Ada ignored them, and followed Jhoru over to the probe to watch the other outer as he passed the various samples into the drone’s storage compartment. 
 The voice from the probe said something in a questioning tone, and Jhoru stared at it wide-mouth for a moment. 
 “What did they ask?” Kseresh was standing right behind them, as other outers crowded closer to the probe. 
 Jhoru shook her head. “They - I am not sure. I think they said we should -” Then her yellow eyes widened and her ears flattened. “Oh, get out of the way! The probe is going back up.” 
 Ada backed off as fast as she could, remembering the searing heat of the probe as it came down. Everyone else did the same, and they watched the probe slowly ascend into the sky, scorching the roof of the ziggurat as it did so. She looked over to the outers, to Zhilik and Jhoru and Kseresh, and their demeanor had changed a little. They were still humbled, in some way, but they did seem more concerned. 
 Zhilik met her eyes, and she must have had a quizzical expression. “That was very perfunctory.” 
 “They’ve been nothing  but  perfunctory since they started talking to you.” 
 Kseresh nodded, speaking loudly. “True, but now they have arrived. They will evacuate those of us here in Campus, and hopefully, one day, we might return for the rest of our people scattered across the planet. Their behaviour will make sense in time.” 
 Ada knew perfectly well that he was speaking to the others around him as much as to her. Perhaps she shouldn’t push it. “How long till the shuttles start landing?” 
 Jhoru had the answer to that. “I think they said it would take them a day to complete tests on the probe, and then they would send down the shuttle.” 
 “One day.” Ada bit her lip, glancing at Sam and Tanos standing near the northern edge of the ziggurat, and lowered her voice so that only Kseresh, Zhilik, and Jhoru could hear. “That human army will be here any day now.” 
 Kseresh glanced aside, then shook his head. “I do not believe they will be here in time to threaten us.” 
 “Well, how far out are they?” 
 He blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 “What do your scouts say?” 
 He blinked again. “We do not have any scouts keeping watch. We thought  you  were keeping watch.” 
 “You  what? ” Ada gaped for a moment, and the three outers fidgeted uncomfortably. “Well, shit. I guess I know what  I’m  doing this afternoon.” 
 She turned around and hurried off the ziggurat. Nobody had told her about this! What, were they thinking everything would just work itself out? That wasn’t how the world worked. Even Isavel could only do so much to stall those fanatics. Ada left the city and headed for the bay, making straight for the  Chengdu . The warship could tell her where the army was. She hoped. 
 The ship’s maw fell open for her, and she called it shut as she headed for the command room. The ship crawled into the sea, the map was open, and she ordered the  Chengdu  up the island’s eastern coast. 
 Her eyes fell on the map. There were plenty of objects being tracked in the water, but seemingly nothing at all on land. What? It didn’t notice the thousands of people in Campus? Shit. She raised her hand in the air, as though the ship might recognized the gesture. 
 “Okay,  Chengdu?  I know we’re not exactly on the same page, but this map is missing stuff. I want to know who’s on the ground, too.” 
 “ Wǒ bù míngbái. ” 
 “Gods, I wish you could talk to me.” She stabbed the map where Campus stood. “Show me all the people here!” 
 After a moment of nothing, she remembered - she had changed the map before. She closed her eyes and felt around the mental musculature that bound her will to the ship’s complex systems, and started sifting through the maps. 
 Eventually, tugging at various lines of thought, Ada found  the right one and the world’s life lit up in yellows and oranges, concentrated mostly in Campus but flickering here and there in the forest and the sea surrounding it. The map’s range wasn’t far enough to reach Glass Peaks or Hive and show those massive cities for what they were, but it was enough to reach well up along the island’s coast. 
 And there, up near a sharp bay that cut deep into the island and almost reached Campus itself, was a massive blotch of red and orange splattered out across the coast and inland like blood. 
 “Oh shit.” 
 Ada reached into her pocket and grabbed the comm device Zhilik had given her. 
 “Kseresh?” 
 She device buzzed a bit before the elder answered. “Ada. You sound like you have bad news.” 
 “Yeah - the  Chengdu ’s sensors are showing me a huge line of people pointed towards Campus. They’re not far, they - it looks - ” 
 Ada stuck her fingers into the map, trying to measure or at least guess. 
 “I don’t know, ten klicks away? If they marched nonstop they’d make it here before nightfall.” She zoomed the map closer to the cluster of signals. “I think they’re… waiting, though. I don’t think they’re moving yet. If we’re lucky, they might be taking a sleeping break. Even then, though…” 
 The elder outer was silent on the other end of the communicator for a moment. “They will arrive during the evacuation. Ada, we are not equipped to fend off an army.” 
 And yet they knew -  she  knew - this was going to happen. “I know, Kseresh, I know. Let me think of something.” 
 She clicked the comm off, her pulse racing. The days had melted away from her, and she had barely noticed. Curing the technophage, learning ancient code, plumbing the golem’s memories. And yet now a colonial ship was preparing to send a shuttle down, the human army was closing in, and reality was about to punch her in the face. 
 Ada took a deep breath. She needed to punch back. Luckily, she had big fists. 
 “Hey,  Chengdu , can you fly? I want to put you between Campus and that army.  Please  tell me you can fly.” 
 “ Wǒ tīng bù dǒng. ” 
 “Of course not, but you can fucking crawl, I know that much. So let’s crawl.” 
 She directed the ship back towards the shore, forcing it up onto the beach. It shuddered and heaved as it usually did, but Ada assumed that was just the transition. 
 It didn’t stop, though. The ship continued shaking and groaning, and if the map was anything to go by it was practically sitting still. Ada stepped out of the command room and climbed towards the roof. What was going on? 
 She staggered onto the roof of the ship, feeling as though she were in the middle of an earthquake, and she found the scenery… barely moving at all, besides the shaking. She leaned around the back of the  Chengdu , looking at the beach, and saw that the ship  was  moving - very slowly - and churning up masses of dirt, sand, and rocks in its wake. 
 “So you can crawl, you’re just slow as hell. Fantastic.” 
 She lurched back into the ship, closed the door behind her, staggered her way back to the command center. She looked around, as though the answer might be written on the walls somewhere. What the hell was she supposed to do? 
 She kicked one of the control consoles. “You piece of junk!” 
 The ship warbled something incomprehensible, though it didn’t sound offended or otherwise emotional. Ada slid down into the ground, hands on her head, and groaned. Cherry. That damned starship, the intelligible banter, the visceral and gut-wrenching sensations of flying and fighting - it had felt so  alive . The  Chengdu  was a brick in comparison. Powerful though it might be, whoever had made it hadn’t thought to make it fly. Why the hell not? Who in their right mind wouldn’t want to fly? 
 She slammed her palm against the floor, feeling the cool material under her skin. She turned to look at it, and suddenly it hit her, and she laughed. She stood up, stretched her hands to the ceiling, rolled her shoulders, and shouted at the ship. 
 “All right,  Chengdu , you want to fly? Let’s fly.” 
 The ship did not respond with any enthusiasm, but it stopped moving at her command. Ada stepped out onto the roof again, slid down to solid ground, and started looking around. The warship was resting on dirt and rocks, and it was common wisdom that you couldn’t code onto non-solid surfaces like those. For once, common wisdom was correct - it wasn’t technically possible. Ada had been in such situations before, not least in the Institute’s supposedly famed sandbox. She knew the way around that problem, but the very thought of trying that approach on this scale made her queasy. 
 Luckily, with her powers greater than they had ever been, she had a much better idea. 
 She thought at the  Chengdu  and the warship moved, crawling back into the sea, chewing up the shoreline as it did, sputtering and shaking. She followed it, climbing into its maw, through the ship, and back onto the roof. The ancient warship floated in the salty water, little waves lapping against its sides. She slowed time, called up a multitude of camera and screen sigils, and set to work fixing the  Chengdu ’s primary design oversight. 
 Her code plunged into the water, and though it wavered in the ocean like seaweed, it held fast. Good. 
 She could do this. In a sense, she had already done this before. 
 After what felt like hours working in the dim, murky water of the ship’s shadow, she finished etching code into the oddly-textured underside. She connected it all to the power core, slipped out of time dilation, and returned inside. The map hovering in front of her in her mind’s eye, she moved the ship back towards the beach and its woefully inadequate dock. Soon, she would be able to test it out. 
 She pulled out the locator stone and held it in the middle of the map. It wasn’t pointing towards the glowing blotch of the army. It was pointing… south-west? She frowned. What was Isavel doing south-west of Campus? There was barely any land there, all of it fairly close. 
 Just how close  was  she? 
  
 Chapter 14 
 Timing sleep was important. Everyone got onto the same two-day sleep cycle fairly quickly, but planning when to sleep for the final time before approaching Campus was more difficult since they didn’t know exactly where they were, and since their view of reality was blinded by the walk. They had to stop frequently to step out of the thousand worlds and get their bearings, just in case something changed or somebody was approaching, and this, combined with the winding gravel paths, slowed their progress more than Isavel would have liked. 
 Each time they stepped back into reality, she tried guessing where they were from the amount of seabirds they were seeing. It wasn’t very effective. It wasn’t until a they reached the top of a hill, along the worn scar of a road zigzagging along the eastern shore, that Isavel’s illusions finally caught up with her and collapsed under the morning sun. 
 The army was here. Closing in on the city. For all that Isavel and the others had tried to take a straight path rather than skirt the coast, and for all the otherworldly machine they had driven in had saved them time, the army wasn’t far behind. 
 Hail said what Isavel was thinking. “How the hell did they get this far so quickly?” 
 Ren was peering into the distance as well. “My guess is they ran horses and haulers back and forth to boost people along. Maybe they brought some boats along the shoreline, too, but I can’t tell.” 
 Isavel peered towards the water, her hunter’s eyes seeing more clearly, and she did indeed see at least a few boats. Damn them. They had almost completely thrown caution to the wind in getting here this quickly. It was as though they knew Ada wasn’t actually interested in attacking them - knowledge completely incongruous with the threat they perceived from her. It made no sense. 
 She exchanged glances with Hail, and tapped Erran on the shoulder. “That vehicle is too loud, and we could be mistaken for the enemy. Let’s go the rest of the way on foot.” 
 Erran glanced at the army, backing away down the hill. “Do we actually have time for that?” 
 Isavel sighed, looking south-east and seeing little in the way of civilization. “We must be at least a day out from Campus. If they’re slowing and stopping here, they must be preparing to rest. We have a day, at least. More if they’ve agreed to wait, more still if we can convince them to field test these weapons first.” 
 “You think Dendre will hold them back?” 
 Isavel thought he would try, but given the speed with which they had crossed this distance, she wasn’t comfortable committing to that belief. “I think we need to hurry. It’ll be easier to convince them when we have something on hand. We’re close, right Erran?” 
 Erran nodded, his eyes shifting back and forth. “I think it might be less than a day, really. We could get the tanks to the army by nightfall, since they’d carry us back.” 
 Isavel towards Campus in the distance; though her locator stone told her the way, she couldn’t see it. “I’m sure they’ll want to rest a night before the final push. You’ll disappear once we get the tanks, I imagine?” 
 He seemed caught off-guard for a moment before recovering. “Hell yes. As far as I can.” 
 Hail raised an eyebrow at him as they set off down the hill. “How far can a walker run?” 
 “Mars?” A glint in his eye told Isavel he wasn’t serious, but still, the word sounded oddly familiar. Like something out of a story. 
 “What? Where’s that?” 
 He winced. “I’m not sure. Somebody told me it was where walkers should go when they’re… done.” 
 “Done with what?” He looked guilty, and Isavel narrowed her eyes. “Who told you this?” 
 His face blank, he gestured at himself. For a second Isavel didn’t understand what he meant. Then she did, and ice crept through her insides as she remembered what he was. “ He…  told you?” 
 Erran shook his head. “He said one day someone would hunt me, too. He said he should have gone to Mars when he had the chance. I don’t know what he meant, but I’m starting to think he wasn’t just having a breakdown.” 
 “I see. Mars.” Whatever Erran’s victim had told him, the word tasted old. Dusty. Red. Where had she heard it before? She set her jaw. “Well, wherever you go, don’t go before we get those weapons.” 
 She turned to the coders, who were walking on Erran’s other side, keeping him in the middle. Zoa didn’t look at her, but Ren was looking up at the morning sky. 
 Isavel cleared her throat. “Hey, you two. What happens to these relics if they survive the battle?” 
 Ren smiled at her. “We take them back to the Institute, I hope. That’s usually what happens, though with weapons I’ve heard people can get more… possessive.” 
 “ If  they survive the battle.” Zoa glanced at her brother. “That’s the key thing. Isavel, you don’t want to send someone to update Mother Jera and the others?” 
 Isavel shook her head. “Not worth the time, and returning with the weapons right away does a better job at proving the detour was worth it. Besides, I’ll need help piloting the things back.” 
 “Right.” Zoa pulled her blue hair up behind her head, binding it with a turquoise band, looking onward with a sense of resignation. It occurred to Isavel that the coders had never exactly volunteered for the full measure of what they had gotten themselves into, and while Ren didn’t seem to mind, Zoa seemed to be increasingly on edge and bitter. Isavel would have to apologize to her later. 
 She looked to Hail, who since the encounter with their human attackers had seemed increasingly determined and focused. Good. She needed to know someone was with her all the way, when everything else seemed to be drawing to a close. 
 Erran traced a path between hills and lakes to a rocky shore to the south. They followed the smell of salt, skirting beaches lined with algae and barnacles growing across vaguely rectangular rocks. A few of the old world’s metal and concrete bones lay exposed where its skin had sloughed off, but even much of those had been rotted away by time. The ground around them was the crumbled flesh of the ancient world, more visibly so here than in the deep woods. 
 She took a few steps to catch up to the ghost walker, nodding to the nearest sea-worn ruins. “Erran, do you know what the world was like before?” 
 He glanced at her wearily. “There are too many worlds, Isavel. Some of them might be replicas - huge cities, thousands of people everywhere. But I don’t know which ones are real and which are just… fantasy. They can’t all be true. Maybe none of them are. And the spirits all think  their  world is real, so they’re no help. I don’t know. ” 
 Isavel’s eyes slid over the tips of ruins slowly swallowed by the world, and wondered what memories they were trampling on. The locator stone seemed to press against her in its pocket. Ada would know something, surely - she might know more than anyone about that subject. She tried to imagine people in the ruins they passed, picturing them staring out into the sea, wind in their hair. 
 After hours of walking, an ancient ruin less derelict than the rest loomed ahead of them, bursting from the tip of a craggy beach. Blocky grey buildings seemingly unburdened by the weight of centuries dominated a small peninsula, and great piers jutted out into the water. Little blue glows flickered against the stone here and there, dozens of them. Watchers, tending the structures and keeping them whole. 
 It looked strangely alien to her. “Erran, what was this place?” 
 He shook his head. “All I know is they stored weapons and warships here. I don’t know who, or why, or even when, really.” 
 “If you’ve been here before, why didn’t you take the tanks already?” She paused. “No, wait, don’t tell me. You haven’t actually been here before.” 
 He laughed. “I’ve  seen  here before, but I didn’t go in. The watchers kill trespassers.” 
 Isavel looked over at Hail, and saw her own worry reflected back at her. “Wait, you expect us to fight  watchers? ” 
 “They’re not indestructible. Gods, you’re the Dragoneater! Are you scared of watchers?” 
 She bit her lip. “Dragons are just beasts. Watchers are servants of the gods.” 
 “Are they?” 
 “Of course they are.” And if she wanted the gods to finally explain themselves to her, she needed to stay on their good side. “What are you talking about?” 
 He shrugged. “ They farm and they mend ruins. Seem a bit banal to be divine. ” 
 Isavel had thought the same of herself more than once. “Their duties come from the gods. That’s what matters.” 
 Erran shrugged, as though nothing really did matter. He seemed skittish, eager to get this over with and flee. Eager to return to the waiting arms of his spirit Tevoria, no doubt; Isavel wondered if she was following them, somehow, in her own world. The idea of the pointy-eared woman baring her teeth at Isavel’s face unsettled her, and she turned away. 
 She focused on the ruin instead. She had seen what watchers could do in combat, and she was not looking forward to being on the receiving end of their rage. It would be best if she could distract them, or slip past them. Unfortunately, a great, solid concrete wall barred passage onto the ruins and their peninsula. Erran laid a hand on it and turned around as the rest of the group caught up. 
 “The tanks are in here. So are the local watchers, too, and they won’t like seeing our faces.” 
 “Watchers?” Ren looked nervous. “Can we actually fight watchers?” 
 Zoa shook her head. “No way. We need a better plan.” 
 Isavel glanced at the sea. “Can we swim through the water? Get into the compound by going around the wall, somehow?” 
 Hail looked skeptical. “If they shoot at you while you’re swimming, getting away will be even harder. Unless you have the swimmer’s gift and haven’t told us. Isavel, you’re from the mountains - do you even know  how  to swim?” 
 Isavel’s ears warmed. “Of course! I’ve swam before.” 
 “But can you swim  fast?  In deep water?” 
 She didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure - she’d never been anywhere too deep to touch the bottom. 
 “Once the ghosts in Campus see the army approaching, they might come here themselves.” Erran pointed east. “Do you think Ada will have qualms about blasting every last watcher to get the weapons for herself? From what I’ve heard, she’s not the kind to hesitate.” 
 The party looked at each other uneasily. Isavel privately doubted Ada would do any such thing - not because Ada struck Isavel as even remotely pious or cautious, but because she felt Ada must have a better idea than pilfering ruins. She was too resourceful to depend on leftovers, and she knew the stakes. She was probably evacuating her people right now. She had to be. 
 Isavel looked at the great wall. She could climb it, though it would be better for Erran to walk them through. Then they would have to face dozens of watchers, and that was not something she liked the thought of. 
 “I’ve seen watchers in combat.” She remembered the searing blue light all too well, and turned to her party. “They’ll go for the people who actually attack them first. If you can distract them...” 
 She trailed off, looking at her party again. Here she was, using people as distractions. It had happened when she was attacked by dragons, weeks ago on the mainland, and it was happening again. 
 She took a deep breath. As a leader, this was what she was supposed to do, wasn’t it? Make difficult decisions, unkind decisions, but ones that would lead to the best outcomes. Be wrong sometimes, and accept the responsibility and the anger that came with that, rather than leaving people flailing around for someone to blame. To lead people, not coddle them. Was that what the gods had meant by leadership? 
 She might as well try - there was a veil rapidly approaching her, blotting out her horizons and leaving her uncertain of what would come more than a few days into her future. She set her shoulders. “Hail, I need you to distract them, draw their attention. Zoa and Ren, can you do something to reinforce cover?” 
 Ren nodded. “If we team up and have some time, we can set up a big reinforcement sigil.” 
 Zoa’s eyes widened. “This is crazy, we can’t -” 
 “Don’t put yourself in any more danger than necessary.” She glanced at Hail. “Run away if you have to, understand?” 
 Hail nodded, glancing to a higher point in the seaside hills. “There’s a ruin there with a good vantage point - you two can code something there.” 
 Zoa was wringing her arms. “Ren, we should set a trap in case the watchers leave their territory and come up for us. Something to throw them off.” 
 Ren nodded. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 Zoa looked uncertain, so Isavel clasped the siblings by the shoulders. “Then start now. You’ll need that cover. I’ll give you time, and when Hail gives me a signal I’ll sneak through with Erran. If you can keep the watchers distracted, we might be able to run through.” 
 “And if we can’t?” Zoa was looking nervously at the ancient compound. 
 “I’ll destroy them.” Isavel wasn’t sure she could, but she would certainly try if they were bent on killing her. “The gods want me to protect humans, not watchers.” 
 “And if you can’t?” 
 She didn’t like to think about it. Maybe she would jump into the sea and hope she  had  somehow acquired the swimmer’s gift. “The gods will do with me what they will, as they always have.” 
 Hail nodded, for once not insisting on following her. Wordlessly, the three of them climbed up the hill towards the ruins, old stone walls laced with cracks of seaside weeds. 
 She should give them a few moments. She turned to find Erran rubbing the back of his neck oddly, as though he were guilty. Her hackles rose. “What?” 
 “I’m actually not so keen on going in there if we don’t have an escape plan. I don’t really want to die.” 
 “I thought you wanted to escape people hunting you.” She let her lip curl up a bit. “Elysium seems like a good refuge.” 
 “Very funny.” He shook his head. “Look, in the right circumstances I can find worlds that have different terrain than we do here, and use those to hide where they can’t reach - usually underground. I’ve been looking, though, and this place is… different. A lot of those worlds seem to have obstacles here. I’ve seen this before - there are places that are built to span all the thousand worlds so walkers can’t get in. This is one of them.” 
 “Can you open a portal to the thousand worlds at all?” 
 “Yeah, of course, but a lot of those worlds won’t help us.” His arms were crossed, his fingers tapping against his biceps nervously. “I haven’t traveled enough worlds to know the best way to do this. I’m going to ask Tevoria.” 
