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 & for my mother, father, and sister 
  
  
 Foreword 
 I know that growing up, you heard  stories that sound a lot like this. Somebody young, unassuming, usually not as wise to the ways of the world as they should be. Some strange power or inheritance, some tragedy to set them on their way. Somehow, in all our stories, the power to change things for the better usually flowed into a single pair of hands, to be used for good, in the triumphs, or for ill, in the tragedies. It helped us believe we matter, I suppose. 
 At this point, you all know these stories usually don’t happen the way they’re told. More often the stories that built the world we live in are stories of a thousand people and a million days, stories that advance and retreat in fits and starts, stories that live in intermittent conversations, hard toil, a convergence of circumstances and decisions. Indeed, I could be telling you one such story, if I wanted to, for this world was not built entirely on the backs of two young women. You could even say their part in the story was inevitable, in the grand scheme of things. If they hadn’t come along to do it, somebody else would have. 
 But they matter to me. Their story matters to me, personally. The old fog of mystery and silence that enveloped the Earth has mostly been burned away now, the kindling laid in place over ages, but I saw with my own eyes the spark that lit the wildfire. For all that it was just a spark, it’s the part of the story I care to tell. 
 I said that in these older, simpler kinds of stories, power and opportunity flow into a single pair of hands. Some of us knew that that pair of hands belonged to Isavel - kind, brave, divine. Others knew it belonged to Ada - fierce, cunning, dangerous. But back then, in the beginning, none of us knew power was flowing towards both of them. If we had known these two were both pushing and pulling at the world in their own ways, as often against one another as anything, we might have been wiser. Indeed, we might have been afraid. 
  
 Chapter 1 
 Ada had seen taxidermied creatures before, and the results inevitably rang hollow. So too, it seemed, with cities. She couldn’t look at Campus without seeing the knobbly ridges of the city’s old bones, the life it had lived before the alien outers had made it their home. Though Zhilik’s people had done much in their thousand-year stranding on Earth, taxidermy could only go so far - the gods had watched them closely, until recently, and had meted out terrible punishment if they strayed too close to changing the world itself. And so the thin layer of life they draped atop the ruins of the city couldn’t hide the truth. This was all Earth was anymore - legacies slowly crumbling to dust. Decay was the way of the world. 
 She curled her nose, running her hands down the cool material of her starship’s hull - not metal, not glass, but maybe something cousin to both. Ada had never liked like the way of the world. There was a new world waiting to be born, to take the place of what had been lost, and she saw that new world in the matte black and bright red streaks of the ship’s hull. Cherry’s sleek fins and glassy cockpit thrummed with energy, light, and the promise that ruin was not all that humanity was. It also had guns - Ada figured the birth of a new world came with a risk of violence. 
 She looked out beyond Campus towards the mainland. The outers sent scouts out every now and then to see what was going on, and word from the mainland had been war. War would only accelerate the world’s decay, and had to be stopped, so Ada had spent weeks hungrily devouring ancient archives, the outers’ and Cherry’s as well, for answers and paths forwards. But what good was knowledge if it didn’t allow her to affect change? 
 Ada stepped away from Cherry and climbed down from the ziggurat. Furry faces and pointed ears turned towards her. Here, in the sole enclave of this alien people for thousands of klicks, she was known. Not only was she the only human who lived among them, but they all knew how she had convinced the gods to embrace them as equals to humans, high above the Earth. She had sparked new dreams, dreams that one day they might reconnect with their ancestral homeworld out beyond the stars. They knew her for that. Mostly. 
 Zhilik also knew her because she was sleeping in his apartment, on something he called a couch. 
 “Ada.” 
 She smirked at him as he opened the door. It was unfair, perhaps, to expect him to use her gods-given title of Arbiter. His people didn’t seem to care much for titles. “Surprise, it’s me.” 
 His tall alien frame stood on par with her height, and his toothy face and triangular ears seemed an endless well of amusement, amusement she was fast learning to recognize on that inhuman face. “What a pleasant surprise, Ada. Dinner? I can put a bowl on the floor, just like for the other stray cats.” 
 She rolled her eyes. “Stray? There’s only one of us that can carry fleas, Zhilik, and it’s not me.” 
 His cackling and slightly hissing laugh was no longer very alien to her ears. He let her in, grumbling academic pedantries about Earth fleas under his breath. 
 He lived in a small collection of rooms in an ancient building - though thinking of it as ancient felt wrong, given that it was fairly well-maintained. The ceilings were a bit low for her taste, but at least the tall outers knocked out the doorframes so nobody needed to stoop. Zhilik returned to tend to a pan of sizzling fish and vegetables, and she sat down at his small wooden table. “How’s that communication device going?” 
 “I am not sure anymore.” As best she could tell, he sounded a bit exasperated. “Kseresh does not want me dampening the mood on the comm team.” 
 Ada frowned as she watched him tend to the food. “Why, because you think the homeworld was destroyed?” 
 “I don’t know what happened to Mir.” Zhilik dribbled something fruity into a pan. “I am equally open to all the possibilities, good or bad. As such, optimists accuse me of pessimism, and pessimists accuse me of optimism. Your chopsticks are -” 
 “Right, right, in the drawer.” She stood to fetch them. The outers seemed to mostly eat the same food as humans, barring a powerful dislike of mint, but they didn’t like using utensils, so all the ones in the drawer were for her. 
 As she pulled out her chopsticks, she felt a pang of hesitation about broaching the subject she needed to broach. She took a deep breath, and tried to plough through it. “Zhilik, I think it’s time I left Campus. The longer there’s a war going on on the mainland, the worse things will get. If I can fix that shrine now, the ghosts will have an afterlife to go back to, and I can be safe to do more research.” 
 He gave her a strange look as he shoveled food into a bowl and handed it to her. “I see. It took you long enough.” 
 Ada blinked. “Excuse me?” 
 They sat down at the table. The simple chair was comfortable enough for her, but Zhilik’s inhuman shape sat on something a bit odd-looking, their own carpenters’ design. Zhilik’s ears flicked. “When you first arrived at Campus you were all bluster and rage, so when you got back with that ship, I half expected you to fly to Hive right away and raze it to the ground. Yet you sat here for almost three weeks, studying patiently.” 
 Ada leaned against the wall. “I guess I’m full of surprises.” She started eating; the pink fish was covered in a salty-sweet sauce to the outer’s liking, the combination of red ocean seagrass and ripe fruit still strange to her mouth. Zhilik raised the bowl to his face and started eating straight from it as she spoke. “I told you I wanted to learn, and I have, but I still don’t know how the technophage came about, or caused the Fall. All the recordings you have are… well, they bother me, and they don’t explain anything. I mean, what happened to the colonies? All those other planets?” 
 Zhilik grunted through a mouthful of food, and swallowed. “The homeworlds were powerful engines of agriculture, science, and war. They were the source of the ecosystems our species evolved to depend on. Without Earth and Mir, I can only assume the colonies died off. If Mir survived… perhaps the colonies did as well.” 
 Ada looked up at the ceiling, as though if she looked hard enough she might spot fellow humans looking back from some distance star. “Right. And there’s that enemy the gods talked about.” 
 He looked at her. “You have found nothing in your ship’s archives?” 
 “Nothing.” Zhilik was quiet as he finished off his salmon, so she pressed him. “Is there anything I’m missing? All I got from the archives is that the technophage came from Earth. Which I assume means spies, traitors, maybe some other kind of infiltration.” 
 He coughed. “I believe it was more complicated. The enemy may have manipulated power struggles already occurring on Earth.” 
 Ada sighed, swallowed a piece of meat, and looked out the window towards the mainland. “Politics.” 
 It was a word she had thought she was familiar with, but the baffling complexity of ancient society - including things called governments and corporations, which had apparently somehow controlled society as a whole - had caught her off-guard, and she still didn’t properly understand it. Zhilik didn’t seem too keen on the subject either, simply nodding. “Possibly.” 
 Ada could almost imagine politics being frustrating enough to try to wipe out civilization, but only for someone with an even shorter temper than her. She had seen recordings of the Fall - people locked into bunkers trying to avoid contracting the technophage and going mad in the process. Others, newly infected, who had accidentally activated recording devices to immortalize those moments, scrambling around in terror and incomprehension. Archival footage from watchers and drones and other creations showing rioting, fire, chaos, and death. It certainly felt like the  result of external manipulation. “I wish I knew what happened, Zhilik.” 
 “The truth is  likely unpleasant.” 
 “That’s fine. It’s not the truth’s job to be pleasant.” 
 Zhilik nodded, picking bits of food from his face-fur. “So you leave for Hive?” 
 “Yes. You’re welcome to come along, but I only have one seat in my ship. Take the hauler, if you want to come.” 