 “What? Wait a second, I -” 
 She was standing too close. Blue-green cubes devoured the world around them like smoke, and suddenly they were standing on a beach of pearly white sand, with long blades of emerald grasses waving in the wind. It was warmer here. She turned to glare at Erran and found Tevoria embracing him. 
 A chill went down her spine. “Has she been following us the entire time?” 
 Tevoria stepped closer to her, freakishly green eyes staring far too directly into Isavel’s. “I have. I’ve been  very  close. Does that bother you?” 
 “ Of course  it bothers me.” She scowled at Erran. “How’s she supposed to help?” 
 “Look at the walls.” 
 She turned and looked to where the ruined walls had been, and saw… different walls. They were taller, and there was a walkway atop them where intricately-armored spirits patrolled with long-bladed spears. This looked even worse than where there were only watchers to deal with. “I’m not seeing how this helps.” 
 “This is what I was talking about.” Erran sighed. “Every other world has barriers here too. We can’t just walk through like I wanted.” 
 “Luckily, there are other ways to move in this world.” Tevoria smiled, a hungry, predatory smile Isavel would rather never see again. 
 “What ways? Why would those work, if this place is intended to be blocked off?” 
 Tevoria was watching the spirits on the walls, and they in turn were watching her. “I won’t pretend to know the minds of the ancients, but there is always a way in. I cannot move you very far, though. Erran, tell me when you are ready.” 
 He glanced at Isavel and shrugged. She was not happy at the idea of putting their plan in the hands of this spirit, but she got the sense that Tevoria at least had Erran’s interests at heart. Maybe that would be enough. She stepped a few steps back, out of the bubble, and glanced up through the real world at the ruins. Hail was standing watch, glancing between the coders hidden inside and Isavel on the shore. The walls were still a healthy stretch away from them, but they were close enough Isavel didn’t doubt Hail would be able to get a few good shots off. They exchanged glances, and Isavel stepped back into the bubble with the walker and his spirit. 
 “I don’t think they’re ready yet.” 
 Erran was stroking his chin. “If I run close to the walls, do you think you and Hail could pick off the spirits along the top?” 
 “How would that get us anywhere? If we’re just going to climb the walls anyway -” 
 “Right. Of course.” 
 “Do not worry about that.” Tevoria was binding her silver hair up against the back of her head. “I have a plan.” 
 Isavel stepped closer to the spirit. She was shorter but also bulkier and stronger than this lithe spirit, and she had to hope that would count for something. “Tell me.” 
 Tevoria stared at her, unimpressed, and responded with a sneering smile. “I will cast a magical spell to transport you to the other side of the wall.” 
 Isavel crossed her arms. “Erran, is she being serious?” 
 “I think so. I’ve seen her do it, over pretty short distances.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. “Magic?” 
 Erran nodded. “Remember that none of this is strictly real, except us and the things we bring with us.” 
 The phrase seemed to annoy Tevoria, who for once seemed unhappy with her walker, but she didn’t say anything. Isavel still didn’t get what he was saying. “If it isn’t real, how can she use magic to move us around?” 
 “Honestly, I wish I knew. There are a few worlds with this sort of thing. A few portals can cross huge distances at once, and the travel is real even if the portal isn’t. I don’t know how they work on real things that enter the walk, but they do.” 
 “You’ve done this before?” 
 “Yes, I swear. At least twice.” 
 “Why didn’t she magic us here in the first place, then?” 
 Erran frowned. “I thought you  wanted  to travel slower, to get the weapons to the army after they arrived. This way we’ll actually manage that.” 
 She bit her lip; that made sense. Still, this whole magic concept was confusing. “If we can go anywhere, why can’t we go straight to the tanks and avoid riling up the walkers?” 
 Tevoria scowled at her. “I need to be under an open sky, and as I’ve said, I cannot go very far. Closed spaces are inaccessible, and in any case I don’t know exactly where you’re trying to go, and neither do you. Erran, does she  need  to come along?” 
 “She’s dangerous. It’ll be good to have her.” 
 Isavel smiled a bit at the thought that she was dangerous. Tevoria didn’t seem to take the comment seriously, but she kept quiet. Isavel stepped back out of the bubble, keeping it between her and Hail just to make sure it stayed in view. For a while she just watched, waiting for the coders to finish their work. 
 Then Hail looked down at her, said something to the coders, and nodded, pointing into the ruin. Then she raised her hand, tiny points of light pearling in her palm. It was time to go. Even as she stepped towards the bubble again, the sound of hunterfire made her jump. The drone of an angry beehive slowly rose over the ancient walls, then was swallowed away as she stepped into the walk. 
 She pointed. “Come on, go!” 
 Tevoria grinned. “As you wish.” 
 She grabbed Isavel and Erran by the wrists, her eyes suddenly aglow, and she started chanting something in a language Isavel didn’t recognize. Isavel stared at Erran, who looked apprehensive but not outright worried. Whatever this was, they needed to be ready to run once they got to the other side. 
 Then the whole world seemed to turn upside down and warp and invert itself, and Isavel felt her body snapping through space. Then she was standing, but all the world around them had changed, tall buildings and angry spirits everywhere. 
 Tevoria grabbed Erran’s head and kissed him. “Go! You mustn’t stay!” 
 He listened, apparently, because the walk around them suddenly dissolved again, and they were in the ruins. Still disoriented, Isavel spun around for a second to get her bearings - buildings everywhere, glowing lights and ancient metals. She called up broad shields on her forearms as watchers swarmed the walls and blasted out at the attackers. They had a few seconds - they had to run. 
 One of the spherical watchers spotted them almost instantly, apparently no fool to diversions. It split up into its component parts, a swirl of curved metal slates orbiting a blazing blue sun, and started thrumming. She shoved Erran forward. 
 “Go!” 
 They dove behind a nearby building as the first ray scorched the ground just behind them. The watcher whirred, approaching, closer and closer. 
 “Erran -” 
 His eyes were wide and panicked, his brain trying to keep up. “This way!” 
 Deeper into the ruins. Angry blue raked the ground, but she heard the whirr before the blast and yanked Erran to the side. Blue fire splashed against concrete, scorching black into the ruins. Would her shields even hold up to that? They held up to dragonfire - she would have to hope. She’d hate to be wrong. 
 More shots lanced into the ruins from outside, zipping at nearby watchers as they blared back with fire. Isavel and Erran rounded a corner and found themselves face to face with another metallic spheroid already expanding and preparing to strike. Isavel flung one of her shields stretched and bent directly into its core, bringing up another between them. 
 The explosion thundered blinding, throwing them to the ground peppered with dirt. Metal fragments gouged the concrete and the soil around them, and one slammed into Isavel’s shield, knocking her back but not shattering it. Smoke and dust curled up from the ground all around the blast site. 
 “Holy shit -” 
 She hauled the ghost up and shoved him forward. “Keep going!” 
 The thousand worlds flickered around them, for just a second, to a bustling place of identical architecture, but the watchers and the overgrowth were replaced by spirits, hundreds of men and women wearing white-topped hats and dark uniforms. What was he doing? 
 Then it was gone again, and Erran pointed. “That way!” 
 They ran ahead, apparently free of watchers. Erran pointed to a blocky building near the waterfront, a heavy, board door dominating its side. “That building. In there.” 
 “So what -” 
 A watcher dropped down right in front of them, shell open and blue sun raging. Erran screamed. Isavel’s warrior instincts took over, a blade of light right to the heart. 
 Suddenly her nerves were on fire, every hair stood on end, every pore fumed. A roar built in her head, a roar to deafen and blind and crack. Out, out, she had to get it out, pouring it like dragonfire out her other hand into the air away from her. 
 Something crashed and exploded, someone screamed, but Isavel saw nothing but white. Heat and electricity coursed through every inch of her as she roared, forcing it out of her mouth and her arms and her back and her feet all at once, a thousand hexagonal shards of light beading from her skin. It didn’t stop, she couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, feel - 
 Suddenly it was over. Something hot and crumbly slammed into her knees, metal clattered by her ears. The white light faded to black. Before there had been grass, but now - only ash. 
 Was she dead? 
 Had she died, again? 
 She looked around. This was not Elysium. Ruins, crumbled and blackened; grass scorched away; shattered pieces of a watcher. 
 She looked at her hands and realized that her entire body was aglow, a still-fading white light. Where was she? Why didn’t anything look the same? 
 Suddenly Erran was hissing at her, hidden behind a wall. 
 “Walker.” She stared at him. “Am I… did I die?” 
 He blinked, his mouth hanging open for a long moment. 
 “Erran!” 
 His voice sounded muffled. “I - uh - no, you’re not dead. ” 
 She looked around. “Then what the hell happened?” 
 As her hearing returned to normal, she heard silence. Nobody was shooting near the front of the ruins. What had happened? 
 Erran glanced nervously at her. “You exploded.” 
 “But I’m still here.” 
 He shook his head. “I’m wondering about that myself. You glowed like the sun then everything around you got smashed. And not in the good way. I fucked right off as soon as the watcher hit, but… did you  stab  it? What the hell?” 
 She stood up, her pathfinder’s skin-changing gift finally calming down and letting her return to her normal olive-skinned hue. “Yes?” 
 “Well it was fucking spectacular. Also, you had wings that -” 
 Isavel felt a little dizzy, but she staggered towards him, and looked at the great ancient door across from them. Now that she could focus she saw it fairly clearly. There was an almost perfect circle of ash and destruction around where she had been standing, with deep grooves stabbed into the earth, but beyond the world was the same. 
 She let out a ragged breath, still feeling the electric tingling through her veins. “Let’s just get the damned things.” 
 “Right. Come on, I’ll see if I can walk us through the wall.” 
 She followed him, her sense of balance and energy returning to normal. Whatever had just happened, she hoped it hadn’t left some kind of mark. 
 They walked up to the massive ancient gate. The thick, pitted metal had been scarred before and apparently held fast. Erran briefly strode into a barren, dusty plain where the door didn’t seem to exist, and she followed him into the other world, emerging on the other side.  Where i t was completely dark. 
 Erran coughed as the walk faded. “Well, I can’t see anything.” 
 “Hang on.” Isavel lit up her skin again, glowing as bright as she could, throwing light in all directions in the dusty-smelling old storage facility. Erran, highlighted oddly in the glow, froze. 
 “You know that’s scary-looking, Right? In an angelic sort of way, but still.” 
 Angelic? “If you’re trying to flatter me, stop.” She looked past him and saw enormous metal shapes that looked a bit like squat eggs. Each was almost twice as tall as her, and they were oddly segmented along the sides. “What are these?” 
 He turned around, grinning when he saw them. “Yes! There should be five of them. One, two - yeah, I see five. Nobody’s been here.” 
 “So, what now?” 
 “We get one, shoot the rest of the watchers, then get everyone else to drive the others.” She saw the silent addendum written in his face - he would slip away as soon as he could. She hoped he did so when nobody else was looking. 
 “Do you know how to pilot them?” 
 “It’s just like those haulers once you get inside. Your people can do it.” 
 Isavel didn’t like the sound of that. The hauler piloting mechanisms were too arcane for her. “Okay, you’r e  piloting the first one.” 
 “For now.” He tried climbing up onto one of the tanks, but scrabbling up a smooth, hard exterior was a doomed endeavour. Isavel smirked. 
 “Do you need a lift?” 
 Erran groaned. “How did they do this? There must be another way.” 
 Isavel looked around, and her glow fell on a catwalk halfway up to the ceiling, with smaller walkways jutting out above the tops of the tanks. “Those.” 
 “Oh, gods, how do we get up there?” 
 She shook her head. “No need.” 
 Isavel called up her wings, filling them with the weightlessness of the dragon’s gift and some of that residual tingling from her encounter with the watcher, and grabbed Erran under the arms. He squirmed as she kicked off the ground and into the air. They went surprisingly high - high enough for him to grab onto the catwalk as they slowed, with a bit of leeway. Once she let go of him she was only gently falling, and it was easy to pull herself up after him. 
 Erran stared at her. “You can fly?” 
 She shrugged. She could jump higher, at best. “I’ve never tried flying, exactly. But dragons can fly, after all, so maybe someday.” 
 He looked awed. “Can I eat some dragon too? I’d love to be able to fly.” 
 “You’ll have to kill one first.” 
 He winced. “On second thought, being a coward has benefits too.” 
 She patted him on the head. “Oh, it’s not that hard.” 
 “You  would  say that, gods-chosen Saint Herald whatever your titles are.” 
 She grinned. It was true - if nothing else, that might explain why she kept spectacularly failing to die. She pointed to the tank. “So how do we get it moving?” 
 On the top of the egg-like shape was a flat surface with a few dark etchings and a large lattice-textured centre. Erran silently reached off the catwalk and prodded at them. After a moment the central piece split up and slit into the sides, and he slipped down into the vehicle, dropping down with a quiet huff. She called out to him. 
 “What’s in there?” 
 “Just a bunch of - ah, got it.” Suddenly the inside of the tank lit up, and the seams around the bottom half of the metal eggshell suddenly became more visible. “Oh, this is fun.” 
 Suddenly the bottom of the eggshell split open, six equal parts each connected to something inside the tank by heavy, smooth-jointed mechanical legs. Three of them extended outwards and slammed into the ground, the other three followed, and the centre of the tank dropped down a meter or so towards the ground, bobbing between the six legs, still a mostly solid-looking hemisphere. 
 “Hop on!” 
 Isavel frowned. “Hop on?” 
 “I’m going to blow the doors out.” 
 Her eyes widened and she eased off the catwalk, settling on the flat top above Erran’s head. She could see him inside the lit-up cockpit of the tank, lights flickering all around him. 
 “Ready Isavel?” 
 She brought up a shield and crouched behind it, holding onto a handle on the top of the tank, letting the dragon’s lightness fill her. She hoped this was stable. “I think so?” 
 “Okay, let’s try -” 
 Two of the six panels that formed the top of the tank split apart, flower petals abloom, and a huge pair of guns folded out from behind them. In a split second great blue hexagons of hard light were tearing through the door. The ancient metal screeched as fragments flew through the air and daylight poured into the storage facility. As the sound of dying metal dimmed, Isavel heard Erran whooping from within the tank. 
 She slapped on the top of the vehicle with her palm to get his attention. “Just go! We need to get those watchers out of the way.” 
 “On the way! Let’s see how this thing -” 
 Three of the tank’s legs immediately picked up and angled forwards, slamming into the ground again. The other three lifted up at the same moment as those on the ground balanced the machine forwards, and then the other three made contact. The process was confusing to look at, too many legs moving at once for Isavel to comprehend, so she looked forward instead. It moved; that was what mattered. 
 The jagged, broken top of the ancient door was heading straight for her. She slid down the top of the tank, gripping hard, and the twisted metal passed barely a meter above the tank’s roof. 
 “Watch it! I almost hit the wall!” 
 “Sorry!” 
 The tank was remarkably speedy, picking its way through the ruins, past the blast Isavel had left behind and to the wall. The watchers were still abuzz, swarming and staring angrily over the wall, but they turned their glares at the tank as it approached. 
 “Erran - Erran, shoot -” 
 The tank’s weapons were already chewing away at the watchers, plucking each of them out of the air with a bang and sending bursts of curved metal fragments in every direction. They burst like little blueberries under the gunfire, plump and messy. 
 A few of the watchers managed to shoot first, though, and Isavel’s shields proved unnecessary - the beams of heat splashed harmlessly against a shell-like bubble shield, a grid of blue hexagons that flickered into visibility only as the weapons hit, much like a dragon’s. The tank soon picked the last of them off, leaving shattered arcs of metal under an eery silence. 
 Isavel stood up, balancing on the tank as it walked towards the wall, and held up a shield. After a moment she saw a shape appear from behind the scorched ruins, and Hail stepped out to raise a hand at her in silent greeting. She didn’t look like anybody had died. 
 Still, they were far enough away that Isavel wasn’t sure they would hear her, so she gestured to the side. Hail seemed to get the picture, beckoning the coders out. They were wary, but they were all alive. Good. She leaned down towards the entrance into the tank. 
 “Erran, they’re good. Take down the wall.” 
 The tank chewed through the wall without much difficulty at all, slamming its way through with its great metal claw-feet. As it did, Isavel looked down into the vehicle and saw Erran sitting there. He was fidgeting, glancing around impatiently even as the tank did its work. 
 “Erran.” 
 He looked up. “What?” 
 She nodded. “Can you slip away before anyone gets here?” 
 He blinked, and nodded eagerly. “Uh, yeah, sure. So you’re actually letting me go?” 
 “I said I would.” She saw the relief on his face. “And if we don’t have enough people to walk all the tanks back at once, that’ll delay them a bit more. Get out of here and don’t let anyone see you. I don’t want to have to manage your escape in front of everyone.” 
 The thousand worlds flickered around him briefly, in an unusually small bubble, and she saw him land on the ground, almost immediately helped up by Tevoria’s waiting hand. Then they vanished, the bubble of the thousands worlds around him disappeared again, and the tank was empty. 
 True to his word, then. As far as Isavel could tell, all he had wanted was to not be hurt. 
 As the other three climbed down the ruin, cautiously peering around the ruined walls, she smiled. She hopped down and stood before them. 
 “Thanks everyone. There are four more of these things, so we’ll need to make two trips since we can’t pilot all of them. Just follow the clawprints, and grab anything else you want.” 
 Zoa and Ren were already nodding and moving off together, gingerly stepping through the wall. Hail, meanwhile, looked around. “I thought there were five of us. Where did the ghost go?” 
 Isavel heard the edge in the hunter’s voice, and kept her face neutral. “I let him go. As per our deal.” 
 Hail glanced at her and nodded. “Of course, I remember. I imagine he wouldn’t want to get too close to the army.” 
 “No. Besides, this way we can encourage the army to wait for us to collect the rest of these things.” She grimaced. “And I really don’t want to drive one, at all.” 
 Hail laid her hand on one of the six claws planted in the ground. “That makes two of us.” 
 “Then we’ll send more coders to get the rest. I like that plan. I’m sure Zoa and Ren will have fun with them, though.” 
 “Fun?” Hail grinned. “Whatever works for them, I suppose. We bring these back, test them for a while to hopefully give Ada time to evacuate the city… then what?” 
 Isavel bit her lip. “If there’s a battle, we fight. Try to end it quickly, for everyone’s sake.” 
 “And then?” 
 Isavel didn’t know. She sighed. “The gods told me I’d learn what I needed to learn if I defended the city. I’ll ask them. Maybe I’ll finally figure out… why. Why all of this is happening.” 
 Hail nodded quietly. She looked further out into the ruins, where two more of the tanks were slowly ambling through the ruined streets. Once these relics left the ruins, and everything else was pillaged, time would reclaim this place. Without watchers it would fall to decay and the weeds and the tides, one more piece of the past scattered and vanished. Hopefully it would be worth it. 
 “I saw you glowing in there, bright white with angel wings.” 
 Isavel glanced at Hail and rolled her eyes. “As usual.” 
 Hail raised her eyebrows. “You’re something special, Isavel. Something unique. Everyone is unique, of course, but you are… more. I can see why you might struggle with it. I hope the gods give you real answers this time.” 
 Her smirk faded, and she breathed a sigh. It was nice to hear that recognition, at least. She didn’t even know what she had done with that watcher - just another thing to give her a title, another random act of the gods. Strange, mystical powers meant little in the face of an increasingly impossible task like preventing a war and saving hundreds of lives, and the shifting, dark uncertainty of the purpose of her new life. 
 Still. Did Hail really understand that? 
 They climbed onto the tanks Zoa and Ren were commanding, riding along as the relics started clawing their way away from the ruins. Isavel turned to look back. Smoke was still rising from the ruins, but the blue glow was gone, and Isavel was struck by a sense of death. 
 Hail frowned at her. “Isavel? What’s wrong?” 
 Isavel sighed, shaking her head. “Those watchers maintained the ruins, you know. Kept it intact. They’re gone, now. Like everywhere else. Over time, more and more of it all falls to ruin.” 
 Hail pursed her lips. “ They  fall to ruin - the ancients. We keep going.” 
 She nodded, watching the ruins recede into the past. 
 The tanks clawed their way through woods and meadows until they reached where the army was setting up camp. It had been a long and apparently hurried journey, so they would need all the rest they could get before they struck out at Campus tomorrow. The six-legged tanks stomped into view, impressing and frightening people in equal measure, but Isavel stood beside them as she presented them to the elders, and that seemed to calm people. Mother Jera even smiled and patted her on the shoulder, while Dendre looked at the machines with a hint of boyish glee and Elder Magan continued nervously wringing his hands. Nobody was concerned or stand-offish, and they all agreed they should take the time to recover the rest of the tanks. 
 Still, Isavel got the impression they were not keen on waiting much longer after that. Dendre’s eyes, when they met hers, spoke similar concerns. Zoa and Ren joined the other coders in search of more pilots - after all, why not let otherwise harmless coders make themselves deadly in the tanks? She hoped they would avoid the field of battle, if there was indeed to be a battle, but after they disappeared she had little say in the matter. 