 Zhilik shook his head, looking nervously out the window, as though he were cold. “I have never flown, and I doubt I would like it. I can meet you in Hive, then.” 
 Ada’s face melted into a smile as she thought of the sensation of whipping her ship through the air, dancing along the threads of time between moments, perfecting her every motion. “I can’t imagine why anyone wouldn’t like flying.” 
 After dinner Ada bade Zhilik farewell, and made her way back to the ziggurat at the centre of Campus. She felt like she had climbed and climbed up to the highest peaks she could, but she could go no higher. It was time to fly again. She made her way to Elder Kseresh, finding him in his office stacked with old Earth books pulled from storage. Reading. 
 He looked up at her and blinked, standing and flatting his ears when she told him her plans. “You are leaving? Tonight? You have not warned me.” 
 “Why do you need to be warned? I’ve waited around long enough, studied enough - the mainland is crawling with ghosts, Kseresh, and sooner or later one group of savages is going to find that facility and ruin it. I can’t let that happen.” 
 The elder alien was shaking his head. “We have still not found any records regarding your afterlife’s control centre. We have found no mention of the facility’s location in our records, but we have yet to searched everywhere. Give us time.” 
 “Stop apologizing. At this point I don’t think you’re ever going to find that information, and that’s fine - you can’t know everything.” She looked straight into his slit-pupiled eyes. “I’m going to Hive. I’m taking Cherry out tonight.” 
 Kseresh looked at her, ears twitching. “Hm. I hope Zhilik will be following you out.” 
 “I told him to take my hauler, yes.” 
 Kseresh belatedly gave her a more human nod, glancing aside. “Very well, then. I will ensure that Zhilik is given a comm device so that we may monitor the situation.” 
 Ada felt quiet indignation, but only let it tilt her head a little. “You don’t need to monitor me.” 
 “I prefer to know what is happening.” 
 She frowned at the old alien, but he was already letting his attention flow back towards his books and screens, flicking through sketches and diagrams of ancient communication arrays, so there was no point in pressing him. He seemed to have bigger concerns on his plate. “Fine. We’ll keep in touch.” 
 Ada only briefly gave any thought to what the outers were trying to do as she left his office. Sending a message across the stars had sounded like madness a few months ago, but not anymore. Technology’s ability to overcome the vastness of space seemed all the more real now that she had had dipped her toes in the black, had danced her ship through the void in whorls of time and power - a dance she doubted would soon be matched. 
 Saint Isavel Valdéz, Herald of the Gods, awoke to a knock on the doorframe. Who was it? She twisted around in bed. She was alone - Sorn had disappeared, no doubt out sparring with the guards again. She made to get up and heard a gentle warble, felt a tug at the bottom of the bed. She raised an eyebrow and slowly sat up to look. The red panda that had recently decided to inhabit her room was there, curled up and staring back at her. She reached out to it with an open palm, and it sniffled at her before laying its head back down. He was in the presence of a divine champion of the gods, but he would rather nap. She found it refreshing, and smiled as she stroked the fur on the top of his head. 
 She had always wondered why they were called red pandas, if there weren’t pandas of any other colour. 
 “Hey there.” She made the mistake of speaking aloud to the animal, and the knock on the doorframe repeated itself, insistent. The thick canvas hanging in the doorway kept her visitor hidden, but the timing of those knocks, equally spaced and carefully counted, was suspicious. Her smile faded. “Venshi?” 
 Being right was about the only pleasure she felt as the faceless steward bowed into the room, and started speaking in her familiar warble. “The Institute’s coders have finally arrived. The army is ready to march to Hive, and word has been sent to the villages along the way to evacuate their children.” 
 So their children wouldn’t be overwhelmed by an army of people marching down the coast. It was a grim thing, and she wished it wasn’t necessary to stop the ghosts. Isavel stood up. “Have we heard from Hive’s Mayor yet? Does he understand yet that we really don’t have time for his celebration… thing? I just want his help.” 
 “He has not responded on this matter. I believe we must assume his welcoming festivities will occur as planned.” 
 Isavel sighed. This so-called Mayor’s messengers had been very insistent that the army be welcomed with some kind of celebration, but Isavel saw it as nothing more than a distraction from her mission. “Fine. I’ll be out soon. Get everyone going, Venshi.” 
 “As you will, Herald.” 