 All she could do was rest, and wait, and hope Ada understood what was about to happen. Hope that tomorrow, if the world was to be a battlefield, they could find each other. 
 She and Hail found tent supplies, and Isavel, still a bit leery of the crowds after several days in the forest, moved to the edge of camp. They each set up their separate tents under an oak tree as the tanks spread out, a row of sentinels between the army and the faint, distant lights of Campus finally visible at night. Something frantic and prickling built up in her chest as she looked out into the evening, the laps of a rising tide of chaos slowly drawing towards her from the ocean. It made her thirsty. 
 As night pulled in, Isavel withdrew to her tent, alone, and pulled out the locator stone, watching its glow. 
  
 Chapter 15 
 Ada looked at the locator stone and stood up, shaking a little. The sun was bleeding out into the ocean, the  Chengdu ’s maps had  the enemy camped just a quick march away, and the alien shuttle was due to land for the first time tomorrow morning. The world was about to change, unmooring everything Ada had known up until now. She would need to escape, to find something new, to rebuild. 
 She wasn’t going to get another chance at this. 
 She found Tanos and Sam sitting on the city wall, huddled close and quiet in the shadow of tomorrow. She cleared her throat, and they looked at her. “I’m heading out there.” She was holding the stone between her thumb and index fingers, its pale blue glow drawing their gaze. “If I’m not back when the fighting starts, just… get the hell out of here. Okay?” 
 Tanos and Sam nodded silently, and Sam offered a gentle smile, reaching out to touch Ada’s hand. “ Good luck .” 
 Half of Ada’s mouth curved up into a smile. Good luck for what? She barely even knew. 
 She eased herself down the wall, not wanting to bother the gatekeepers, and raised an open palm in goodbye. She hoped she’d see them again, but her concrete plans for the future ended tonight. Tomorrow had gone feral. 
 She did her best to be quiet, picking her way west through the meadows and forests and ruins, towards the dying flickers of the day and the locator stone’s pulse. Following the light. She crept along the ruins of the southern shore, caught between the living breath of the sea and dead echos of the old world. As she moved further west, her stone slowly started pointing north. She followed. By the time she was within sight of the army, night had fallen. 
 Strange, ancient silhouettes with heavy metal legs stood watch in a clearing, so Ada kept her distance. Pathfinders and hunters alike were on the lookout, but her suit shifted colours to match the terrain around her, with a turquoise armband for good measure. Still, she shrouded herself in dark code to be safe. The code did nothing, but the cloud of sigils it broke her shapes and hopefully absorbed some of the heat that might otherwise give her away. She walked barefoot, feeling the cool grass and the hard rocks and roots, unwilling to risk the crunch of a boot. 
 She had no idea how she was going to reach Isavel, in the middle of that army. 
 As she approached, having circled wide around a line of sentries that only really stood between the army and Campus, she started to see the locator stone grow more sensitive. To the left, to the right. As she came within sight of tents and the flickering of fire, within earshot of the shouting and laughing, she watched the indicator point to her left. 
 Not in the army? She looked left and saw two tents, widely spaced and far from the rest, under the canopy of a broad oak. The locator stone pointed her to the one furthest from the army. Perhaps she wouldn’t need to endanger herself after all. 
 Her heart was racing. Why? It was Isavel. She was safe. She shouldn’t be nervous. 
 As she approached, the awkward lumps of rock and dirt under her bare feet suddenly ached, and the faint padding of her feet beat like drums. She checked the locator stone again, just to make sure. Heat flashed across the back of her neck. She crouched down quietly by the tent, trying to listen. 
 The tent flap immediately pulled back, and Isavel stared Ada in the face. Ada almost burst out laughing. “Gods! I should have known.” 
 Isavel flashed a confused smile, keeping her voice low. Right, the other tent. “Known what?” 
 “That I couldn’t fucking sneak up on you.” She still felt startled and outwitted, but found herself smiling. “You’re too good.” 
 Isavel grabbed Ada by the wrist and pulled her in, closing the tent flap behind her. Ada knelt down on a fur that covered the ground, a perfunctory concession to civilization. There was little else here, and Isavel knelt back down in front of Ada, deeper in the tent. Their eyes met, and the lines around Isavel’s face relaxed. “I was hoping you’d find me.” 
 Ada smiled. “I know.” Wait, what? “Wait, I mean - er - me too. You have my gun, and it looks like there will be fighting.” 
 Isavel’s grin faltered a bit. “Right, of course.” She reached into a pack behind her and pulled out the weapon. “Here. Sorry I didn’t return it to you earlier.” 
 Ada’s eyes only briefly touched on the gun, travelling instead up Isavel’s muscular arms, to her solid shoulders, her brown mane of hair and… her expression was much softer, almost ashamed. Ada’s cheeks heated up a bit, and she laughed nervously. 
 “No, I don’t - ” She reached out, grabbed the gun, and set it aside. “I don’t care about the gun, you idiot.” 
 Isavel looked briefly stunned, and then laughed and suppressed that laugh in almost the same breath. “You’re jittery. Is everything okay in Campus? I thought you would have left by now, but… it was too fast, wasn’t it?” 
 Ada heard plenty of Isavel’s own jitteriness in those words. “I don’t know. According to  their  plans, it’s all fine, and they’ll be gone within the day. But I don’t know if that’s fast enough, and I don’t know what to do when this is over.” 
 Isavel bit her lip and reached out to lay a hand on her knee. “I know how you feel.” 
 Ada could believe it. If anybody could understand, who else but Isavel? Isavel’s eyes looked tired, but Ada knew she could handle whatever was happening to her. 
 The stone that held the technophage cure on it shifted in her suit, and a part of Ada’s mind skirted practical matters. How was she supposed to code something onto Isavel? How should she ask that? 
 Maybe that could wait, for now. “Isavel, are you okay? You look tired.” 
 Her eyes flickered north, and something like fear crossed her eyes. “The gods promised me I’d understand my place in the world if I protected people, and I’ve been  trying , but… there’s only so long I can work against people for their own good. I’m frustrated. I need to know what I’m here for.” 
 Ada scowled, remembering how callously the gods had treated even her, their supposed Arbiter. “Fuck the gods. They’ve done nothing but get us into trouble from the start. They’re picking on us.” 
 Isavel looked delighted and horrified at once. “I - well - I can see why you’d say that. You’re not exactly pious.” 
 “Hell no. Unlike you, Holy Sister Isavel of Earth and the Moon.” 
 Isavel snorted in laughter. “The moon? Seriously.” 
 “Why not?” When it came to religion, it was all the same as far as Ada was concerned. “Are you sure that’s not in there somewhere already? Gods, I can’t even get them all straight.” 
 Isavel sighed. “Saint Herald Isa -” 
 Ada reached over and tapped her leg. “I didn’t come out here to see the Glorious Angelic Herald of Ghosteating - Dragonblood - whatever.” She bit her lip. “Just Isavel.” 
 Isavel laughed at the procession of absurd titles, genuinely, looking away and trying to muffle it. “Why come all the way out here to see just Isavel?” 
 Ada thought about the stone, the code, and how she could possible say it. She could - maybe she could just slow time down and code it onto her, without - 
 She stopped herself. No, that was ridiculous. That wasn’t why she was here. She took a deep breath. “This is going to sound weird, but I… I want to code something on you.” 
 Isavel’s mouth hung open for a bit, her smile turning to a frown. “Um. What?” 
 “I - there’s a… a weapon that lives in every human in the world. Except me. It brings us all kinds of problems, like overwhelming children. It’s a curse. And I - well, because I don’t know what’s happening to me tomorrow, I want to make sure somebody else is free of it, too.” 
 Isavel looked down. “So you  are  here for the Saint Herald.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened, and she reached out to grab Isavel’s hand before it was pulled away. “No! I barely even know what any of those titles mean. I’m here for you, Isavel.” 
 They locked eyes. “Why me, Ada?” 
 “Because I trust  you . And if I die, or if I fuck this up… I trust you’ll be able to use this, somehow, to help people.” 
 “I see. Well, what do you want me to do?” 
 “I - well - it’s complicated.” Her eyes followed the curves of Isavel’s neck and shoulders. “I’ll need to code it somewhere you can hide it, so people don’t ask you awkward questions.” 
 Isavel raised an eyebrow, a hint of a smile returning. “Our little secret.” 
 “Yeah.” Ada swallowed. “If you’re okay with that.” 
 Isavel bit her lip. “I could stand to have a few secrets with someone.” 
 “I’m open for secrets.” For a moment Ada didn’t even realise the oddness of the phrase, but she soon saw Isavel’s bemusement. “I mean, you know, I’d be happy to -” She blinked. What the hell was she trying to say? “I love, you know, secrets, they’re very interesting -” 
 Isavel was laughing again, her eyes squeezed shut and her fist covering her mouth, trying not to make any sounds. Ada’s entire face was on fire. She was such an idiot. If she could avoid eye contact, it would be okay. She would calm down. She just had to avoid looking at Isavel’s eyes, or her legs, or her - well - 
 Isavel took her hands. 
 Ada looked up. 
 “Ada, you’re ridiculous.” 
 She laughed nervously, looking up and down Isavel’s face. Looking someone in the eyes wasn’t usually comfortable, but Ada didn’t want to look away. She could feel sweat in Isavel’s palms. Why? “I know.” 
 Isavel’s eyes flicked up and down. “So, before we inevitably die tomorrow, you want to code something on me? Is that really all you’re here for?” 
 Ada’s eyes dropped, sliding down Isavel’s neck, to the pathfinder brace that held her breasts in place, to her bare midriff, and the slightly loose fabric around her waist. Isavel had a hand on her arm, squeezing her bicep a little. 
 “Well, I -” 
 Ada looked up, and saw Isavel’s eyes also rise to meet hers. For a brief moment she felt like she was looking at a wild animal, about to pounce. 
 Then Isavel had thrown her flat against the ground, and was hovering just barely above Ada’s face. She looked her in the eyes. “Tell me I’m right.” 
 Then she leaned down and planted her lips on Ada’s. Ada froze, for just a second, for just long enough that Isavel pulled back and stared at her again, her face flush with worry. Had she misjudged this? 
 “What? Don’t you -” 
 “Yes.” Looking into Isavel’s eyes, Ada felt like a path had suddenly appeared to her, a path she wouldn’t walk alone, possibilities upon possibilities being born in an instant. The warmth and light of that feeling overwhelmed her, and she wrapped a hand around Isavel’s shoulders and another around her waist, pulling her back down, lips parting and arms yanking Isavel’s full weight onto her. Ada felt fingers raking across her shoulders as Isavel leaned into her, running one hand all the way down her side to her knee. 
 Then Isavel pulled her mouth away and started yanking at the suit. “How the hell do you get this off?” 
 Ada grinned, and willed the suit away with a thought. The fabric immediately began to recede, melting back into the shiny metallic vertebrae in seconds. She tossed the suit’s core aside and spread her arms. “Like that.” 
 Isavel’s eyes widened with a smile. “Holy shit. That was fast. And… complete.” The suit was interesting, but Ada lay there looking equal parts flustered and determined, and her earnestness flooded Isavel with a sense of real, personal closeness she had thought nobody might ever afford her again. 
 Ada sat up and leaned towards her, grabbing a fistful of fabric around Isavel’s chest and pulling it. “Now you’re at an advantage.” She slipped her hand down towards the fabric of Isavel’s pants. “That’s not fair.” 
 She pulled at the fabric even as Isavel reached back to get the pathfinder’s brace off. Good thing too - Ada wouldn’t have had the slightest clue where to start with that thing. Isavel was just as glad the suit had come off so easily. 
 Ada’s disadvantage was soon gone, and for all the lost layers the tent felt a great deal warmer. Isavel grabbed Ada by the shoulders and rolled her back onto the ground, firmly keeping a hand under Ada’s head as she did. Ada watched Isavel’s muscles ripple, her shoulders roll, her arms tense, and she shivered, reaching over to gently bite at the arm supporting her head. Only a tiny part of her brain was still thinking of the practical. 
 “Gods, Isavel - wait - I really do need - oh, no, don’t - wait - I should - first - ah -” 
 Isavel stopped, and looked her in the eyes. “You were saying?” 
 “I really  do  need to code something on you.” She could barely think straight. What was she saying? “I - let’s just get that over with, so we can have the rest of the night to… us. Okay?” 
 Isavel nodded, mocking cordiality, and spread her arms wide. “I’m all here.” Then she lay down on top of Ada, radiating more heat than she had any right to. “Go for it.” 
 Ada slowed time and found, to her delight and horror, that she was no less aroused in time dilation. Oh dear. Oh well. 
 She tried to focus, let the code flow from her fingers, tearing away at the stone she had brought with her. She peeled the code right off it - no need to think about the details, it was already done - and started flattening it out, moving it towards Isavel’s back. 
 Had she known this would happen? Maybe. Of course. A part of her had hoped it would happen for a while, that much was clear. A part of her that was - oh gods - couldn’t this go any faster? She had better things to do. 
 It was over incredibly quickly, and not nearly soon enough. A flurry of dark lines crackled through the tent, and Isavel felt a warm, radiating heat along her back, down her spine. She arched her back, pressing her stomach and chest into Ada’s. The sensation pinched, briefly, but the feeling was soon gone, leaving only a pleasant buzz. 
 “Oh gods - what - was that it?” 
 A worried expression flickered across Ada’s face. “Did that hurt?” 
 Isavel smiled, breathing a quiet “No” into Ada’s mouth. Good - she hadn’t wanted it to hurt. Ada wrapped her arms around her again, slipped a thigh between Isavel’s, dug her fingers in deeper into that strong, muscular back. 
 Isavel looked down into Ada’s eyes, mesmerizing and sharp and dark, whispering. “So you’re done with the code.” Ada felt a finger trailing down her ribs, across her stomach, towards her navel. “I guess this is over?” 
 Ada pulled her closer. “Fuck no.” Her fingers ran up the back of Isavel’s head, weaving into her hair. “I want you.” 
 “You want… this?” 
 Ada arched her back, pushing closer. Isavel kept her lips on Ada’s face, her neck, her shoulders, feeling her writhe and squirm against her, a tense coil of energy that felt gratifying to restrain. They tangled and turned, warmth and friction as Ada pulled her as close as she possibly could, hungry for every precious inch of skin contact, every swelling pulse of pressure and force, every kiss and every ever faster heartbeat. 
 For once, a long night proved far too short. 
 Isavel woke up later, some time still too dark to be morning, her arms around Ada and Ada’s head resting in the crook of her neck. She pulled her in closer, intending to sleep, but Ada responded to her, turning to face her. She smiled, saying nothing; she couldn’t even see Isavel clearly, not in this dark. 
 Isavel rested her forehead against Ada’s. “You bit me.” 
 Ada giggled, a strange sound coming from someone usually so proud. “You seemed to like it.” 
 Isavel smiled and kissed her again. For a moment, she thought she smelled a whiff of cherry. “Stay.” 
 “I will.” Ada ran a hand down her side. Her face looked warmer. “I… hold me?” 
  
 She held her, and they slept again. The next time she woke she was not much ahead of the sun; the world outside the tent flap was starting to pale. Isavel watched Ada’s face, quiet and asleep, and something in her chest filled with warmth. She had someone, now. Someone close, someone who wanted  her  and not the Herald. She felt at once anchored and unburdened, pulled in instead of pushed along. 
 Then she stroked Ada’s hair, and Ada started to move, slowly blinking and opening her eyes. Isavel pulled her in and squeezed. Ada smiled at her, in the dawning day, and they shared a long moment of silence. 
 Eventually, Ada spoke. “I have to go. It’s… well.” 
 “You do what you have to. I know.” 
 Did she? 
 Ada leaned into her with a deep kiss, then stepped away, smiling sadly. Isavel watched Ada slip back into the strange suit she wore, dark fabric rippling across her golden-toned skin, sporting a turquoise band on one of her arms. Clever. Ada turned around and knelt down, looking her in the eyes. Isavel reached out to take her hand. 
 “Find me. Afterwards.” Ada looked scared. “We can do this together, from now on. Find your gods, fix the world, just be together.” 
 Isavel leaned in to nuzzle her nose against Ada’s. “What the hell did you think I was going to do?” 
 Ada smiled, and their lips touched again. But then Ada pulled away, stepping out of the tent with a longing glance and walking off into the ailing twilight. Isavel watched her go through a gap in the tent flap, and even as she remembered the close warmth of their skin, she suddenly felt a great deal colder and more alone. 
 After a moment she started pulling her clothes back on. She took her time, feeling the spot on her back where Ada had coded… something. She felt no marks or scars, but she remembered the searing heat, and how it hadn’t bothered her at all. She still wasn’t sure what it would do for her, but she had mostly just wanted to get business out of the way. 
 Isavel looked at the locator stone, still tracking Ada, and nestled it snugly back inside her pathfinder brace. She finished getting dressed and sat there for a long moment, breathing deeply. This was not what she had expected. But in some way… in some way, it was. 
 Why else had she asked Ada to dance with her, in Hive? She should have had no problems telling Hive’s Mayor and his goons to leave her alone, if that was what it took. 
 Why else had she saved Ada’s life? She had known they were not enemies. They were too close - had always been too close - to be enemies. 
 Months ago, in Glass Peaks, she had first seen Ada sitting at the docks, and she had immediately known something was different about her. Something special, like they were intertwined. Again and again, the gods had proven that true - until now, literally. It was right. There was nothing more right.  
 She would find Ada when this was over. Of course she would. Just the thought of continuing on together made her feel a swell of… it wasn’t love, not so soon, but it was lust and hope and delight, and it made her lips smile and her spine tingle and her skin flush. If they were lucky, perhaps it would be for good. Perhaps, together, they could finally figure out her place in this world. 
 She stepped out of the tent and found Hail standing there. The sight ripped Isavel from daydreams back into the real. Of course Hail was standing there. Isavel stood up and gingerly met her eyes. “Good morning, Hail.” 
 “I’m no pathfinder, but my ears do  work .” Hail sniffed her and smirked. “Among other senses.” 
 Isavel straightened her back. “So?” 
 “Sounds like you had fun.” 
 She blushed. “You heard what you heard” 
 “Good.” Hail didn’t look completely happy, but she still smiled. “So what happens next? After whatever fighting happens today, and you’ve done all you can to protect the city?” 
 Isavel looked out to Campus. As the sun rose over the mainland mountains, something was descending from the sky. A huge box-like vessel, carried on four shining points of light like a drone, slowly lowered towards the city and its ghosts and outers. And Ada. 
 “After this, the gods owe me my answers. Why they did this to me.” 
 “And then?” 
 Isavel looked over at Hail. “When I met Ada, I knew she was… special. Then I saw her again, and I hoped I would keep seeing her. And I did. Again and again, the gods sent her to me, in bad times and in good, and me to her as well. Then we sought each other out, alone. I know why, now. I understand. The gods have given me something to hope for, and I’m going to take it. Well, her. Well -” 
 “I understand.” Hail slapped her on the back of the shoulder, lips pursed. “Let’s get this over with, then. You deserve more than this.” 
 “More than service to the gods?” Isavel smirked. “Sounds important.” 
 “Some things are.” 
 They watched the alien ship slowly land in Campus, its engines silenced. 
 Hail squinted. “What  is  that?” 
 Isavel shrugged. “Ada said the outers are leaving this world. They want to return to their ancestral home, out in the stars.” 
 “Right.” Hail frowned. “So all that will be left are ghosts? That makes things easier. We have them cornered and outnumbered - we shouldn’t lose too many people.” 
 Isavel nodded. “I hope so. Come on, let’s find the others. If we can convince them to try and test the tanks out first, we might win some more time.” 
 Hail raised an eyebrow. “Isavel, they were testing them last night, far from the army. I saw the flickering, and heard a few of the louder shots.” 
 Isavel’s spine tensed, and her fists clenched. “What? Who decided that?” 
 “I don’t know. I’m sorry, Isavel - I think people are preparing to attack now.” 
 She glanced over to the army, and where she had at first just assumed people were getting up, she understood now that people were indeed preparing to march, grouping up and sending messengers to and fro. She bit her lip, looking back towards Campus. “Well… Ada will survive, either way. I know she will. We’ll just have to try and do what we can to make sure this is over quickly and painlessly.” 
 She couldn’t tell what Hail thought of any of this, but right now her concerns lay elsewhere, and she was content for her bodyguard to nod solemnly towards the rest of the army. They left their tents unattended, picking up the pace to go find Dendre Han; in battle, if not in matters of divinity, the Bulwark was the leader the army would turned to. The others, no doubt, would be floating around nearby. 
 Sure enough, they found them all in a clearing behind one of the six-legged tanks, inspecting it with awe eyes. The Bulwark glanced over and chuckled. “Rough night, Herald?” 
 Isavel froze. “What?” 
 “Your hair’s a mess.” 
 “Well I’m sorry I didn’t think to comb it for you, Dendre.” 
 He laughed. “Fine by me.” Thumbing towards the tanks. “These things are really impressive, you know. We gave one of them a bit of a run during the night. I don’t think the ghosts stand a chance.” 
 She squared her shoulders, not sure whether she wanted him to be right. Whatever would kill less people in the long run, and please her increasingly fickle gods. “I’d be careful not to underestimate them, Bulwark. You never know what could happen.” 
 He nodded. “You’re right. Still - listen. I don’t think this needs to be complicated. Screen with pathfinders, march the tanks out front, follow them with warriors, keep everyone else in the back and spread out so they can fire. Horsemen will wait for their moment. They’ve got walls, but I don’t think that will be an issue with these, not to mention the other heavy guns we’re packing. The only thing I’m worried about is that… thing that came down from the sky.” 
 She smirked at his casual tone, crossing her arms. “ Just  the one inexplicable alien thing descending from the heavens.” 
 “I admit, it’s a pretty fucking big mystery.” He scratched his beard. “Any ideas?” 
 Isavel glanced at Hail, and then took a deep breath. “No idea. Maybe weapons? Maybe evacuation? Hard to say.” 
 Dendre Han looked out past the tanks, towards the circular walls of the city in the distance, barely visible through the trees. “Let’s take it slow and cautious, then, to be safe. I’d hate to think this was easy and overcommit, only to be caught off guard.” 
 “That sounds like a good idea.” She swallowed hard, thinking of what awaited her on the other side of this one last day of mayhem. “I imagine you’ll need me up front.” 
 He grinned. “Ride the one of the spiders and show off those fancy wings of yours, as far as I’m concerned. There’s something to be said for morale, after all.” 
 Moments later, she was hauling herself to the top of the nearest tank, smiling and spreading brilliant white wings. There certainly was. 
  
 Chapter 16 
 Ada reached Campus well after the alien ship touched down on the ziggurat. She had seen its descent, had run for it, but it was too far and she was no great sprinter. She would probably never again get the chance to see the moment two estranged civilizations were reunited. 
 Sensations and images of Isavel flashed through her mind, and smiled. It was worth it. 
 All she had to do was survive the day. Isavel would find her, they would leave together, and then all this… all this could fade away, and they would figure out the rest. Ada could survive anything alone, but with Isavel she might even thrive. The nascent futures she could imagine made her giddy. 
 She jogged up the ziggurat and found the shuttle rising above a dense crowd of outers. It was a huge, blocky-looking thing with bulky wings and cumbersome engines, held together by plates with obvious seams between them. It looked like someone had designed it specifically to fail to meet her expectations, and her mood soured, though only a little. 
 There was shouting, and her eyes were drawn to Elder Kseresh, who stood waving his arms in an attempt to herd people into order for evacuation. Despite its size, it was painfully clear the shuttle wasn’t nearly big enough to fit every outer in the city. Shit. 
 “Zhilik? Zhilik!” 
 She shouted, but after a moment she spotted her friend at the edge of the crowd, looking out. For her? Maybe. She ran up to him and reached for his shoulder. 
 “What’s going on? What’s the plan?” 
 Zhilik swung towards her, visibly alarmed. “They need  three  trips to get everyone to the orbital. It will take hours, Ada. The human army is moving. We will not make it.” 
 Ada turned around and stared off the top of the ziggurat, into the distance. There was no fighting - not yet - but she saw movement, shapes approaching the plains where she had set up the golems. The army must have left not long after Ada herself. 
 She frowned. “Shit. Okay, we’ll think of something.” 
 “Ada, how are you?” 
 She looked back at him. “What do you mean?” 
 “You look calm. Steady. This is unusual.” 
 She blushed. “Shut up. You said hours? Okay, well we’ve got golems out there, and I’ve prepped the  Chengdu  for something pretty fucking dramatic. We can set up along the walls, and, uh… I’m sure I can think of  something  else. Zhilik, are you leaving -” 
 He settled a hand on her shoulder. “I will take the last shuttle.” 
 She nodded, mind racing. She squeezed his furry white arm. “Okay, good. Don’t leave without saying goodbye.” 
 He nodded, a valiant effort to appear human. “I will not.” 
 She turned to leave, almost running headlong into Sam and Tanos.  “You’re still here? Gods, get out of here!” 
 Tanos’ eyes widened. “What? Why?” 
 Ada pointed to the north-west, shoving her gun into his hands. He would need it more than she would. “The army’s on its way, there’s going to be a battle, and no matter what happens by the end of the day I’m gone. You two - just go!” 
 They turned and looked out towards the approaching army, and she thought she saw them both pale. Sam looked over at Tanos and squeezed his hand, and on some silent agreement the two of them rushed for the edge of the roof. Good for them. Surviving this ridiculous battle was the most important thing at this point. 
 “Kseresh!” 
 She reached the elder even as the first notes of battle began to play. She flicked her eyes beyond the walls; heavy shapes stomped into the golem clearing, glittering shots zipping back and forth in a webwork of light. The golems were doing their jobs. On the leftmost of those ancient machines, something glowed white with angel wings. 
 Kseresh was looking too. “Ada, it seems our enemies are too quick.” 
 “Weapons - you have weapons, right?” 
 He looked nervous. “We have weapons in storage, but I cannot ask my people to man the walls when the shuttle is prepared to evacuate them. I - wait, get back.” 
 Everyone on the ziggurat hurried away as the shuttle roared and rocketed into the air. Ada shielded her eyes from the engines’ red-white glare, as ugly and primitive a sight as she had ever seen on a spaceship. “How are we supposed to delay them? There are only so many golems!” 
 Kseresh flatted his ears. “I do not know. I can let you have the weapons, but -” 
 “Give  us  the weapons.” 
 They both turned to look at Sam. Behind her, climbing up the steps of the ziggurat and creeping onto the edge of the roof, were ghosts, the human shadows who had lingered here for weeks. All of them, Ada guessed, crowding up the steps of the ziggurat. Some bore their stolen gifts, some bore weapons, but many were unarmed - the ghosts had not discriminated in their possessions. Hundreds of faces tinted red in the shuttle’s rise. There were not nearly enough. 
 “We’ll hold them back. Buy you time.” 
 She reached out. “Sam -” 
 “Ada, stop. We’ve all died before. We know where we’re going. We took these lives from innocents; it’s only right we give them in service of innocents.” She stepped forward and looked the elderly outer in the eyes. “Open the vaults, and we’ll do everything we can. We die and we live again, but you…  don’t. We know that. We hate that. I don’t want it to happen. ” 
 The only sound was the shuttle’s roar, ever quieter as it strove for the heavens. Those standing nearby on the ziggurat had turned to watch the ghosts, as though only now really grasping their presence in the city. 
 Elder Kseresh leaned to the side, reaching for one of the younger outers standing nearby. “Open the weapon vaults. Let them take everything.” He reached out to Sam and laid his alien hands on her shoulders. “We will remember this.” 
 Sam nodded, her lip curling a little. “So will we.” 
 As she turned, Ada grabbed her by the arm. “Sam, you can’t -” 
 The ghost looked her back in the eyes. “I didn’t let you give me a new body so I could live with it, Ada. I took it so I could die with it. Take it into eternity with me. Maybe it’s time.” 
 Ada let go, watching silently. What was Sam thinking? Where was Tanos? How - why would they just…  give  themselves? They were  ghosts , body-stealers for gods’ sake. They weren’t paragons of virtue. 
 Sam raised both arms in the air, spread wide, and shouted. “Elysium!” 
 The ghosts responded to Sam’s shout, fists in the air, cheering and turning away from the fading glow of the shuttle. After a split second of confusion, Ada remembered that she, too, had something to offer. Not her life, certainly, but something nonetheless. She followed them. 
 Golem weapons rang out across the field as she hurried back into the city. The golems might slow the onslaught, but it wouldn’t last. Isavel would be out there trying to save lives, after all, and that would mean destroying the golems. Ada had to think of something else, something to hold the humans back. 
 Isavel wanted to save lives, but Ada didn’t need to save  all  lives. She could sacrifice some humans if it meant slowing the advance - they started it, they’d pay for it. It would probably save more people in the long run, anyway. If only she had some kind of way to… 
 The idea struck, and sent her weaving through throngs of ghosts back into the ziggurat, searching for the outers’ communications device. Found it. She reached inside, her dark code worming into the machinery, and let the neural translators on her back do their work. 
 She felt around, grabbing, tearing, finding the code that made it run. She tore it out wholesale, scarring the metal as the seared out the bright lines, holding the pure sigil in her hand. Long-ranged communication - long enough to reach the gods and be ignored, because the gods didn’t listen to outers. 
 They’d better fucking listen to their Arbiter this time. 
 She climbed to the roof of the medical building, the highest point in the city, and slammed the locked door aside with a force sigil. The city’s circular wall felt unnervingly small and weak from up here, as her eyes drifted to the line of hulking relics and the army behind them. Ghosts were setting up on the city walls, responding with guns and heavier weapons and gifts and all the firepower they could find. 
 Ada let the sigil in front of her drift, intertwining it temporarily with the sigils on her back, reaching into the air with code that would sap light and heat from the sun to power the communicator and feeling that energy pour into her own body as well. She felt the communicator sigil like a new voice, and flung it towards the stars. 
 “Gods on the ring! I am Arbiter Ada Liu, and I  demand  you respond to me!” 
 The gods’ polyphonic warble spilled out from the sigil itself. “Arbiter Liu. A colonial ship is in orbit, evacuating mirrans. Is this intentional?” 
 “Yes it’s intentional you fucking imbeciles!” She pointed. “And we need to get them  all  off! I will not let them die here!” 
 “That is very human of you.” 
 “Isn’t your zeroth law the protection of humanity?  Help me! ” 
 The gods were briefly silent. “We must confer with the other arbiters. What do you require?” 
 Ada saw the convenient shape of the army. She pulled out the locator stone, and it told her what she already knew - that angelic shape, off to the left, was Isavel. Off to the right was nobody of consequence. She slipped the stone back into her suit and growled, wishing she didn’t have to compete with three dead Arbiters for the gods’ attention. 
 “Godfire.” 
 The gods were silent. “We cannot kill -” 
 “I don’t want to use it to  win , just enough to scare them. Make them question the sanity of what they’re doing. Slow them down. A single shot could scare them into routing, remind them of the power of their gods, save lives.” She blinked. “Oh, also, I forbid you from firing on any of the ships in orbit right now.” 
 After a long silence, the gods responded. “The other Arbiters are uncertain, but they have agreed to concede you one shot from the orbital defense cannons. They consider your technophage immunity valuable, and agree that a deterring shot might be our only immediate way to help minimize the mid-term casualties. It will also be useful to reinforce cultural norms against warfare with the mirran diaspora, and to remove those tanks from circulation. Choose your target carefully.” 
 Tanks? They must mean the shielded and shelled weapon platforms walking around down there. She kept her eyes on the glowing white point that must be Isavel. “Believe me, I’m going to be  very  careful.” 
 A flash across her vision brought forth a strange, bright red shape, like a flattened sphere on the ground with a single long pillar reaching up into the sky, at a slight angle, connecting with the ring. 
 “We are ready to fire. You have access to our target designation system.” 
 She found new mental muscles suddenly awake in her brain, and used them to move the shape around, positioning it carefully. She didn’t want Isavel anywhere near that red shape. She chose her target, watching the shards of hard light flickering back and forth across the battlefield, and set her jaw. 
 “ Fire. ” 
 The shape disappeared, and for a moment there was nothing but a twinkle in the sky. Then something was approaching, coming in hot and fast, a crystalline slug of light the size of a hauler. The godfire slammed into the right side of the army, a twisting explosion of brilliant blue sweeping dust and dirt into the air. One of the beetle-like tanks disappeared completely, and she saw another topple over. 
 There was screaming in the fields, and for a slipping handful of moments, almost silence. 
 “Target hit. Ada Liu, while you are available, we would like to clarify -” 
 “I’m not available, I’ve got a battle to fight!” 
 The humans were reeling, fleeing the godfire and backing away from the golems holding the field. A cheer went up from the walls, where ghosts had set up to fire at the army from afar. Ada almost smiled. They could manage this. 
 The relic tanks on the field turned their weapons to the city, a flurry of blue hexagons chewing through the top of the walls. The ghosts that weren’t cut down jumped off. Even as the human army staggered and reoriented itself, those tanks kept the ghosts from pushing that advantage. 
 Shit. They couldn’t manage this. 
 Ada looked back at the ziggurat. There was nothing coming down from space yet - hell, it was entirely possible the shuttle hadn’t even reached its parent ship. She reached into the comm sigil and tried to listen, this time, instead of speaking. Maybe she could hear them. 
 She heard shouting. Angry, worried shouting, barking that sounded at times like the outers’ language and at times like hers, but were clearly neither. These mirrans sounded different to the outers here, too - something about the resonance of their voices was off. 
 No matter. Ada let the sigil fall silent and ducked back into the medical building. There was nothing here Ada could use to buy them more time. She burst out into the streets and rushed towards the walls. Parts of them had already been broken; she reached a gap in the wall and slowed time to a crawl, snaking a seeing eye out onto the battlefield. The screen sigil in front of her eyes flickered as the eye darted across the ruins and the meadows, reaching the golems. 
 Many of the golems were already broken, lying shattered or crawling along without legs, shouting inane warnings about property violations as the army stomped over them. They weren’t experts at target prioritization either, many of their shots plinking harmlessly off the tanks’ bubble shields. The tanks themselves then, big evil six-legged metal eggs, stomped forward and jammed their claws into any golem that got too close.  
 She dropped the code. Shit. Even with the humans were staggered and regrouping, those tanks could mow straight through to Campus if she did nothing. All the dead ghosts in the world wouldn’t stop them. 
 “Damn it, Isavel, couldn’t you have warned me?” 
 She had to do something about this. She yanked out a ration and bit into it. Hopefully this wouldn’t go as poorly as last time she had tried something crazy. 
 Ada stepped through the gap and raised her hands, eyes fixed on the tanks. She squeezed time slow and reached out, dark chains of code lashing through the air over many long minutes compressed into a fraction of a second, each a carefully constructed, self-reinforcing coil that would do her bidding far from where she was standing. Seeing eyes led the way as the code coiled far and wide, passing unharmed through the nearest tank’s shield and latching onto its hull. 
 Perfect. 
 She immediately started tracing inverted force sigils onto the inner shells of the tank. Along its joints, along its guns, everywhere - all of them mostly inert, powered only by the dark code’s own inherent energy, unending but weak. Then she wove them together, linking all the little sigils into a single whorl at the bottom of the tank, and disintegrated her way into the bottom, exposing its power core and linking it to her weapons. 
 The tank’s own energy supply flowed into the code and the force sigils glowed and burst with energy, crushing the tank to pieces all at once and sending shrapnel flying. Shrapnel and the blood of some human occupant. Her mind went blank for a moment, and she felt a pang of guilt. She could have just disintegrated the legs, if she had stopped to think about it. 
 She was about to do this to the next tank when she noticed something bright in the corner of her own fleshy eyes - weapons fire, a huge blue-white tank shot headed straight for her head. Damn it. Why had she stepped outside the wall? She dropped all her other code and started tracing sigils between her and the shot, but the tank fire was powerful - could she hold it off? Could she disintegrate it? 
 The angry hexagon slid slowly through the air, but not slow enough. It was moving at a visible pace even as the rest of the world was practically still, and in a panic Ada wasn’t sure whether to try deflecting or absorbing or breaking it. She tried ducking, but her body moved incredibly slowly. This was not good. She still had time to do something, though, if only - 
 The world around her shimmered. Tiny blue-green cubes bloomed out of nowhere and, after a brief glow, burst into many more along their sides, leaving a totally different world in their wake. One of the thousand worlds slowly materialized around her as the canon shot slid towards her head, and suddenly there was nothing under her feet and Ada was falling, the code she had been trying to weave breaking off and crumbling to dust. 
 Whatever was going on, this was an improvement. 
 She let time go back to its normal speed. 
 The tank shot flew straight over her head, passing out of this world again, and she landed with a thunk onto a woody jungle floor. She looked up and saw nothing of the world she had been in. 
 “What the -” 
 “Ada Liu? Is that you?” 
 She looked up and saw a lanky, brown-skinned man she didn’t recognize. “Who the hell are you?” 
 “I’m Erran.” He stuck out a hand. “Pleased to meet you. I have a friend called Sam who I owe a favour; she wanted me to watch out for you. Since you were about to get shot -” 
 “What? When did you meet Sam?” 
 “Last night. I was just passing through, thought I’d see if -” 
 “Gods - okay, fine, you saved my life. Get me back up there!” 
 “So you can get yourself killed?” He shook his head. “Come on, let’s climb that tree. When I bring us back to the root world we’ll be behind the city walls.” 
 The world here was remarkably quiet - insects sang their songs, strange bird cries and a hot breeze rustled through the canopy, but war was nowhere to be heard. She looked around, mistrustful. “This place is creepy.” 
 He waved her over. “I don’t like it either. Come on!” 
 She followed the walker to the tree and started climbing it, thick aerial roots and mossy trunk not nearly as pleasant to the touch as the rough bark of a cherry tree. As they climbed the tree, she looked back down to the walker. “You’re a ghost, aren’t you? What the hell are you doing here?” 
 He looked guilty. “The last of our walkers, yes. The tanks are my fault. I needed a bargaining chip to get Isavel to spare me, and she needed an excuse to get the army to wait another day or so before attacking. Not that it won much time, apparently.” 
 Suddenly this world melted away and they were back in Campus, weaponfire hailing into the city from beyond, needling the tallest buildings at random. A broad tank shot sliced through the top of a tree, the branches crashing into the streets and smashing the glass in a building’s ground floor. 
 Ada punched Erran in the shoulder. “You asshole!” 
 “Look, I was just trying to stay alive! I needed leverage. She’s fierce, she could have killed me if she put her mind to it.” 
 Ada wanted to berate him, but she knew it wasn’t his fault. After all, she had consigned him to this fate herself, under vaguely similar circumstances. “Okay, fine, but what am I supposed to do against  those? ” 
 “Why the hell are you whining?” He looked bewildered. “They had five and you’ve already taken out two.  I’m pretty sure they’re at least  worried  now. ” 
 Ada looked at the ghost, the walker, and her mind raced. He was new. Could he be useful? Could she make him do anything? “How do you feel about dying?” 
 His eyes widened, and he took a step back. “No thank you!” 
 “Okay, okay - I’ve got this. Demons! Can you summon a demon?” 
 “I -” He wrung his wrists, frantically looking around into space and avoiding her eyes. “Maybe? I’ve never tried. I don’t even know - well, I can kind of guess - ” 
 “Summon a gods-damned demon and get it out there!” 
 “What am I supposed to do if it gets killed?” 
 “Can’t you summon one that doesn’t die?” 
 “Maybe?” 
 A weapon punched through the wall a few feet away from where Ada was standing, spraying them with concrete. She shielded her face and hurried away from the wall. “Too many maybes!” 
 “I’m sorry I’m new at this!” 
 Tanos suddenly ran past her with her gun in his hands. 
 “Hey - hey Tanos! Hey get back here!” 
 He was gone around a corner before she could decide whether or not to follow him, and then Erran suddenly squawked. “Holy shit, we still have one of those?” 
 She looked up at where the walker was pointing. A dragon soared overhead, roaring dragonfire straight at the army. Ada knew of only one dragon in the region. She shouted in despair, shaking her fist at it. 
 “Oh  come on! ” 
 Then she remembered something. 
 “Oh! Come on!” 
 She dragged the walker along with her and ran to the medical facility, where the few material bits of her research remained. Erran looked deeply confused. “What are we doing?” 
 Somebody had set up a heavy weapon on the roof of the building and was firing at the army. Ada swore. Those idiots would draw fire to the building if they hadn’t already. 
 Then again, the entire city was drawing fire. 
 “Let’s find you a demon and superpower it!” 
 “What does that even  mean? ” 
 “Doesn’t matter!” 
 “You’re crazy.” And yet despite that, the walker followed her into the facility. 
 Ada closed her eyes and drew out the golem sigil, rummaging through drawers until she found a tiny, sharp knife. “Give me your hand.” 
 “You’re holding a knife!” 
 “Just a shallow cut!” 
 “Holy shit, what -” 
 She grabbed the palm of his hand and dug into it, jamming the knife into the viewer that let her look at tiny tiny things. 
 “Ow what the -” 
 “Shut up! I got this!” 
 He looked around, as though for an escape. “You’re insane!” 
 She slowed time, taking stock of what she was seeing. Two common human gifts - check. Technophage - check. A fourth particle remained, and it couldn’t be anything other than the walker’s gift. The work she had done on removing the technophage involved simulating the new immune gift inside the code itself, and it was a trick, but she was more than able to do the same work with this walker’s gift, given a bit of time and finicking. And in time dilation she had plenty of time, stretching out in front of her for hours. 