 Venshi left Isavel alone with the red panda. Isavel looked up out the skylight, her only window here in the temple. She saw the silvery arc of the ring, the brilliant ribbon-like palace of the gods, and breathed a sigh of anticipation. Things would go as planned, as the gods willed - she only hoped she understood, and played her part well. 
 The temple priests had given her clean clothes from the machines at the weavery, a short white poncho and a set of white pants. She wore a pathfinder’s mottled, forest-toned brace underneath, though, for when she needed something with just enough coverage to hold things in place while exposing as much camouflaging skin as possible. She had a few leaf-wrapped rations for her pockets, a cloak in case it rained, and there was nothing else she needed. 
 It would be good to finally be moving again. 
 Weeks had passed since Isavel had killed the ghost walker outside of Glass Peaks, and in those weeks she had accomplished little. She practiced fighting, went scouting, occasionally skirmished with a handful of ghosts in the woods, but true progress towards stopping the enemy had stalled under the logistical weight of getting thousands of people ready to march across a populated coastline in search for a lost ghost shrine. Now, though - now it was finally done. She waved at the red panda, and when he sniffed and returned to his nap, she left the room. 
 The priests of the temple swept out of her way as she walked, their reverence more than a bit disconcerting. Even so, as priests, at least their reverence of the divine was an easy thing to understand. It was the others who really unsettled her. When she left the temple she shifted her skin to a paler, almost white shade, hoping to look different enough to avoid drawing attention. 
 Unfortunately, the supplicants gathered outside the temple were growing wise to her tricks. One of them must have recognized her, because soon there were dozens of people in her wake. At least they were silent - by now they knew she couldn’t answer their pleas for blessing or healing. But they still followed, their eyes and hopes pawing at the back of her neck. She shrugged and rolled her shoulders, as if that might ease the weight. 
 At the edge of the city, people were making choices - stay in the city and in the lives they knew, or march off to something unbelievable, something unprecedented since the Ghost War so many centuries ago. Some were still figuring it out, last-minute decisions born between laughs and longing glances, but most already knew. When Isavel arrived at the main gate, she found Marea, the hunter’s familiar olive smile a welcome sight in the crowd. 
 “Marea - waiting for me?” 
 “Of course.” Marea’s command of the local language was improving, and was growing closer to the others as a result, but she still spoke to Isavel in the language of their southern mothers. “Sorn and Rodan are already out here, and I think I saw Dendre entertaining the elder coder. You should go to them, Isavel.” 
 Isavel tried to smile, but mostly she was cowed by the sheer amount of human activity all around her. “Dendre entertaining anybody is something I’ll need to see to believe.” She heard rustles in the crowd behind her and turned to look. People were watching her, and some of them looked afraid. She didn’t want them to come if they were afraid - she didn’t want to ask that of anyone. She gestured out towards the wilds. “Follow me, and one way or another you’re fighting in a new Ghost War. But if you’re afraid, stay here, and be the reason we fight - the lives we aspire to return home to.” 
 That wasn’t much, but people smiled and cheered. They seemed to appreciate her minimalism; at least she hoped they did. They would make their choices, but there were more than enough people coming along already. The ghosts wouldn’t be able to resist the will of the gods much longer. 
 She started walking, taking Marea by the arm. Marea led her to Sorn; he and others were standing watch near the expedition’s leaders. Isavel gave him a smile and reached out to embrace him; he returned both, if somewhat nervously. No surprise - there was a great deal of nervous energy in the air today. He was quick to let her go, nudging her towards the leaders as though she belonged among them - which she did, technically. To her continued surprise. 
 There was Dendre Han, the Bulwark and leader of the city guard; Mother Jera, elder priestess of Glass Peaks’ temple; Venshi, the temple’s strange steward with her uncanny knowledge of the ghosts; and a new face, someone Isavel had never seen before.  He was clearly old, his hair greying out and the skin of his face beginning to sag - a fairly universal sign of approaching death.  He had the flat, rounded and slightly bronzed features of many of the people in this part of the world, and he wore a tunic covered in intricate weavings. 
 Or - no, as she drew near, she realized those were not fabric weavings. They were code symbols, strange and ancient magic glimmering faintly throughout his clothes. She had no doubt as to who this must be. She needed to introduce herself, to show confidence, so she walked up to him and interrupted his conversation with Dendre. 
 “Elder Tan.” Mother Jera had told her a bit about him. “I’m glad to see you’ve made it out here.” 