 Hours over in minutes. She jammed the simulation into a golem sigil, and returned to real-time. It had felt very long, but it had apparently been fast enough that Erran was still there, leaning against a wall swearing at her. Cognitive time dilation was fantastic. “I - woah, what the hell did you do?” 
 Ada grinned, wiping sweat from her brow. “Like I said - I think we can summon you a demon and let it run loose without you following it.” 
 “But demons can’t leave the walk.” 
 “That’s what I’m saying - we can make the demon itself a walker.” 
 Erran blinked. “That’s horrifying. Don’t do that.” 
 Something shuddered in the building, dust falling from the ceiling and rumbles shaking the foundations. “No,  that’s  horrifying. Go!” 
 They rushed out and looked to the top of the medical facility. It had been cracked by heavy fire, raining dust and shards. Still, someone up there was shooting back. Ada heard the dragon roaring in the distance, and sounds of shooting and horses neighing were getting even closer. The army must be advancing - some deterrent the godfire had been. 
 “Start looking for a demon!” 
 Erran looked at her in despair for a moment, then closed his eyes, dark pupils barely visible behind his eyelids as they flicked around. It was a moment before he opened his eyes again. “Okay, I have something. But it’s dangerous as -” 
 “Is it  literally  unstoppable?” 
 “No? I’m sure you could cut off its head or -” 
 “Then good. If you’re sure Isavel can stab it in the face before it eats her, I’m fine with it.” 
 “Isavel? Wait, you’re friends with her?” 
 Ada grinned, winking at him. “A little more than that.” 
 “You -” 
 She slapped him on the shoulder, pointing towards the walls. “Demon, now!” 
 He shook his head. He looked scared; she should probably let him go after this. “Okay, okay, here goes. Stand back!” 
 Suddenly another world bloomed around him and he was running, jumping, landing on the back of something that Ada could only barely see. It was monstrous, some kind of raging lizard-monkey with fire burning beneath its scales, and Erran desperately clung to its horns, trying to steer it as though it were some kind of horse. He slowly forced the walk bubble to be larger, and Ada got a picture of the demon’s full size, easily twice the height of a human and taller even than those tanks. She grinned, baring all her teeth. “I like it!” 
 She didn’t seem to hear her. He jerked the demon around as it roared, pointing towards the crumbling city wall. “I don’t know why it isn’t ripping me off, but I can point it that way. I’m sure as hell not riding it out there!” 
 Ada ran up to him into the walk, grabbed the patchwork sigil she had cobbled together, and jumped onto the thing’s back behind him. She looked around the world the demon lived in - a hellish, underground place of rock and fire - and focused on that world alone, feeding her impressions and sights and brand new memories of the place into the golem sigil, willing it to stay here. Then she connected the walker gift simulation to it, slowed time, and slammed the code into the creature’s dark hide, the dark strands searing as they hissed on. 
 Back to real time, she hauled Erran off and gave the demon a sharp kick in the rear. 
 “Stop walking!” 
 Erran stopped, the bubble fading away - but only around him. The demon was there, in its full fury, a bubble of hell all around it as it walked clean through through the city walls and ran straight for the army that was already shooting at it. It couldn’t see the army, of course, but it could see shots being fired at it, and it ran off after their source. 
 Erran was holding his hands to his forehead. “Oh gods oh gods oh gods -” 
 She peered through the cracks in the wall. The tanks were still approaching now, the dragon was raining hell on the army from above, and Isavel was no longer anywhere to be seen. “I think that went well.” 
 “Was that magic?!” 
 She turned to the ghost and laughed. “Magic! Science! It’s all the same at this point.” 
 Ghosts were hiding behind the ruined walls and firing back, but when something heavy and angry fired a shot through a nearby solid wall and blasted away a few defenders, Ada and Erran backed off in a hurry. 
 Ada looked up to the sky and saw four points of reddish-white light descending, a dark blob between them. It was coming down fast, but not directly over the ziggurat - it looked like it was spiraling in. “It’s the shuttle!” 
 “The what?” 
 She slapped the walker on the shoulder. “The outers are going to space!” 
 Erran grabbed his head as though he were having a headache. “Ada, I’m four hundred years old and I don’t even -” 
 A stray weapon shot shattered glass above their heads, shards raining down into the streets. Ada yanked him out of the way and looked back at the shuttle. “Why isn’t it coming down?” 
 “Because there’s a gods-damned war going on here with dragons and tanks and demons and giant fucking space cannons?” 
 She grimaced. “Okay, I can see how that would be off-putting. Come on, let’s figure out if we can get them to come down. We need them to evacuate the outers as fast as possible.” 
 “Why do you need  me?  Can’t I go  hide? ” 
 She looked at him, pale and shuddering and clearly out of his element as hard light blasted the city to shrapnel around them. She could think of one last use for him, though. “Fine, hide, but keep an eye out on Isavel for me.” 
 “I’m not your go-between!” 
 She grabbed him by the shoulders and stared him in the eye. “I need her.” 
 She backed off, throwing her hands up and turning away. She couldn’t control him. She ran for the ziggurat. Something roared in the distance, nothing like a dragon’s roar, and wondered if that was Isavel cutting down the demon. It wouldn’t surprise her in the slightest. She smiled at the thought, a stirring of pride and need. 
 On the ziggurat, Kseresh of all people was holding a gun, looking back towards the constantly shifting sea of dust and flashing lights around the outskirts of the city. The outers were huddling on the roof, desperately looking to the sky and firing blindly towards the army. She called out. “Ksersh!” 
 “Ada!” Kseresh looked at her, ears totally flat, and pointed at the shuttle circling above like some kind of ironic vulture. “They refuse to land under fire!” 
 “Where’s your damned translator? Jhoru?” 
 “With Zhilik!” 
 Ada looked behind the elder and saw Zhilik and Jhoru crouched behind one of the ziggurat's crenelations. She scurried over to them and took their shoulders. 
 “Get the shuttle on the line!” 
 Jhoru fumbled with her communicator and opened it up. “What do you want me to say?” 
 Ada reached out, slowed time to a crawl, and struck out with code to knock an incoming tank shot out of the air with a dense force sigil, bouncing it away from them and off into the distant. Thank the gods that worked. “Tell them I am Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods, and if they don’t land that damned shuttle I will tell the gods on the ring to blow their entire gods-damned orbital ship out of the sky!” 
 Jhoru looked horrified, but Zhilik patted her on the shoulder. “She is bluffing.” 
 “Don’t tell  her  that!” 
 Jhoru started shouting into the communicator, nervously and haltingly, and there was a long silence before the single-word response came back. It couldn’t have been anything other than a curse. 
 The shuttle immediately started descending. 
 “I hope that thing has shields!” 
 “They only have metal plating!” 
 Ada blinked as weapons needled the city. “Well I hope they don’t - uh - get shot.” 
 Kseresh approached them, firing a shot back out at the army, as the buildings of Campus were slowly picked apart by glittering flashes of light. The army was closing in on the city walls. “That seems -” 
 Suddenly a small blade of light, hunter-like, sliced through the air and pierced Kseresh through the chest. He collapsed onto the roof of the ziggurat, gun falling to the side. 
 “Medic!” 
 Ada surged forward, throwing the gun back at Zhilik and reaching out to the elder. 
 “Medic!” There were no medics around. The outers didn’t have medics - they had doctors, who used tools stored in a building several minutes away. “Kseresh! Hey, hey, wake up!” 
 He looked dazed, blood was staining the grey fur around his mouth, his ears folded back over his head. “Ada -” 
 She slowed time, trying to think. She could heal him - she could stitch him together. She had done it before, and she could do anything. She could do this. She reached in with code, pulling and prodding - but the code did nothing. The spindles and sigils that might normally coax the body into repairing itself had no effect on his alien tissue whatsoever. 
 He was saying something, or trying, but time was too slow and she wasn’t hearing anything. She let time slip back to its normal pace. “The shuttle -” 
 The elder fell limp, unmoving. Dead. 
 “Hey! Hey!” She shook him. Gods, not right here. Not when they were so close. “Don’t you dare! You can’t - you can’t go to Elysium! You can’t just -” 
 “Ada, he -” 
 She whirled around at Zhilik just in time to see the shuttle touch down behind him. Hundreds of outers rushed up the sides of the ziggurat, desperately clawing at the ship as it lowered a panel like some kind of great maw, just like the  Chengdu  did. 
 Her mind froze as she watched a few confused and frightened-looking mirran shapes usher the outers inside. The  Chengdu . 
 She turned back to see the army approaching the city walls, that dragon still cruising the skies above, hunting for Isavel. They were losing fast, and they still needed one more shuttle trip. 
 She stood up and called up a communicator sigil. Zhilik stared at her. “Ada, what are you doing?” 
 “It’s time to bring out the big guns.” Through the communicator sigil she felt around the city, quickly finding the  Chengdu ’s implacable, cold, solid mental presence. S he whispered under her breath. “Isavel I know you can handle this, but please,  please  be able to handle this.” 
  
 Chapter 17 
 One wrong step and the meadows outside Campus burst into a warzone. Eerily human-shaped metal rose from behind rocks and bushes, stepped out from behind solitary oaks. They raised their arms and unleashed glittering shots at anything that moved; Isavel watched dozens of pathfinders cut down in seconds, wounded or dead, and the rest turned to flee. 
 She shouted down into the tank at Zoa. “Golems up ahead! Shoot!” 
 “You think?” 
 Zoa’s response was acidic, so Isavel decided to leave her alone, firing down into the fields with both palms instead. For how long could she count on the tank’s shield to keep her safe? The golems struck out indiscriminately at anything that breached whatever their conjured minds apprehended, and the army’s advance shuddered. She grumbled under her breath. If she wanted to protect people, she’d have to destroy these things. 
 “Damn it, Ada, couldn’t you have warned me?” 
 A horse rode up on the ground behind her, the animal passing a bit nervously through the tank’s bubble shield, and she turned to find Dendre Han shouting at her. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 Wasn’t it obvious? “Golems!” 
 “No ghosts?” 
 “Dendre does it  really matter  at this point? They can shoot!” 
 The tank teetered as it fired back, cannons tearing apart the perfectly nice meadow as they probed for targets. The Bulwark turned and rode back to the tensely hesitant crowd of the army proper, and in moments Isavel saw the first warriors rushing forward, shields up and ready. Anger and panic flashed through her spine; with this little caution, with the defenders having so little breathing room, more people were bound to get killed. She knew Ada wasn’t as concerned with human life as she was - if Ada did something drastic, things could get ugly. 
 She saw the alien ship slowly rising to the sky, and she thought she heard some kind of cry rise up from within the city. She opened her palms and fired into the golem field, but suddenly Zoa was screaming. 
 “Isavel in the shield there’s two in the -” 
 Isavel barely dodged red-hot weaponfire from a golem already crawling up the side of the tank. She swung over and stabbed with a light blade, down through the middle of the golem’s false skull, and kicked it off the tank even as it wailed. “This is a restricted area!” 
 She turned to the other golem and blasted its head right off. “Zoa! We’re clear!” 
 “Keep them off me damn it!” 
 Warriors from the army were passing between the tanks, cutting into the field to fight the golems head-on. Humans were not as coldly efficient in their movements, but there were only so many golems here, and once they were out of the way - 
 “Incoming!” 
 Hunters and weapons from the city started responding to their advance, striking down a few unwary warriors and pouring light into the tanks’ shields. Isavel balanced on the tank’s head as it swivelled towards the city and started firing back. 
 “We’re going too fast.” She glowed brighter, hoping Ada could see her wings. “Zoa, don’t shoot!” 
 “Why the hell not?” 
 “We’re doing this too fast, they’re going to hit back hard!” 
 Zoa didn’t stop shooting. “They’re a bunch of ghosts and aliens behind a wall, how hard can they -” 
 “Godfire!” 
 What? 
 That horrified scream came from somewhere behind her but wrenched Isavel’s gaze towards the sky. Godfire, smiting whoever had displeased the gods, often in unknowable ways. Godfire, thunderously changing the course of a thousand tales. Godfire - a pure legend with no basis in fact, as far as she was concerned. 
 And yet a lance of legend snapped down at them from the heavens, a shard of the sky’s blue cracked off and flung like glass to the Earth. It landed with a heavy thump almost directly on top of the tank furthest from Isavel. The bright explosion swallowed the vehicle and dozens of people right around it, deafeningly churning them into a fountain of blue fire and black ash. Everybody on that side of the field scattered, mouths open and screams lost to thunder. Isavel’s eyes widened. 
 Godfire. 
 The fury of the gods made manifest, and directed at  her  people. 
 The sight of it hollowed her out, and yet… the godfire was directed as far as possible from  her . 
 What did the gods  want  with her? Had Ada pleaded on her behalf that they spare her? Was this some kind of warning? If the gods wanted her to protect the city, why were they shooting its people? 
 “Isavel? What the  hell  just happened?” 
 She leaned into the hatch. “We just got hit by godfire.” 
 “Godfire? Please tell me you didn’t just say -” 
 “Get away from the other tanks! And keep firing, I’ll cover you!” 
 “Is Ren okay?” 
 Ren was piloting the tank next to theirs, which seemed to be entirely unharmed. “He’s fine! Don’t worry, I’ll cover him!” 
 A mechanical voice broke through the din of weapons. “I am authorized to use lethal force -” 
 Isavel jumped off the side of the tank and shielded her feet, letting them crunch the golem into the ground. She let the wings go - the gods themselves apparently knew where she was. She would have to trust that would be enough. She charged forward, blasts rippling and singing off her shield as she went, crushing one golem’s skull in a brilliant dragon’s claw, blasting another aside. If she could keep them from killing her people long enough - 
 Something black in the distance drew her attention. Someone had stepped outside the city walls, darkness clinging to them in an unnatural haze. Who in their right mind would be stepping  outside  the city walls at a time like this? 
 Suddenly, even as Zoa’s tank rotated towards the distant shape, a chain of dark lightning crackled across the field towards the furthest remaining tank. Dark code. Ada. Whatever she did to the vehicle almost immediately wrent it apart, wringing it like a wet rag as the metal screamed and silver shreds scattered across the field. 
 Zoa’s guns were aimed straight at Ada. 
 “Zoa wait!” 
 The tankshot zipped out and impacted the city walls, splinters of a second after something around Ada flashed. Was that a shield? Had Ada survived? Isavel’s heart kicked up a notch, wishing she hadn’t known Ada was even there. Ada would survive anything. 
 Deep breaths. 
 Isavel couldn’t account for herself at a distance like this. She hopped off the tank and rushed over to the broken remains of the dark code’s attack, but found only bloody evidence of the pilot’s fate. Damn it. She needed to stall the army completely somehow - but how? 
 She heard the hiss of a golem’s attack even as it launched and brought her wings up. There were too many of these damned things. She felt the shudder as the shot slammed into hard light on her back, and spun around palms open to fire back into the golem’s metal frame. 
 Suddenly there was a cavalry charge, horses rushing past the tanks to try and take the field from the golems. She shouted out impotently as they galloped past. 
 “Stop pushing!” 
 She turned towards the heart of the army. She had to stop this - or get someone else too. Where was Dendre? She jogged off towards a stable point in the advancing force, yelling at everyone she passed as she went. 
 “Hold the line! Don’t advance! Hold the line!” 
 Heavy weapons fire starting bursting from the city, and she heard an animal roar in the distance. It was an otherworldly roar, cavernous and clawed, and she knew she wanted to stay away from whatever mouth it had rolled from. Gods, what now? 
 She found Dendre Han standing on a hauler, his horse apparently gone. The Bulwark had some kind of ancient artifact held up to his eyes, and next to him a hunter manned a large gun on a tripod, firing apparently indiscriminately into the city. Despite the artifact, Dendre saw her approach. 
 “Isavel, what the hell just happened? Did we just get hit by  godfire?! ” His frustration at the gods was clear. “We’re supposed to be on their side! ” 
 “I don’t know!” She hopped onto the hauler. “Dendre, we’re going too fast! If we keep pushing the ghosts will feel cornered fight twice as hard! Maybe that’s what the godfire is saying!” 
 “ Maybe?  That’s a big - gods, is that another fucking dragon?” 
 Her eyes snapped to the horizon, to a pair of dark wings beating just below the rising sun. It was. “Gods damn it.” She shook Dendre by the shoulders. “Pull back!” 
 “I can send a few people to rally and hold the lines, but you’ll need to tell Mother Jera -” 
 “This is battle, who cares what she says?” 
 Dendre threw up his arms. “Not  my  people! But she’s got the ear of -” 
 A flash on the city’s tallest building quickly bloomed into a spray of massive shards of light headed straight for them. She reached out and fired a shield in the air to ward them off, but the hailstorm of shots was too heavy and too rapid for a single shield to handle. 
 “Jump!” 
 She grabbed Dendre and yanked him from the hauler just before the strikes hit, blasting the vehicle to pieces and sending gunner and gun flying. The noise still ringing in her ears, she grabbed the tripod gun herself and hauled it up, her hunter’s intuition telling her exactly how to hold it and her warrior’s strength giving her the ability to keep it steady. She trained the barrel on that distant rooftop jutting above the rest and fired, the hot lance of white cutting through the air. She saw a flash and plume of dust, and their heavy gun didn’t answer. 
 “Get them to hold their distance!” She shouted to Dendre, tossing the gun aside, hoping it might get lost in the confusion. “I’ll find Mother Jera and - I don’t know -” 
 She shook her head and ran off towards the inner ranks even as people streamed past her, a few glancing in confusion. She was used to them following her, after all, and so were they. She felt guilty, almost, defying their expectations of her. 
 For a brief second she froze. 
 Where was Hail? 
 She shook off the thought - Hail would find her. She kept running, holding up a shield to catch any stray fire that got too close. Dragonfire crashed down near her, and she looked up. The dragon roared down at her, pointing with its scaly snout. 
 “I will have you!” 
 She fired angrily up at it, a blossom of floating shards to get in the way of its wings. Suddenly one of the tanks was firing at the dragon too, the beast’s bubble shield glowing gold under the strain. That seemed to finally shake its resolve; the dragon blasted down at the crowd then swept into cover behind a forested ridge. 
 There was another cavernous howl from across the battlefield, then, one clearly not the dragon’s. Isavel turned and saw something incomprehensible, some lizard-like beast with absurdly thick arms, a vertical jaw, and a fiery glow under its skin barging wild across the battlefield. A demon of some kind, no doubt about it. 
 She rolled her shoulders. She would have to deal with it. 
 Wings on her back and lightness in her bones, she leapt into the air, drifting shields in arms over a sudden webwork of crystalline shots zipping back and forth. Bad idea - she quickly became a target, her shields taking more shots than she was comfortable with. Back down onto the ground - closer to the demon. She raced out to the fields, smashing one of the golems as she did, and fired at the creature. 
 The demon was already in the fray, tearing someone apart and tossing them aside with its jaws, but when her shots struck it stopped and roared straight back towards her. A bubble of walk around it told her the truth - of course it was a demon. All around it was the extrusion of some fiery hell, and she had every intention of sending it back there. 
 That fucking walker. She should have killed him when she had the chance. 
 The demon bounded to the side, tank fire raking the ground in a vain attempt to hit it. Isavel charged, waving away the tanks. “Stop shooting! I’ll handle this!” 
 A warrior on a horse rode past, standing on the saddle like a madman, howling and preparing to jump at the demon with sword and buckler glowing bright blue. Isavel raised a sword - she could always use the help. 
 Before the warrior was even halfway through the air, the dragon descended on him out of nowhere, snatching him from the leap and tearing at his head with its jaws, tossing the body directly at one of the tanks behind it. The horse ran straight into the demon’s path and… partially vanished. Then it kept going, through the other side, as though half its body hadn’t just disappeared. 
 What in all the thousand worlds had just happened? 
 The demon was bearing down on her with its fiery maw, obviously remembering where she had fired from even if it couldn’t see her. She kicked into the air, warding off the dragon with a heavy blast. The demon spun around blindly, the dragon swerved, tankshots crisscrossing between them in the wind. She roared back at the creature below her, bellowing golden-red dragonfire into its world and its face. 
 The dragon’s shield took one too many hits from the tanks again and crumpled. Enough was enough, even for a dragon, and it swooped away faster than she’d ever seen one fly. For a brief moment, Isavel was floating in the air. 
 Back down again. Onto the demon’s back. Into the furnace of a world it hailed from. She saw nothing beyond the endless smouldering cavern in every direction as the demon bucked and roared at the swarm of warriors around it, swiping out at them in rage. 
 Heavy weaponfire suddenly slid into the world, zipping out again in a flash. It wasn’t safe here, her hunter’s intuitive grasp on the paths of projectiles thwarted by the walk. She stabbed into the demon’s back, her sword easily sliding through its crusty flesh, and jumped back into the real world, landing lightly and pivoting to face it. 
 The demon was still on the attack, even with a gaping hole all the way through to its chest. There wasn’t even any blood. Isavel screamed at it and it screamed back. She would have to try something else. 
 Stab it in the face. 
 She charged, arms wound back and blades ready on both fists. The demon opened its maw, twisting its head, vertical jaws opening wide just for her. 