 He gave her a pleasantly simple smile. “You must be Saint Isavel, the Herald. I have heard so much about you.” He glanced at Dendre. “All of it good, I assure you.” 
 She bowed at the shoulder, ignoring Dendre’s eye-roll. “Elder, are you here alone? I don’t see the other coders.” 
 “No, not alone. I could die at any minute, and that wouldn’t help anybody. The younger coders, let me see...” He turned around and squinted. “Ah, I’m surprised you didn’t notice. They stick out like sore thumbs.” 
 The Elder was gesturing to a group of men and women dressed in familiar-looking black tunics, standing huddled apart from everyone else and glancing around as though they weren’t quite sure what to do with themselves. Isavel’s eyes caught on a pair of young coders with remarkably similar faces, a blue-haired woman and a dark-haired man. She caught the woman’s eyes briefly, but those eyes widened in surprise and looked away, as though afraid. Isavel didn’t quite know what to make of it, but she had heard time and again that the coder’s gift somehow made them skittish people. 
 She turned back to Elder Tan who, grinning and amiable, didn’t seem to fit that image. “Elder Tan, will they be enough to help destroy the ghost shrine?” 
 He didn’t seem worried. “I’m sure of it. Our ancestors locked the ghosts away once before, well enough for hundreds of years at least. I believe we can study the sigils they left behind and come to understand how to destroy this shrine once and for all. If we find it.” 
 Tan was still smiling simply, but for him to lead the coders, there must be more to him than simple optimism. Cunning, intelligence, vast magical power? Hard to tell. Then again, with Mother Jera’s stone-faced piousness, Venshi’s uncanny mystique, and Dendre Han’s pugnaciousness, it was nice to know that at least somebody in the army’s circle of leaders might be pleasant. 
 Isavel looked back to Marea and Sorn, chatting by the edge of the group. She frowned; where was Rodan? He was the last of the party, but he didn’t keep as close as Sorn or Marea did. She tried to pick him out from the crowd, but couldn’t see him anywhere. 
 “Are you looking for someone?” Venshi’s warbling question drew her back. 
 “Rodan - have you seen him?” 
 “I have not. Shall we wait?” 
 Isavel blinked at that question. It felt odd. “Wait, what do you mean, we? The entire army?” 
 “Besides getting the leaders on the haulers, everyone is ready to leave.” 
 She wasn’t aware of any haulers. “What do you mean?” 
 “You and the other leaders will ride on the haulers we recovered from the ghosts.” 
 Isavel frowned. She didn’t like to think of herself as one of the leaders, but it seemed true for now - people followed her, just as they followed Dendre or Jera or Tan. Followers were the mark of a leader, whether or not they had chosen to lead. She was different, though; younger and carried here by the gods rather than her own strength. It didn’t feel right to ride on an ancient relic above everyone else. 
 She shook her head at Venshi. “I’ll walk, thanks. All due respect, I’m sure Elder Tan and Mother Jera won’t want to be using their feet that much. But I’m young enough to walk.” 
 The two eldest smiled, Tan warmly and Jera courteously. Dendre, older than her but much younger than the other two, grimaced. “I take it you expect me to walk alongside you, Herald?” 
 She knew the part he was playing, and how she ought to react. “I can lower my expectations if you prefer, Bulwark, but you certainly don’t need to walk  alongside  me .” 
 “Not unless I need a flashlight.” 
 Despite his words, his hostility barely registered. If Isavel wasn’t going crazy, she might even think it had cooled a bit, as though he had at least accepted her as a fixture of his life for the time being. He didn’t seem like the type to plot and hide his opinions - of course, perhaps that simply meant that Isavel was easily fooled. It was hard to say. Still, the thought gave her hope. 
 The two haulers arrived then, awkwardly floating around at the command of young men and women inside who seemed equal parts fascinated and scared. How they were controlling the things? She watched as Elder Tan and Mother Jera clambered atop one of them, with a few more coders, priests and guards joining them. The other was mostly guards, but Dendre didn’t join them. Somebody brought him a horse, and he pointedly did not look at her as he mounted it. No walking for him, then. 
 She heard familiar voices, and turned to see Rodan greeting Sorn and Marea with slaps on the shoulder. People on the vehicles were setting up great white banners - matching the white light of their Saint Herald, a symbolism that made Isavel avert her eyes - and the crowd, this army, was moving forward. They said it would take them five days’ walking to reach Hive. It would be a long road. 