 That was fine. 
 She hacked at the lower hinge of the jaw, splitting the head apart, and she drew one blade back even as the demon reeled and howled and its chest thudded hot against her back, plunging it up through its alien skull. 
 The demon crashed onto the ground, the heat of its body spilling out into the rocky soil of its homeland. It began to dissolve, the world around it disappearing through a lattice and giving way to the real world beneath, leaving behind only scorchmarks and carnage in its wake. A cheer went up, but the cheers left Isavel unmoved as she stepped away. 
 More and more people were being cut down by weapons from the city walls. They had to pull back the army. This wasn’t working. She ran as hard and fast as she could back through the army, looking for Mother Jera this time. What had Dendre meant - whose ear did she have? 
 She found the elder priestess, along with her two attendant priests and Elder Magan, standing in the crater where the godfire had hit. A sky abuzz with weapons and bursts of chaos had left enough wind to clear the dust, and they were standing in the epicenter, surveying the chaos and the melted spray of slag that had once been a tank. 
 “Mother Jera!” 
 Isavel shouted as she approached, and the elders raised their eyes to look at her. They did not seem relieved. 
 “We need to stop! We can’t keep going - the gods -” 
 Mother Jera’s expression shifted to anger. “The gods want the destruction of the ghosts, of the monstrous outers, of Ada Liu, and of everything else that stands in their way!” 
 Isavel stood taller and stronger than the old woman. She didn’t need to deal with this. “They rained godfire on us, right here! Are you  blind? ” 
 Mother Jera raised a finger in accusation. “I was blind enough not to see that you were betraying us! Trying to delay our attacks, trying to lead us astray! Killing your  own  followers! Liberating the last ghost walker, rather than getting him killed!” 
 Isavel was struck silent. Killing her followers. 
 How did Jera know? Her blood quickly boiled away the chill of fear. Who had told her? “You have no idea what you’re talking about! I never killed anyone on our side, not a single -” 
 “You’re lying! Look!” 
 She followed Jera’s gnarled old finger to see a warrior stepping closer from the rim of the crater, one hand clamped firm around Hail’s wrists as she dragged the hunter along with her, a glowing blue blade to the hunter’s throat. Isavel’s heart dropped. 
 “Hail!” 
 Elder Magan snarled at her, shaking a bloodied turquoise armband in her hand. “Hail told us!  She  t old us everything! The devout you killed in the woods, your release of the walker, your plots with Ada Liu!  Everything! ” 
 Isavel’s world teetered on the edge of collapse. 
 Hail looked panicked and afraid. 
 She had told them? Everything? 
 Mother Jera shouted at her. “The gods made you their Herald, we named you our Saint, and you have betrayed both titles again and again - in the name of what, Isavel?” 
 She turned and stared at them. Her mind was completely blank. Elder Magan shook his head. “What have you  done? ” 
 She looked back to Hail. “Why?” 
 “She knows her place!” Jera shouted, and the warrior jerked the blade closer to Hail’s throat. “She saw Elysium, and she’s prepared to pay for her sins! Are  you? ” 
 Isavel looked at the blade, at the hands, at Hail’s palms impotently wrenched together. There was nothing she could do. At the turquoise armbands on all their arms, and the one - 
 She froze. 
 The winds drifted towards her, and she breathed deep. 
 The armband was tattered, smelled of old blood and forest. Isavel and Hail had killed six people in the forest, blood scattered amidst moss and earth. It was night time. Hail had buried five armbands under a rock, under a conifer, an evergreen smelling of pine sap. Isavel had watched her - hadn’t let her out of her sight. Hail had never even picked up the sixth. 
 Hail forgot an armband. Elder Magan had it. Who would give it to  him , of all people? 
 Who, if not a coder? 
 Mother Jera shouted at her. “Explain yourself, and maybe the  only  price you’ll have to pay is the life of your treacherous bodyguard! You may yet find forgiveness. I need you to whip this battle into shape,  Saint  Isavel. ” 
 There were people around them, Isavel realized. Coders with guns, looking nervously to Elder Magan, who in turn had his eyes on Mother Jera. She counted nine of them, firing angles stretching across the blast crater like a web. 
 Zoa and Ren had followed the same path up to the tripod gun that she had taken with Hail. The sixth body they hadn’t cleared? It was along that path, she was sure of it. Zoa had asked who they were. Had asked whether there was  any chance  they were ghosts. Zoa had been sweating, but as the memories came back to Isavel, that sweat no longer smelled of pain and exertion - it smelled like fear, anger. 
 Zoa knew. 
 Isavel looked her bodyguard in eyes. There was no resignation there. There was… 
 A familiar face, appearing just behind the warrior who held Hail’s hands pinned, a face nervous for a different reason. Isavel’s eyes widened, flicking from that face to Hail. 
 “Hail. You disappoint me.” 
 Hail shuddered. “I’m s-sorry, my -” 
 She gave a weak smile. “I can’t believe you let yourself be caught by a  warrior . Erran now!” 
 She snapped out wings and electric palms all at once. The world dissolved around the ghost walker as he dove forward, enveloping Hail and the warrior in a foggy, electric dark. Shots erupted as Erran fell into the ground, swallowing the hunter and the warrior with him. Isavel let her wings grow bright and shatter, flinging shards of light in every direction. 
 “Erran, Hail,  run! ” 
 She didn’t know if they could hear her. She turned and leapt, coders firing their guns wildly as she fled. She slammed a shield into one of them and blasted another off her feet as she ran, heading towards the city. The coders’ aim was laughably bad, but still a few shots rippled against her shields. She leapt into the air and spun around, flinging an explosive hexagon behind her to kick up dust and give her cover. 
 One foot, other foot, one foot, other foot. Over the hills and the logs and the bodies, she skipped and jogged towards Campus in the distance. This was it - this was the end. Everything was collapsing around her and she had only one option left, one answer to her prayers. Ada. 
 The tanks were almost at the city walls now, and Isavel dodged golem fire as she approached them. Ghosts fired desperately from the crumbling remnants of the walls, being picked off at a horrific rate. There were no more demons to be seen, nothing but - 
 The sky groaned and roared, and something massive lanced from above, down towards the warriors and hunters around her, tearing up the soil, cutting people in half and sending dust and ash flying. Suddenly it was raining. It tasted like ocean. 
 Isavel looked up. 
  
 Chapter 18 
 The  Chengdu  surged from the water, pulling a curtain of ocean up with it into the sky. Ada felt its bulk shifting through the changing hum of its flight and the way it distorted the soundscape, riding towards the city on levitation sigils she had etched on its underside. The warship soared overhead, saltwater pouring from its every surface and crevice, a shadow to blot out the sun. 
 Zhilik stared at it, eyes and ears wide. “What in the name of all the human gods -” 
 By now her own response delighted her. “ Magic! ” 
 The code on the ship’s underside flared with energy from the Chengdu’s engines as it passed and reached the city. Ada smiled. “All right,  Chengdu , fire! Fire at will! Except not at Isavel. Gods, I hope you know who I mean.” 
 The ship didn’t respond. She began to wonder if she would have to start manually calling targets herself, but then a cavernous voice rang across the shattered city. “ Dǐng yìng shàng! ” 
 Suddenly lances of light poured out towards the army. Ada whooped and yelled, pumping her fist in the air. It worked! 
 The colonial shuttle was taking off now that the  Chengdu  was out of the way, and tankfire cut through the air trying to reach it. Ada slowed time down and reached out with code, trying to deflect the shots out off their path, but they were too fast and too numerous for her to catch them all. A few sliced through the air above the heads of the outers still cowering on the ziggurat, and they screamed and ducked. 
 Ada shouted. “How long till that last shuttle lands?” 
 Jhoru was scrambling with the communicator, ducking behind cover. “I think - I think they said - one hour? Maybe less if they hurry?” 
 The  Chengdu  soared over the city, drenching buildings and washing away clouds of dust, and the dragon swept through the air to take cover behind it. The walls fell as the remaining tanks chewed away at them with their guns, the ghosts were falling back, and a roil of angry shouts was flooding the city. 
 “Why  wouldn’t  they hurry?” She looked out on the chaos, muttering. “Isavel, you’re not giving me enough time!” 
 She remembered Isavel, the second time she had seen her, dancing in a ballroom in Hive. Isavel had looked her in the eyes and spoke. “You like like you can manage just about anything.” 
 Ada smiled. Maybe she should take Isavel up on those dancing lessons, but right now there were a great deal of other things she needed to manage. 
 She’d created golem sigils only a few times, but she had traced the ones she had over and over again in her mind, engraving it there so she could now call the dark code up from her mind straight in front of her. Just like in the cherry grove - a human-level intelligence filled with her own simple directives and the ability to code. It was born over subjective hours squeezed into actual seconds. Such complexity, but even in time dilation Ada felt she was getting faster at this, and a glacial smile carved its way up the corners of her lips. 
 The finished wraith floated in front of her, dark chaos and code, and nodded. 
 “Go!” She pointed out towards the army. “Slow them down!” 
 The wraith flowed outward, but it was only one. She could keep making them, one at a time, but she would get exhausted. She needed energy, and time, and - 
 She turned her eyes to the rising summer sun. 
 She reached up with code and began weaving floating sigils of light and heat absorption, each entwined in tendrils of dark power feeding straight into the back of her neck. She felt frantic energy flow into her and crackle under her skin her as she squeezed time near to a standstill and set to work. 
 This wraith didn’t need to move or think - only to code. 
 Another wraith, but this time she gave it a more complex directive - all her memories of code, all her impulses and instincts, all her dark sorcery.  Take everything I know. Build more.  She transferred some of the power tendrils from the sky to the new wraith, and even as she felt the wraith scouring her own memories she let time flow. 
 The sun was partially blotted out, the outers shouted in fear, and the wraith she had just created was a frantic, seething cloud of power. After a second it spat out a fully-formed wraith, an angry cloud of black that swept through the sky towards the army. 
 Then it spat out another. 
 And another. 
 “Ada!” Zhilik was crouching behind her. “What are you  doing? ” 
 She turned around as wraiths swept past her, black dust devils out of the raging core of the code. In the corner of her vision, wings of dark tendrils rose from her spine to the sky rippling black. She grinned. “Buying you time!” 
 Tank shots kept flying through the air. She couldn’t pick them all out - but there was a better way. She flung her arms wide, ground time to a halt, and started throwing code out in every direction. Seeing eyes in the sky that showed her the battle from every angle, a swarm of force sigils to enshroud the peak of the ziggurat, levitation sigils around the edges of the building to keep anyone from running in. And code to code more code. 
 The code that sapped heat and light from the sun grew and grew. Weapon fire tore through her dark branches, but only in the slowest motion, and Ada reached up to replace them as they fell. She needed the energy - her code needed the energy. 
 The sigils floating between her and the army were being chewed away faster than she could replace them. If only she had more - more sigils ready to move into place -  
 She created another wraith, this one’s entire being dedicated to that swarm of defensive sigils. It became a fountain of crackling dark spindles, yet another black mass reaching out from behind her, everything swarming out around the ziggurat. She moved everything, slowly, left to right. 
 Then, faster. And faster. 
 A dome of dark, smokey code enveloped the entire ziggurat, swirling around it at a mad pace. Every tank shot and weapon blast and hunter’s strike from beyond struck some sigil, and though the sigil was destroyed it was immediately replaced in the chaotic swirling by more, and more, and more. 
 Almost nothing got through. 
 Ada extended her seeing eyes out beyond the ziggurat, looking for strays, feeling the rage of the sun coursing through her veins. 
 The ghosts were fighting and losing, but here she would do what she could. 
 She was everywhere in the city at once, dedicating a little of her time to each problem, sustained and careful attention to her but splinters of a moment to everyone else. She found the few outers who had not yet made it to the ziggurat and guided them, shielding them from attacks as they ran from cover and climbed the steps to her haven. 
 She couldn’t save them all, but she saved who she could. 
 Isavel was there, in the fields, chasing down wraiths. She was not in the city yet. Good - maybe her followers would wait outside as long as she did. 
 That hope was short-lived. A man with a turquoise armband climbed the ruined walls, roaring as he brandished his warrior’s sword. What would happen if she used a disintegration sigil on a human, she wondered? 
 She did, and the sudden pile of gore was almost enough to make her break time dilation and retch. She immediately abandoned that wandering eye. There was no need to see that. Better to stick to force sigils. 
 A hauler thrummed out of the city, somebody firing out of the cockpit. Almost no ghosts remained, and the last few were taking cover in ruins. Still, she was not quite ready for the city to fall. She dug reinforcement sigils into the remains of the walls, hoping to hold them longer. People and horses were already entering what breaches had been made before, but Isavel wasn’t among them yet. Ada coiled code towards a nearby tower, disintegrating its foundations and watching it collapse on top of the intruders, sealing the breach in the wall. For now. 
 The tanks had caught on, firing at the energy sigils floating high above the ziggurat. She felt the drain, felt her human weakness shuddering through the branches of code all around her. No! 
 She reached up and made more and more of them, a bloom of darkness to devour the light. But it wasn’t enough - the tankshots tore through dozens at a time. They would need to remake themselves. 
 She was about to start crafting a new sigil when she realized the just how fast she might end the world with self-replicating sigils hungry to devour all light. 
 No, no, she had to think of something else. 
 She reached out into the fields, out into the grasses, found the ashen ground where Isavel had killed the demon. She allowed herself a smile - it was almost like they were children playing catch. Except people were dying. 
 She found the code there, inert and tangled on the ground after the body that had sustained it disappeared. Code that could open a portal to another world. She tore it up and picked it apart, looking at it and recreating the same thing in front of her physical body, by the ziggurat, just to reinforce it in her memory. When she was done she annihilated the original. The less she left for the coders of the Institute, the better. 
 She interwove the walker’s sigil with energy and levitation sigils and flung it out into the city. Again, and again. Bubbles of other worlds burst up like mushrooms, strange places that flickered in and out of reality, chaos directed by walker instincts without any guiding mind, sustained by dark tendrils reaching up to the sun. 
 “Ada!” 
 The code’s wind was whipping everything into the air on the peak of the ziggurat, the outers were cowering from the hurricane of code all around them, and Jhoru was waving the communicator. 
 “The shuttle is landing!” 
 There was a monstrous roar from beyond the code and Ada’s eyes snapped back. The  Chengdu  was careening through the air, flashing and shimmering in the morning light. 
 “Tell them to hurry!” 
 “They do not understand -” 
 “ Tell them not to be afraid! ” 
 She slipped back into time dilation, eyes everywhere. A tower came crashing down before Ada even knew what had hit it. Something was running through the streets - no, gods, that wasn’t the street - a solid bubble of ocean, nestled around one of the walker sigils, and a hunter got too close. The thing in the water world tore the soldier in and swam away, a chewed and bloodied corpse popping out the other side of the walk and crumpling to the ground. 
 The  Chengdu  was falling, bleeding blue-white light and thunder as it went. Where was the dragon? 
 The city was flooded with people, the golems were all but destroyed, tanks were marching on the walls. Only ghosts and wraiths remained, and the ghosts were fast disappearing. But the wraiths made a name for themselves now, inchoate whorls of black attacking anything that got too close. 
 The  Chengdu  crashed into the ground barely one street from the ziggurat, power core overloaded, a flash of light that spewed concrete and ancient metals in every direction. The shockwave rippled against the hurricane of code all around her. Ada desperately tried to repel the shrapnel and debris, but some of it was just too large and had been forced too hard. 
 She lashed onto them, disintegration sigils ready, and the largest pieces crashed into the top of the ziggurat and immediately crumbled to dust. Smaller shrapnel she hadn’t seen cut into everyone present, and as outers screamed a jagged flake of metal grazed the back of her right hand. She scowled, holding her hand close, but the wound was shallow. 
 “Where’s that fucking shuttle?!” 
 She looked up. It was coming down, heat flashing along its underside, but it was slowing. It was circling the city, she realized, as though thinking twice about this whole Earth business. 
 “They say it is unsafe -” Jhoru was stammering. 
 Ada screamed at the sky, and turned to Zhilik and Jhoru and the hundreds of others still waiting. “I told you I’d get you off this fucking planet and I won’t let a bunch of jittery aliens tell me otherwise!” 
 She slammed into the ground with code, darkness seeping into every pore of the ancient rock, a levitation sigil ready to go. She couldn’t fathom how they could dare to float there simpering, so close to completing their mission. It enraged her. Fuck these aliens and their cowardice. She rose into the air, drinking in sunlight and summer heat and turning it into black code all around her, seething wings of dark sigils that pushed her into the sky. To hell with gravity. 
 She rose above the hurricane of code around the ziggurat’s peak, above the dust and the fire and the warping distortions of other worlds and the wraiths, and she looked the bulky ship right in the eye and pointed down. 
 “ Land this ship! ” 
 She couldn’t see into the shaded cockpit window, but after a few long seconds the ship started descending. They got the message. Ada let herself back down into the eye of the storm. 
 Tank shots struck out towards the shuttle as it approached, but Ada batted them away, redirecting them with force so they just missed it each time. She landed back onto the roof of the ziggurat and destroyed the levitation sigil - she couldn’t remember to do it every time, but damned if she wasn’t going to leave as few hints as possible. 
 She turned and shouted over the roaring wind. “It’s coming! Get ready!” 
 A tank shot struck the shuttle and it rocked as it entered the hurricane, but it didn’t fall, settling down uneasily. It slammed its door down onto the roof, and before she could even see what was inside the outers started rushing in. 
 Zhilik shoved Jhoru off into the crowd and she glanced back in terror at the chaos around them. He returned to Ada and laid both hands on her shoulders. 
 “Ada - you must flee.” 
 She looked around her at the madness, the technicolor fires and the billowing columns of smoke and dust, the screams and explosions and unearthly sounds from the bloodied ruins of Campus. “I’ll figure it out.” 
 “Where will you go?” 
 “I’ll figure it out!” 
 He flatted his ears and nodded. “Very well.” He hugged her, the outers quickly filling the shuttle behind him. “It has been a pleasure.” 
 “You’re overstating it.” 
 He grinned a toothy, alien grin and embraced her. “You should have faith in the goodwill of others.” 
 “I do. Sometimes.” She furrowed her brow, trying not to think about this right now. “Zhilik - gods, get out of here!” 
 More weapons were training on the hurricane of code now, trying to pluck away at whatever little remained of the inhabitants. Zhilik nodded and ran for the shuttle as the last of the outers climbed aboard. Ada watched them, parents and children of generations of their kind on Earth, forever trapped and suddenly cut free. It was a damn bloody cut. 
 Where would they go, beyond the stars? What worlds awaited? What hazy memories of humanity might lie out there, abandoned and forgotten by the homeworld? 
 Who was the enemy who had done this to them all? 
 She looked out onto the ruins, barely visible beyond all the darkness swirling around them. Tanos and Sam were likely dead, or if they weren’t yet they were trapped. The city had come apart at the seams and become a killing field. 
 All that was left was to find Isavel, and cross the Earth looking for her answers. There was no place - 
 She turned one last time to see the shuttle, and saw them. Humans, two of them, inside the ship. Not ghosts - dressed wrong, looked wrong, acted wrong. Standing next to Zhilik and Jhoru. 
 Staring at her. 
 They were short, they were strangely dressed, but they wore technology - held it in their hands, wore it on their heads, used it, touched it, understood it. 
 Humans staring at Earth, their own fabled homeworld. Staring at her, Ada Liu, eyes wide. 
 The ancients’ human civilization lived on, unbroken, out among the stars. 
  
 Chapter 19 
 “Gods, Ada, I can handle this, but  really? ” 
 Isavel stared up at the massive ship that was pouring saltwater onto the field, firing into the army as it approached. Dark code crisscrossed its underbelly, and its voice boomed some ancient language as it flew. 
 She turned and ran, trying to get out of range. One of the tanks turned to fire at it, but as the shots zipped in they shattered against a kind of shimmering in the air, a shield unlike anything Isavel had ever seen. What the hell was she supposed to do with this? 
 Isavel darted from the warship’s shadow, trying to figure out an angle of attack when something  else  came roaring out of the city. A dark shape, a twisted and writhing black cloud, tore its way past the cracks in the city walls and swam through the air, darting towards the nearest warrior and slamming her off her feet. It looked suspiciously like code, but it was clearly  alive . 
 “What in the thousand -” 
 She tore off after it, shield alight and palm blazing, peppering it with hard light. The shots passed cleanly through as the creature parted its whorling form to let them through. Demon? Was this another demon? It didn’t seem to be walking the thousand worlds, though - it looked like a rogue fragment of Ada’s sorcery. 
 The thing tore into people left and right. It needed to be stopped. She ran at it, blade ready, and as it veered around to tear into another warrior Isavel stepped between them and raised her shield, anticipating a strike. 
 It didn’t strike at all. It paused and stared at her for a second before veering off again, attacking someone else. 
 “Hey!  Hey! ” 
 She chased it down. It wasn’t turned towards her, but as she jumped for it blade swinging, it nevertheless slipped out of her way like smoke, splashing across the ground and bursting up to surround and tear apart a horseman. 