 Her other friends joined her as they set out. Isavel clapped Rodan on the shoulder. “Rodan. You’re late.” 
 He grinned, shaking his head. “I’m just in time.” 
 “You - wait a minute. Is that a hickey?” Isavel peered at the purple blotch on his neck. 
 He just repeated himself. “I’m on time. Have you been to Hive before?” 
 Sorn glanced at Isavel and smirked at the evasion. Rodan’s question had been directed at Isavel, but Marea answered first. “No.” 
 “You came straight to Glass Peaks from Sajuana?” 
 “No, stopped at Fogpoint. Then here.” 
 More places Isavel couldn’t imagine. She had heard whispers of the cities to the south, but beyond Hive there was little she really knew that she hadn’t heard from her mother’s travels. Fogpoint, Angelos, Vegas, Sajuana - names of places, yes, but also spells people recited in their stories to give them allure. Maybe she too would someday be able to cast such spells. For now, she could only shake her head and sigh. “Imagine a straight line between Glass Peaks and the village I was born in. I’ve yet to stray.” 
 Sorn nodded. “Hive’s a bit weird. I’m not sure I like it.” 
 “What’s wrong with it? I thought you had a friend there.” 
 “If he’s still there. But the Mayor’s drones are… well, they take some getting used to. It’s just different, being watched all the time.” He looked at the white banners. “Though I guess you must be used to that by now.” 
 Sorn sounded sympathetic, but the question made her turn and scan the crowd over her shoulder. Sure enough, there were still more than a few pairs of eyes pointed in her direction. She shifted uncomfortably, her hackles rising a bit. The comparison made her even less keen on visiting Hive than she already had been. 
 “I don’t know. I only know that the Mayor’s celebration is pointless, so I hope we can just get the information we need and leave. But for now it’s a five day march, so Rodan - how about you tell us about your evening?” 
  
 Chapter 2 
 Cherry’s cool, matter-of-fact tone carried words straight into Ada’s brain.  It will take approximately twenty minutes to reach Hive at low-altitude cruising speed. 
 She smiled, wishing only that Cherry could have been there for her sooner in life. “I like those numbers, Cherry.” 
 Ada laid her bare hands on the command grooves, linking her mind and senses to the ship’s own systems, and they kicked off as one into the air. Cherry hummed gently as it folded its fins backwards for a sleeker shape. She lunged forward through the air, away from Campus and out over the sea. 
 Zhilik had promised to take her hauler to Hive the next morning. It was not an impressively fast vehicle, so they would meet in the early afternoon. That gave Ada almost a day to investigate the city alone - her favourite way to work. She had a good feeling about this. 
 From up in the air Ada could just barely see the sun dipping into the western ocean. Humans being the superstitious creatures they were, she couldn’t be sure what would happen if she flew a spaceship into a large city, so she would have to make a quiet approach. As she left Campus behind, she felt for another of the ship’s many functions in her mind,  Stealth . She wouldn’t see much of a difference from the cockpit, unless she bent the ship’s fins forward and watched the material melt away from all eyes, barely visible as a distortion of the clouds and land behind them. She was essentially invisible; the ship’s power and potential sparked warmth and tension in her chest, and she smiled as she flew. 
 Cherry had already traced out a path to Hive, one that shifted and changed slightly as Ada bobbed the ship up and down in the air. There was a great expanse of open water to the south-east, interrupted only by the impossible height of the Pillar of Heaven. She angled the ship down towards the water, tentatively rolling sideways to catch a fin-tip on the waves. She could  feel  the drag and pull in the wing, as though it were part of her own body. She pulled up towards the Pillar itself, winding as tightly as she could around the ancient structure, its solid core just meters away from her cockpit window. 
 Flying was exhilarating, and yet felt safe. Ada was not being hunted here, and if she were she could blast her pursuers to ribbons of hot ash. She was grinning, eyes darting around the world outside, fingers flexing against the ship’s arcane controls. 
 She zipped off just above the surface of the water, towards the sheen of night slowly creeping westwards over the sky. A cluster of islands guarded the inlet that lead to Hive, and as she approached it she rose well above the treeline. Small sprinklings of light twinkled in the darkening forest - a village or hovel here, a campfire there. Maybe the occasional flash of a warrior’s or hunter’s gift. She was above them all. 
 Deeper into the inlet she began to see more light in the distance. A cluster of tall, ancient towers not unlike those of Glass Peaks stood huddled against the shore, cramped between the ocean, a lake, and two arms of the forest. 