 Isavel roared dragonfire as it did, with no regard for the man trapped inside, and they were both obliterated. The code creature broke down into a hundred tangled bits of darkness that crumpled into the ground impotently, and its victim’s charred corpse collapsed as well. 
 Good. She turned around. There were dozens more. 
 “Gods damn it  pull back! ” 
 The people looked around at her, bewildered. Could they even hear what she was saying? 
 “Pull ba -” 
 Something loud and heavy grabbed her by the shoulders and tore her into the air. She swung her blade at the dragon’s claws and it dropped her, roaring as she gently lowered herself to the ground with her own dragon’s gift. 
 She flung a shield towards the dragon, feeling the force seep from her arm in hexagonal pearls of light, but the dragon’s own shield was apparently working again. She shouted instead. “Get down here so I can  fucking stab you! ” 
 The dragon spat fire and light at her in response, an inferno enveloping everything around her, but her shield shrugged it off and left her standing in the middle of a circle of ash. She ran out to get a better view, but by then the dragon was gone, hiding behind the massive ship that was still battering everything in sight. 
 She tore at the nearest of the ethereal code creatures, their spindly code reaching out like barely-substantial hands to those around them. None of them approached her - they were busy with the rank and file of the army around them, and even if she put herself directly in their paths they never raised a single tendril to oppose her. 
 Isavel roared dragonfire from her jaws and hands at them, managing to blast a few into quickly-vanishing black dust, but they were slick and slippery, avoiding almost any attempts to be pinned down or cornered, doing as little as they needed to to throw people off their feet or kill them before moving on. They were precise, cold, and calculating. 
 Suddenly Isavel was being shot at, and not from the city. She raised a shield and turned to see coders, hiding behind a ridge, guns trained on her and firing. The people around her panicked, and some of them pointed and shouted. 
 “Ghosts! Back there!” 
 She opened her mouth, then shut it again. Damn them - she didn’t need to protect them. She shouted loud agreement. “Ghosts!” 
 The warriors and hunters around her charged the coders on the hill, who clearly hadn’t reckoned with this. The code beasts gleefully threw themselves into the melee, tearing apart anyone who got too close. 
 Cannonfire from that enormous ship continued thudding \into the field, cutting people down left and right as the metal bulk slid a few human heights above the field. That would have to stop. 
 She turned around and ran straight for it, reaching deep into the dragon’s gift, feeling every part of her being grow lighter and lighter, growing out wings of light from her back, the gifts of the dragon and the warrior intermingled. She kicked off into the air towards it and soared, and the ghost dragon itself saw her, bearing down on her with all claws ready. 
 She spun in the air, hard light wingtips cutting into its scaly armor as it came too close, and suddenly she thudded onto the side of the warship, feeling the cool, salty wetness of its armor under her palms. Dragon’s claws of light at her fingertips, she dug her way up the side of the ship as it turned in the air, massive cannons along the sides thundering into the chaos below. 
 With a shout and a grunt Isavel heaved herself on top of the ship, higher than she’d like, and the dragon landed opposite her on its roof. It hunched its shoulders and roared straight at her. 
 “I will have your body and your unholy gifts -” 
 She was in its bubble. She pointed with a warrior’s sword on her first and let loose, the shimmering blade ripping into the dragon’s chest and silencing it. The body collapsed onto the roof of the warship, gushing blood, limp wings collapsing around the edges of the ship in a dying embrace. 
 Isavel marched right over to the body and grabbed it by its spiny shoulders, heaving it to the side. The dead ghost dragon slid off the ship and crashed down below, kicking up screams and dust alike. Dragons never learned. 
 There was a door at the back of the ship and she ripped into it with glowing hot claws, tearing away at its seams and joints. She got inside and red lights started blaring. A voice started shouting in an incomprehensible language and Isavel tensed up, but after a few seconds she realized that was only the ship itself. Her eyes scanned the halls, frantic, as she muttered to herself. 
 “Okay, okay, what now?” 
 She looked around for something to destroy, but she had no idea what anything in here was, and set off through the ship. She soon found one room that looked promising - aglow with ancient technology, lights glittering and flashing and buttons and controls everywhere. In the centre was a vast, floating image - a map. 
 She stepped closer, and saw that it was quite clearly displaying the army and Ada’s motley forces as red and blue, respectively. There was a lot more red than blue, but both numbers were significantly smaller than Isavel might have expected. People were dying, everywhere, in far greater numbers than she would have liked. At best, hundreds would survive the day. 
 She watched the ship pick off several red dots at a time, all vanishing at once with each word from the cannons. This ship was part of that problem. 
 Isavel called up her claws and started tearing into the machines around her. Sparks flew and the ship shook and the red lights blared more frantically, but it wasn’t going down. It was too powerful, and its beating heart was not here to be torn out. 
 She ran down the narrow halls of the ship, opening doors and praying. 
 She found it in the centre, a room as far as possible from the outside. It was a massive glowing thing, not unlike the heart of a watcher. Ada had wrought dark scars of code down into it, no doubt powering the code on the ship’s underside. Here was the heart. 
 Isavel had dealt with these before. 
 She stuck her hand in and grabbed it, and was immediately afire with heat and energy. Her eyes flung open as she jutted out every single blade of light she could manage, wings and shields and blades and pure light from all her skin, lancing out and cutting everything around her to shreds, all that energy flowing through her and out again as destruction. 
 Then something fizzed and something else shook, and Isavel was thrown back by a sudden jolt to the side of the ship. She looked up, dazed, and saw the power core was dimming and flickering. She felt lighter, and not by her gift. The ship was falling from the sky. 
 She hadn’t thought about that, and panic seized her. If she was in this when it crashed… 
 She ran for the stairs, scrambled to the top of the ship as it tilted through the air. She stood firmly on the dragon-blood-slicked metal and glanced into the city, and something beyond her comprehension played out before her eyes. 
 A huge sphere of dark slashes and clouds was whirling around a squat building amidst the taller buildings, whatever was inside eclipsed and visible only in flitting seconds. Weapons from outside were starting to concentrate on that hurricane of magic, digging into it and sweeping code away, but it was self-replacing, unfaltering, not letting anything through. 
 The ship was about to crash. 
 Isavel ran to the other end of it and jumped off, wings wide, lightness in every limb. She drifted through the sky, a long swoop down onto the ground opposite the careening ship’s trajectory. Before she even touched down there was a deafening explosion behind her, and she  dropped to  the ground, shields up on both arms, taking cover. Metal and dust blew across the ruins, light flooded the air, and a shockwave threw everybody from their feet. Shattered glass poured down from every building. Bubbles of the thousand worlds bloomed around her, flickering in and out of existence and trapping the unwary in their maws. 
 Isavel looked up. That alien craft was coming down again, for the third and, she was certain, final time. This was almost over. She had to find Ada. 
 She looked back at the army that was quickly rushing into the crumbling, blood-slicked ruins of the city. Hail and Erran had a fighting chance, perhaps, but she might never find them again. She could search for them with Ada, but right now she had only one path. 
 Gods protect them. 
 And she hoped the gods protected her, too. They still owed her answers - answers about what she was, and why they had chosen her. With Ada at her side, she might finally be able to get those answers. Things might finally start to make sense, to fall into place. 
 She bolted towards that strange, tiered building in the centre of Campus where the ship was landing. She ignored the code creatures as she ran and they ignored here in turn. She dodged the many extrusions of jungles and ancient cities and deserts and broken geometric landscapes that bled into reality. She felt shots trained on her from all sides - ghosts? Coders? Who knew anymore? It was all over, the old lines had dissolved. She just needed to reach Ada. 
 Heavy weapons poured violence into the city, snapping concrete off what buildings still stood. She jumped over bodies, ghost and outer blood intermingled. She reached the base of the stepped structure and started climbing. At the top, raging and impenetrable, was a typhoon of code whipping wind and dust through the air around it, blotting out the sun and straining and rippling and buckling under the pressure of weapons from beyond. 
 One step, then another. Higher and higher. When she reached the edge of the storm it parted for her, no questions asked, enveloping her safely and letting her through. 
 She climbed the final steps, into the eye of the storm, and saw her there. 
 Ada. 
 She was standing meters away from the ship, the outers gone. Ada’s head was turned towards two human shapes standing in the maw of the alien ship. One of those shapes was holding out an arm, extended towards her. 
 “Ada!” She shouted, approaching. “Ada!” 
 Ada turned around as she approached. She looked nervous. She looked scared. 
 “Ada what’s wrong?” 
 Ada craned her head around as though looking for answers. “I - Isavel - there are humans. Up there.” 
 Isavel looked at the alien craft, up at the sky, at the ring that dominated it. 
 “What? So what? Listen, Ada, we need to go -” 
 Ada held up a hand. “Isavel - Isavel, I think I have to go.” 
 Isavel’s mind went blank. “Go? What do you mean, go? Go where?” 
 Ada turned and looked at the ship. “I need to go with them.” 
 No. 
 She couldn’t be saying this. 
 “Ada no - you can’t go! There’s no point!” 
 “There  is  a point!” Ada gestured towards the ship. “They must know what happened, Isavel! They understand what happened during the Fall! They know why - why  all this  is happening! They can help us fix it! Isavel - Isavel, come with me!” 
 Go with Ada. Leave Earth - leave the gods - leave any hope of ever discovering what her entire new life  meant . Leave an unhealed wound, an empty chasm forever yawning in her mind. And for what? 
 “I don’t care about the fucking Fall!” Isavel shouted, grabbing Ada by the shoulders and shook her. “You’re staying  here!  I still don’t have  any  answers from the gods and I can’t -” 
 “Isavel,  I need answers too!  I have to find out what happened! And you...” Ada’s eyes widened, as though she were seeing something new for the first time. “Isavel, you’re immune to the technophage. You’re - you’re amazing - you have to stay.” 
 Frustration was welling in Ada’s eyes, and the wind was whipping her dark hair into a storm. 
 “Isavel, this world needs you.” 
 Here it was. After months of Ada being the only person Isavel could rely on to see her as a person, here she was - the Herald again. Isavel looked onto that ship, and a wave of despair clawed its way up her legs and into her chest. She stared back into Ada’s eyes. “You told me  you  needed me! Me, Isavel!” 
 “I - I -” 
 “Stay here!” She dug her fingers into Ada’s arms. There had to be another way. “Stay here and we can - we can find the gods and - we can find -” 
 “This is bigger than Earth, Isavel.” Ada glanced up. “Bigger than the gods. There’s something out there that scares the gods themselves, and if I don’t find out what it is we might never be safe. You - you can -” 
 “I need  my  answers, Ada. The gods owe me my answers, they owe me a real  life . If you won’t stay -” 
 The ship suddenly buckled under a blue flash, a tank shot reaching its way through the storm to hit it. The humans behind that wall of light looked terrified, and they were waving and shouting. Ada looked at them, and then back at Isavel. 
 “Isavel, please, I’m sorry, I have to -” 
 Rage and frustration and despair radiated through Isavel’s every nerve, and she reached out and slapped Ada across the face as hard as she could. Ada winced and backed off, but Isavel pulled her in again, close, and planted her lips on Ada’s. She clung desperately to her even as she knew she would let go, running her hands down the side of Ada’s face. Their noses alongside one another, she tipped her forehead forwards and rested it on Ada’s, digging her fingers into Ada’s back before shoving her away. 
 “If you want to leave me, Ada, then get the fuck away from me.” 
 Ada’s eyes were red, but she stumbled backwards, towards a shuttle that was already starting to pick up and hover as smaller weapon shots tore through the storm and raked across that dull metal hull. 
 They locked eyes as two of the outers reached out to grab Ada. The ship picked up and left. Isavel watched Ada disappear into the sky, watched until her eyes couldn’t see, watched until her hunter’s gift couldn’t even tell her where Ada had gone. She felt tears on her cheeks - her own, Ada’s, it was all the same. 
 The storm collapsed around her, a monstrous whirl of code and magic and energy falling to pieces and leaving an ashen ring around the peak of the ziggurat, with Isavel, utterly alone, at its centre. 
  
 Chapter 20 
 Ada watched Isavel recede. The ship pulled up, the shouting and the roar of the wind and the whine of the shuttle’s engines around her barely registering. She watched her tiny shape kneel amidst the black storm as it fell apart. She still felt the scraping of Isavel’s fingers against her back, and reached her right hand under her arm to touch the spot. 
 A furry four-fingered hand pressed down on her shoulder. Zhilik. 
 “Ada. They need to close the door. We are leaving the atmosphere.” 
 Slowly, gingerly, she crawled into the shuttle’s recess, pressing her back against the bulkhead as the door hauled up. Trapping her inside. Her face was wet and red-hot, her eyes blurry. She kept staring at the door long after it had shut. Kept feeling those fingers on her back. 
 What had she done? Was this right? She could still jump out - maybe she could still - 
 One of the alien humans crouched in front of her, filling her vision, a ugly, hideous dumpling of a man with a balding scalp and something technological attached to the side of his head. He opened his mouth to speak but she reached out, grabbed his face in her hand, and shoved him away. She was trading Isavel for  this? 
 Zhilik knelt down beside her. “Ada, they will not go back down.” 
 She nodded. Of course not. She was in this for the long run. She had wanted answers, so she was going to get the damn things. 
 “Ada, is there anything I can -” 
 “You can shut up!” 
 She hugged her knees to her chest, flexing and relaxing her hands and arms, and the two humans watching her stared for a few quiet moments before taking a few steps away. They stayed within sight in a nearby hallway, glancing her way between whispered words unfamiliar. It sounded like the dialect of the ancients, maybe. Maybe not. She couldn’t bring herself to focus on them; she’d figure it out later. 
 She’d need to, if she was ever to come back to Earth. She  had  to come back, once she had figured out what had happened all those centuries ago. She had to come back and find Isavel, and fix this. Fix everything. Maybe Isavel would understand, in the end. 
 She slipped into time dilation, where the shuttle’s shudders became a slow undulation of the world around her, and called up code spindles in the air. Twisting, binding, weaving them together, a long-range communication sigil took shape. Her hands were shaking, slowly wavering in dilation, and water was pooling at the edges of her vision, blurring her sight. She returned to normal time so she could wipe her eyes, and finished the sigil complex. 
 “Gods on the ring.” 
 The sigil warbled with the polyphony of the gods, but they sounded squeaky, weak, suddenly rendered pathetic by a vaster universe. “Arbiter Liu, what -” 
 “Protect Isavel Valdéz. She is the only person who matters on that damned planet.” 
 The gods whinged. “The ship you are on -” 
 She crushed the sigil in her fist and let the broken code crumble black to dust, fading into nothing halfway between her fingers and the floor. The humans in the corner, that man and a younger woman, gawked at her. Ada didn’t bother making eye contact. 
 She rested her forehead on her knees and shuddered. 
 Was this worth it? 
 She needed to know what had destroyed ancient civilization, what power was out there for the taking, who the enemy was. She needed to find out, because nobody on Earth ever would. If she hadn’t gone with these aliens now, she might never have gotten another chance, and the lost opportunity might have haunted her forever. 
 Might. She needed those answers, right? 
 She pulled her legs closer, trying to remember what it felt like to have her arms around Isavel. The feeling of Isavel’s fingers digging into her back was fading. She couldn’t count them individually anymore - they were just a dull feeling, seeping out of her back and her mind. 
 It was a while before she heard a soft clinking on the floor to her right, and Zhilik was there again. “Ada, we will reach the orbital soon. Would you like to see it?” 
 She stared up at him and let go a ragged breath. “If it’s as ugly as this piece of shit, no.” 
 He sat down next to her silently and draped an arm over her shoulder, staring at the sealed door in front of them. There was writing on it, the same script the ancients used. Maybe she could read it later. 
 She leaned forward and rested her cheek on her knees. Zhilik patted her on the back. It was a long, long while before anything but painful splinters of memory crossed Ada’s mind. 
 The ship was moving differently, slower and changing directions, and Ada felt herself growing lighter suddenly, as though she weighed almost nothing. The humans and Jhoru walked over - no, they hopped over, bounding and then suddenly just floating. Jhoru said something to Zhilik in a low tone, and Zhilik looked at her. 
 “The shuttle is going to dock with the carrier. Everybody needs to leave the shuttle.” 
 She started gripping at the metal wall as she floated, panic welling in her chest, her mind finally drawn back to her physical body as she struggled to understand and right herself. “What’s going on? Why are we floating?” 
 “There is no gravity in space.” 
 “Bullshit, I’ve been in space before.” 
 Zhilik looked back up at the humans, who backed off in something like fear. A short little woman was saying something into a communicator. Ada was still floating, but at least she was stable against the bulkhead. 
 There was a heavy thud, some mechanical clunking, and a hiss. The door shuddered down unevenly, as though haltingly cursing the morons that built it, and more mechanical thuds outside told her it was connecting with something. Ada looked up. The shuttle was in a large, unevenly lit chamber that looked more like the inside of an overcomplicated steel rib cage, and the door had connected to a longer walkway that lead to a broad platform circling the shuttle. Beyond it were hundreds of outers already on the ship, awkwardly bobbing around as though underwater, gripping handrails as they held onto their scrabbling children, dusty and ragged clothes floating up about their bodies. They all looked scared. 
 Then the outers on the shuttle emerged, appearing from the corridors around them, pushing against walls and almost swimming out to meet their fellows. It was awkward and chaotic, and Ada clung to the wall, watching them pass. There was shouting and yelling, names were called out, families and friends found each other. Others called names that had not made it onto the shuttle, with slowly mounting desperation. 
 “Isavel.” 
 Jhoru followed them, and Zhilik made ready to push off the wall after her, though after a moment he turned back to look at Ada. He looked worried. 
 She waved him on. 
 She’d figure it out. She held her head, trying to dampen the stinging, aching burn coursing through her chest. 
 After several long moments she heard the human woman on the communicator speak again, and more shapes emerged from the depths of the shuttle. They shunted themselves along the handrails with practiced gestures, much more elegant than the outers had been, though some of these were mirran as well. Others, of course, were human. Aliens, all of them. 
 They were greeted outside the shuttle by more of their kind descending into view from above the shuttle doors; at the forefront was a straight-backed, pale-haired woman with strands of grey in her gently floating hair, wearing the neatly trimmed blue-grey uniform most of the crew seemed to be wearing. People were flanking her. She was probably in charge of something. Did they expect Ada to do a dance or make a speech? 
 The stranger locked eyes with Ada and approached, slowly and cautiously moving along the handrails, as though Ada were some kind of wild animal. She nodded, swallowed, and said something barely intelligible. She was probably introducing herself. 
 Ada flattened her legs against the wall, trying vainly to look like she was standing as she floated in space. All the humans backed off. They all looked a head shorter than her at least, most of them frumpy and old-looking. What was wrong with them? Were they inbred? Sickened by other ancient weapons? 
 She addressed the woman in front. 
 “I want to see Earth.” 
 They looked at each other in confusion, so Ada shoved past them, scattering them with the sudden motion out into the wide bay beyond the shuttle. She grabbed onto the handrails there, ignoring the stares. The outers, in their ragged clothes and curled and nervous floating postures, looked nothing like the longer - taller - more snug-dressed mirrans who had come to rescue them. Here and there were humans, too, in small numbers, and they all stared warily at her as as she floated past. Where the hell had gravity gone? 
 She rounded on the shuttle, and found it was embraced by great mechanical arms rooted in the walls, holding it in the middle of the docking bay. She couldn’t tell how it had gotten inside - the area seemed sealed shut, with no windows onto space. 
 “Where’s Earth? I want a window.” 
 The humans who had approached her initially were following her, and she realized that as people filtered out of the docking bay, they were giving her a wide berth. Suddenly Zhilik appeared from behind them again. “Ada, Jhoru said there are windows. Follow me.” 
 She looked between him and the alien humans. 
 “Show me, Zhilik.” 
 She shunted herself along after him, through the weightless ship in the alien humans’ wake, and as they moved the ship started making great, cavernous sounds. The humans shouted something and started pulling themselves towards the walkways using the handrails, and Jhoru turned around to both of them. “They say gravity is coming back. I think.” 
 Ada blinked, but as the rumble in the ship grew louder she quickly feeling herself move  down  again. Still gently falling, she eased herself along with the others down onto the walkway. “Zhilik, what -” 
 The humans were talking again, and Jhoru made a following motion with her hand. They could walk normally now, thankfully, but Ada grumbled, wishing more than anything that she could see the planet before it slipped out of view. 
 “Isavel.” 
 She reached into her suit and found the locator stone. It still pointed towards its sibling, down on Earth, down on that forested, craggy ocean coast. She held it tightly in the palm of her hand and took a deep breath. 
 She was here to find answers. She had told Isavel so. If she didn’t find answers, she was a liar, a failure, a wreck. This would all be for nothing. It couldn’t all be for nothing. 
 If she wanted answers, she would have to know what these damned aliens were saying. So took a deep breath, and started listening. 
 She followed them down the halls, mulling their words over in her brain, trying to find their centers and peripheries. They didn’t exactly make sense, but they echoed, familiar patterns hiding beneath the surface. Whatever their language, it had likely descended from the same language of the ancients Ada’s had. 
 Then they stepped into a room with a window - if a pane spanning the floor and ceiling and everything could still be a window - and looked down. And there, underneath them, was Earth encircled by the ring. They were still remarkably close, close enough that it didn’t entirely fit within her field of vision yet. But they were moving. She stared at her planet and its jewelry as they slowly shrank, and around her the room emptied, leaving only Zhilik’s familiar breathing and a human woman occasionally speaking into a communicator. Quietly, not saying anything, Ada kept her eyes on Earth and her ears on the sounds coming out of that woman’s mouth. 
 This would take a while. It would be worth it. 
 She looked at the locator one last time, saw how it pointed towards her homeworld, and then tucked it away by her chest, turning away from Earth for now. She had a lot of work to do. 
 As minutes on this strange ship multiplied into hours, she quickly realized that following Jhoru and Zhilik around wasn’t going to be any help figuring out what these dumpy little humans were saying. She wanted to resent them for changing their language so much, but her own ancestors having done the same, she could hardly complain. She had to admit she needed help. 
 The woman who seemed to be following her much of the time was young-looking, black-haired and golden-skinned like herself. Ada had also seen her following the older, grey-haired woman who seemed to be a leader of some kind, so she might be well-placed to answer questions. When she had decided to ask for help, she found the young woman poking at a clear rectangular device covered in moving images. There was writing there; she slowed time to read, but it wasn’t clear what it was about. There were a lot of abbreviations, and several unfamiliar words. She searched the woman’s face for Isavel, on instinct, but there was nothing there. Of course not. 
 The woman looked up at her and jumped in surprise. She stammered at Ada, ultimately settling on a single syllable. “Hi?” 
 Ada nodded. That made sense. “Hi. I need help.” 
 The woman’s eyes were darting all across Ada’s face in fear, from the tattoo-like code on her arms to the advanced suit she was wearing. An old-looking, brown-skinned man stepped out of the room and froze when he saw them. He asked the younger woman a question, and she responded with a single curt, unfamiliar word. 
 Ada reached out and grabbed the woman by the hand. She looked alarmed, but the old man muttered something and made a shooing motion. It was in everybody’s interest that they figure out how to communicate, after all. So the alien woman led her through the ship to a room with a small round window, mostly filled with storage compartments and a table, and they sat down together. Ada stared at her, pointing. “Start talking.” 
 Whether or not she understood, the woman started talking, and Ada tried talking back, trying to mimic what she was saying. At first it was halting, and they had no idea what was going on, but Ada had dealt with this before. From the ancients to the outers, she was familiar with how words twisted and curved to fit new tongues, and it wasn’t long before she started realizing the turns she needed to take to make her words sound more like theirs. 
 She sat there for hours, interrogating the woman with basic words and mangled sounds and awkward gestures, trying to pick apart her sentences. The human was showing her pictures of things, objects, and naming them. Ada tried repeating the names, tried saying her own words in ways that sounded more like how these humans spoke. 
 “What’s your name?” 
 The woman looked surprised, and responded slowly. “I am Sanako.” 
 “Sanako.” Good. Introductions. “I’m Ada.” 
 She glanced down at the writing on Sanako’s uniform, and saw letters printed there.  S Oshimi.  She kept looking at pictures, learning words. At some point, after hours and a few breaks, Sanako went to sleep, pointing Ada to a bunk next to hers. She considered it, but she was too restless to sleep. An alarm woke Sanako up later, and she pointed to the ceiling, speaking slowly and making a spinning motion with her two hands. 
 “The ship is turning.” 
 Ada frowned, not understanding why that mattered, but suddenly gravity started feeling weaker and weaker, and everything in the room started floating. She grabbed onto a handrail, thankful there seemed to be handrails along every wall, and watched as Sanako did the same.  
 The alien woman looked tired, despite getting a few hours of sleep. She was reaching into a bag attached to her bunk, though, and found something to eat, punting a small bar of food towards across the weightless room at Ada. Ada caught it and ate it, finding it bland and uninteresting.  
 Gravity soon returned to normal, and they sat at a table in Sanako’s room to keep talking. Ada noticed something on the table, though, an image in a small metal frame somehow stuck to the surface. She reached over to pry at it. 
 Sanako followed her gaze and looked a bit alarmed, reaching over to pull the image closer. She hesitated, then showed it to Ada and pointed. “My family.” 
 Ada saw two young women, one of them clearly Sanako and the other likely a younger sister. Sanako was dressed differently, in a dark blue uniform not unlike what she wore now. Standing behind them were two older women, beaming. She looked at Sanako, and back at the image. 
 She reached for her locator stone, pulled it out, and looked at it. She expected it to be pointing down, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t pointing anywhere. 
 She froze, and turned it over, but there was no light anywhere on it. 
 She had lost Isavel, now, well and truly. 
 “Ada?” 
 She clamped the locator stone in her fist, feeling more despair welling up in her eyes, but tried to bite down on it. There wasn’t time for despair. If she wanted to return - if she wanted to come back, to find Isavel before something happened or before Isavel forgot about her or before someone else came along - she had to get her answers fast. She had to work. She had to think. 
 What if she didn’t, though? What if someone else was there for Isavel, when Ada was not? 
 What if this had all just been one big, long, cruel joke. 
 She curled up in the chair and looked around for a window, but there was nothing here. Tears. Maybe she was just tired. For a long while her mind was black, with only fleeting memories darting through her mind. Dancing in Hive. Fighting in a flying ruin. Embracing, skin to skin. 
 After a while, she realized her tutor was speaking into a communicator. “She hasn’t slept yet. Fifty hours. I don’t know,  ma’am .” 
 Ada tried to speak, but it came out as a croak. She tried again. “Window.” 
 Sanako nodded, snapping the image of her family back into place on the table, and lead Ada out into the rest of the ship. After some time they found an observation room, and she sat down on the thick glass, looking below them. It was as Ada feared; Earth was nowhere to be seen. It was gone. Ada was gone. 
 She took a deep breath, and heard steps approach behind her. Turning around to see, she found that same old woman there, their leader - or at least Sanako’s. Both alien women were talking about her, but they quieted when she looked at them. She unfurled, stood up, rolled her shoulders, and walked towards them. 
 “Hi.” She twisted the words so they’d come across. “My name is Ada Liu.” 
 Sanako made some kind of signal with her eyes, and the blond-grey woman extended a hand. “Vice Admiral Felisha Derksen.” She paused, as though reconsidering - wisely, as Ada didn’t understand any of that. “Felisha.” 
 Ada looked at the extended hand. It wasn’t the regular clasping pose, but she reached forward anyway, clasping the woman’s forearm in her hand. The colonial human seemed confused for a moment before clasping back. 
 Ada tried more stunted speech. “Where are we going?” 
 The vice admiral looked at Sanako, wide-eyed, who shrugged in response. Gods, surely they knew where they were going? Sanako looked back up at Ada, cleared her throat, and answered slowly. “We’re near Jupiter. Heading for the Tannhäuser Gate. Jumping to Freyja soon.” 
 Ada shook her head. She understood some of the words - maybe all of them - but she didn’t quite know what they meant. “Show me.” 
 “Come.” Felisha motioned for her to follow, and after Sanako nodded, she followed. 
 The little humans led her through the ship, passing a number of mirrans and a few outers she recognized along the way. Felicia spoke quietly to guards of both species, stationed at many junctures. Ada got the distinct impression that everyone was uneasy with this strange Earth human. 
 They reached a set of ladders and started climbing. She looked up and down the shaft gingerly, understanding for the first time that the ship was built like a tower. What a strange shape. She started climbing after them, and they climbed almost up to the end of the ladder. 
 The room they stepped into was round, open, and the whole wall all around the ship was a single reinforced window. Colour caught the corner of her eye, though, colour that wasn’t the black of space she expected. As she walked around the ring-shaped observation deck, she came face to face with something spectacular. 
 A massive planet hung in space, a great banded reddish-brown sphere that looked like a thousand clouds of mud and blood kicked up in a lake. The ribbons of colour across its surface coiled around each other and rippled, a strange and thick smoke, the whole planet vast beyond comprehension. They were far from its surface, but it looked so much larger than Earth could ever be. Her mouth hung open as she beheld it. 
 The alien women stepped up behind her, and Sanako entered her field of vision, pointing at the planet. “That’s Jupiter.” 
 Ada had heard the word once or twice, but it had meant nothing to her until now. “A colony?” 
 They frowned and exchanged glances, and after a moment Sanako responded. “We’re going through a gate. To Freyja. Not Jupiter. You can watch, from here. Almost there.” 
 Almost where? Ada didn’t understand what was going on, but a voice was speaking from machines scattered throughout the ship, and Ada began to realize sight of the planet was moving down relative to the ship. 
 Felisha stepped into her field of vision and stared intently at her. “Why are you coming? With us.” 
 Ada stepped past both of them, to the edge of the window, wanting to reach out and touch Jupiter. Wishing she had Cherry to help her dive into those roiling clouds. To fly back to Earth, back to Isavel. But. “I have questions.” 
 The short old woman seemed confused. “Questions about what?” 
 Something suddenly appeared along the top of the window, and Ada quickly realized the ship was ascending into a ring-shaped artifact. This gate, no doubt. Inside the gate, something was wrong with space. It looked different - another hue, another set of stars. 
 She realised the voice echoing through the ship was counting down. Numbers. 
 Questions about what? 
 “Everything.” 
 The ship slipped through the gate, and Jupiter vanished. 
 Isavel stood outside Campus, beyond those city walls that faced the ocean untouched. Orange and red and white fires smoldered in the city, great banners of black smoke billowing out in the wind. What remained of the army was no doubt picking through the ruins, but the rumble of war had calmed. There was no place for her anymore. The ocean wind chilled the tears rapidly drying on her cheek. She walked towards the sea. 
 Her feet carried her south-east, towards a rock formation jutting away from the ruined city. Real rocks, not forgotten ruins; old geology cracked and worn by water and wind in ages long before humans laid eyes on them. The shuttle was long gone, Ada was gone, and there was nowhere left for Isavel to go. Here on the edge, salt and foam churning just below her feet, seemed like the place to be. 
 A few small, ugly islets stuck out of the water in the distance, vainly pretending to be land. She knelt down on the cold hard stone below her, scaring away the gulls that were picking between the rocks, opened her heart, and wailed. 
 She howled herself hoarse, beating at the rocks with her fists, everything around her blurred and narrowed. The ring, that great embrace the gods wrapped around the world, hung impassive and uncaring in the sky. Her voice didn’t even echo, swallowed in silence by the distance and the sea. 
 Eventually her face and eyes had dried, her throat raked, and there was still nothing to say or do. She reached into her brace and pulled out the locator stone, watching the glowing blip on it point vainly up into the sky. She clasped it in her fist and wound her arm back to throw it in the sea. 
 Isavel held it there for a long moment, her muscles trembling, until finally her arm failed her and fell limply back down to her side. The stone still pulsed. She looked at it, wondering what good it was at this point. She might well never use it again. 
 But she might. And if she ever needed it, she knew she would be sorry not to have it. 
 She laid the stone in her lap and called up the tiniest blade of light she could at her fingertip, digging slowly and carefully into the bare uncoded part of the stone until she had created a smooth hole all the way through. She tore at the fibers of her pants, wrenching off a tattered white strip, and wound it through the stone, knotting it behind her neck and letting the locator rest cold and hard against her sternum. 
 Ada was gone, for now. But the idea of her, the hope of her, their mingled tears drying on her cheeks, was still all Isavel had left. That and her damned questions for the gods. She looked back out to the sea and rested her hands on the ground, breathing heavily. It was quiet here, for a long moment, and she just breathed. 
 Eventually a sound started filtering through the air, a thrumming hum slowly approaching. It sounded familiar. Perhaps they had finally found her, and were going to try to put her down for her crimes. 
 She looked up at the ring. “Haven’t I done what you wanted?” 
 The thrum grew louder. 
 “I tried! I tried to protect people - to keep them alive - to put an end to the fighting -” 
 A hauler pulled to a stop not far behind her, quieting down. 
 “I’m sick of this. I thought I had something -  someone  to look forward to. Why not? What did I do wrong?!” 
 The gods never answered her. They had no voice here, even though in legend they were said to speak with the wind and the waves. They didn’t care about her - that was all she could imagine. She had served her purpose, done her duty, fulfilled some objective never made clear to her, and now what? They were done with her and would cast her adrift, leave her to be executed on a rocky shore, blood to the sea. 
 She hung her head, reaching up to the stone against her chest, pressing it between her fingers. 
 “Isavel?” 
 She blinked. That voice. 
 Suddenly Hail’s arms were around her, and her voice was in Isavel’s ears. “It’s you!” 
 Isavel turned around to look at her bodyguard, unharmed and alive. “Hail?” 
 Hail squeezed her again, and Isavel looked behind her to see three others standing by the hauler. Erran, that good-for-nothing walker who turned out to be good for something. Beside him stood a vaguely familiar face, one of Ada’s friends from Campus - Tanos, she thought. His hand rested on the shoulder of a red-headed woman Isavel had also seen before - Sam, another ghost. 
 Hail reached for her face. “Isavel, are you alright? You look terrible.” She pulled back and looked Isavel in the eyes, checking her over as though trying to find an injury somewhere. 
 It wasn’t like that. “No, Hail. I’m not okay.” 
 Hail stilled, trying to understand. 
 “She’s gone. She... left me here.” 
 All at once she was wailing again, her face buried into Hail’s shoulder, trying to howl out the cavernous ache in her body. The rest of the group closed in around her, kneeling down but quietly averting their gazes. Hail embraced her and rubbed her back. She didn’t complain as Isavel howled incoherently right next to her ear. 
 After a moment the pang subsided again, and she fell quiet, empty. She suddenly couldn’t imagine feeling anything but empty. As the others looked at her, Tanos reached out to pat Isavel on the shoulder, and the empathy startled her a bit. Hail pulled back and sat across from her on the rocky shore, and the rest followed suit, sitting silently as she listened to the ocean crashing against the rocks. 
 In the distance, one of those strange black code creatures was slowly creeping towards them across the rocky shore, wavering in the wind as it went. She watched it for a while, wondering if it was looking for a fight, but it was slow and seemed content to explore. 
 Isavel finally looked back to the others and took a deep breath, wiping her eyes. She reached out to Hail and started inspecting her, and a strange look crossed Hail’s face. “Isavel, are you looking for lice?” 
 Isavel grimaced and shut her eyes for a second. “Gods, no. I want to see if you got hurt.” 
 “I’m fine, Isavel.” 
 She nodded, and pulled her hands back to herself, glancing between Hail and Erran. “What happened to that warrior?” 
 “I blew her smug fucking face off.” 
 Isavel looked back into Hail’s face and saw no regret there. “Oh, Hail. How are -” 
 “I know. I had to do it. It’s fine.” Hail’s jaw visibly stiffened. “I found you again, and that’s what matters.” 
 She nodded, wondering just how fine it really was. What kind of new nightmares would Hail have to face in her sleep now - in Isavel’s name? She looked aside, to the pillar of ash and smoke that had once been Campus. 
 “What about Mother Jera? Elder Magan? Dendre?” 
 “I don’t know.” She glanced at the walker. “He pulled us into some stinking jungle world, I dealt with the warrior, and then I think we were walking underground to escape. Didn’t see anyone else. I assume they all survived, though I’d be glad if we hunted them down and took their heads off too.” 
 Isavel looked at her, and Hail cleared her throat. 
 “Metaphorically speaking, of course.” 
 Isavel looked to Tanos and Sam. “What about you two?” 
 “Sam wanted to die fighting.” Tanos pointed at the ghost. “I told her that was stupid, and we ran away. We saw these two running for the hills and recognised Hail, so we picked them up.” 
 “He’s stupid.” Sam didn’t look too unhappy to be alive, though. Isavel reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 “Ghost, right?” 
 Sam smiled weakly. “That’s me.” 
 “That’s fine.” She kept her hand on Sam’s shoulder for a moment longer, then pulled it back to rub her eyes again. She looked up to the sky. There was no sign of anything there, no sign of the ship that had taken Ada away from her. 
 “What about that?” 
 She pointed at the code creature, which was still growing closer, and everyone grew a little uneasy. Erran glanced at it. “A wraith. Ada made a lot of them, but once the ship left for good, they all ran off into the wilds. Gods only know what they’ll get up to.” 
 This wraith continued picking its way along the coastline for a while before Sam pointed to Isavel’s chest, and the stone swinging there. “Ada has one of those.” 
 She looked down and found it still pointing towards the sky. “I know she does.” 
 Erran had been quiet so far, his eyes aglow as he stared into other worlds, but at this he became a bit more attentive. “Okay, so uh, just to be clear, you two -” 
 “Yes.” 
 The others all shot him angry glances. Tanos and Sam knew already? Outnumbered, Erran threw up his hands in defence. “Just checking! Just making sure I, you know, knew what’s what.” 
 Hail rubbed her shoulder. “Isavel. I know you’re in pain, but we should think about what to do next. The army might send people here to check for survivors.” She sounded concerned. “If you’re not sure about anything right now, we can decide for you. But we’re not leaving without you.” 
 Isavel nodded, looking out across the sea, to the mainland in the distance. To the south a huge, strange pillar reached into the sky. To the north, somewhere, was Glass Peaks. 
 “Thank you, but no. I think… I know what I have to do. I didn’t go with Ada for a reason, you know. A… good reason, I hope. I told Ada.” 
 She wasn’t making sense. She took a deep breath. 
 “I want answers. I  deserve  answers. The gods have been toying with me for months now - killing me, bringing me back, giving me powers, taking away my friends, taking away my leadership, giving me Ada and then taking her away as well. I need know why. Why me, why all this…  why . I don’t know if I can decide what to do with myself without knowing what this is all for. But I’m sick of waiting for the gods to decide to answer me. They promised I’d understand if I did what I was told, and I did my best.” 
 She pulled herself to her feet. 
 “I want to find everything that gives the gods voice in this world, and I want to  make  them answer me. And if they don’t, I’ll strangle that voice and find another, until they tell me what I need to know. Or until I’ve silenced them completely.” 
 They stood up with her, and Hail nodded solemnly. “Where to?” 
 “The one place we already know the gods have voice.” 
 They exchanged nervous glances, and Hail explained. “The temple in Glass Peaks.” 
 “Yes. I don’t think I’m welcome there anymore, so we’ll have to break in.” She almost smiled at the thought of upturning the elder priestess’ home. 
 Erran nodded. “I can walk us in there, if I can find a safe world for it. Tevoria might be able to help; I’ll talk to her.” 
 “I can drive the hauler.” Sam nodded. 
 Tanos glanced around. “I sit stand here looking pretty?” 
 Isavel curled her lips. “It’s a start.” 
 She turned her head to the last figure on the beach with her. The wraith had crawled directly towards them across the rocks, and it had become clear it was heading for her. When her gaze settled on it, it rose up and took on a new silhouette, a fragmentary, wispy impression of a human hooded and cloaked. It stared at them, silent and unmoving, and everyone but Isavel shuffled away a step or two. 
 Sam looked nervous. “Ada never really explained how they work. What they want.” 
 Isavel took a step towards it, and it seemed to contemplate her. She raised a hand, as though to wave, and it mimicked the gesture with an inchoate tangle of code. “Maybe it will follow us.” 
 “And do what?” 
 She shrugged, and turned away from it. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem dangerous, but I think it has a mind of its own.” 
 “I saw what they did on the battlefield.” Hail looked leery. “I’d say it’s dangerous.” 
 Isavel nodded. “But not… hostile.” 
 “We just let it follow us?” 
 She sighed. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 Erran gripped his head. “Don’t say that! Gods, that’s just asking for trouble.” 
 “I know. Chase it away if you want to, then.” 
 Nobody did. 
 Isavel hugged Hail again, and they walked towards the hauler. She heaved herself up onto it, her strength and her gifts unable to keep the feeling of heaviness out of her muscles. She was stiff, rigid, and sore, but it wasn’t the fighting that had done her in. She collapsed onto the hauler’s flatbed and dragged herself up to a sitting position. Hail followed. 
 Sam and Tanos climbed into the front of the vehicle, and Erran hopped onto the back, dangling his legs off the edge and staring off at the ruins. The wraith followed, shrinking itself and sloshing up into the middle of the flatbed, and everyone else backed off warily. 
 Hail sat next to Isavel, reaching for her hand and leaning against her. “Whatever you need.” 
 Isavel looked up to the sky. 
 “I don’t know about that.”  She lowered her eyes back to Earth, and set her shoulders straight as the hauler thrummed to life and turned around, pointing itself across the water and towards Glass Peaks. She felt something harden in her heart. “Let’s take this one thing at a time. Right now, we’ve got some gods to piss off.” 
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