 Cherry’s sudden warning startled her.  Ada, I detect thirty-seven aircraft around this settlement. 
 Ada’s eyes widened as small yellow spots filled her vision, buzzing lazily about the city like bees around, well, a hive. She ascended and slowed further, taking stock of what must be the city’s famous drone fleet. 
 They mostly stayed within the confines of the city, but a few of the yellow blips were patrolling the forests beyond the walls, and one was high above the city - very, very high. She couldn’t imagine what it was doing up there, and some predatory instinct in her gut wanted to lash out and pick it from the air, but she held back. She needed to keep quiet, for now. 
 “What can you tell me about them?” 
 There appear to be three models here, all autonomous. One is a workhorse drone, designed to carry up to one hundred and fifty kilograms. Another is a surveillance model with spherical, high-definition multispectral and audio recording systems. The last is a military-grade weapons platform designed to engage light vehicles and urban combatants. 
 “A lot of those words mean nothing to me, Cherry. Are any of them a threat? To us?” Ada guided the ship in a gentle circle around the city, keeping her distance for the time being. 
 Absolutely not. 
 The corner of Ada’s mouth rose. “Absolutely? That’s more confident than I would have expected.” 
 The odds of a surveillance drone detecting us are extremely low, unless we happen to cause significant atmospheric vibrations near them or in a visible medium such as smoke. If they did find us, all three armed drones emptying their entire energy reserves at once in the form of weapons fire would barely register on our shields. Depending on their trajectories and your aim, you could shoot all thirty-seven drones out of the sky within 9.8 seconds. 
 Ada chuckled. It was funny to think of how much power she had at her fingertips. 
 “I wish I could.” But she needed to find the location of the control centre, and neither the outers nor Cherry’s records gave her any good notion as to where to start. Lighting up the sky would scare people, so for now she was down to her last and least favourite option: get out there and ask human beings for help. “Cherry, you can operate autonomously, right?” 
 Yes, given mission parameters. 
 “So you can drop me off and pick me up whenever I call you?” 
 As long as you’re wearing the pilot suit, yes. The suit has limited transmission range, but within that range it will transmit its location to me, and you can contact me using subvocal speech. 
 “Okay, great.” She smiled. Cherry wasn’t a person, of course, but Ada felt more comfortable with the ship than she did with humans. Her ship was reliable, impartial, and generally clear in its meaning - a big improvement over most people. 
 After circling the ruined city a few times and taking stock of the drones floating around it, she curved south of Hive and down to the shoreline, feeling through the ship’s astounding array of sensors to find the most secluded spot she could. She instructed Cherry to remain out of sight, somewhere high in the sky, and trusted the ship to figure the rest out on its own. Cherry melted away into a shimmer in the night, and Ada watched in pleased awe as it swept away, leaving behind only a gentle breeze. 
 When she turned around to face the city walls looming in the distance, she felt a pang of loneliness. 
 The rocky shore crunched beneath her feet as she moved inland, saltwater rolling in from the sea. Not far from the shore, the terrain started resting in suspiciously rectangular patterns, hints of ancient glory long buried by the forest. She was close to the modern city gates, close enough not to have to worry about ghosts in the woods, but even so close to a city the world was forgetting humanity. 
 Ada took a deep breath, and hoped she might get a chance to help the world remember, if she succeeded. She carried only a few important supplies - her fiery gun, a shield gifted from the outers, some food, and the clothes on her back. She would sort out the rest. 
 She reached the city gates quickly, stepping out of the woods onto a broad, beaten pathway leading straight to the gates. The gates themselves were not much more than a glorified door, and she tried to conceal her disappointment as she walked up to the guards. The ring had spoiled her for architecture, it seemed. 
 The guards stepped forward, one of them gesturing for her to stop. She glanced to the skies, and thought she saw the glint of a drone’s eye up there. 
 “Are you a ghost?” 
 Ada almost laughed in the guard’s face. Was everyone an idiot here? “What kind of a question is that? If I were a ghost, do you honestly think I’d say yes?” 
 The guards exchanged glances. “So you  might  be a ghost?” 
 “Why not ask me if I’m one of the gods? Look, what do you want? Do you want to see if I’m armed? I’m armed.” 
 She pulled the gun out of her bag and showed it off. 
 “You’re not confiscating this, I can tell you that now, but I have no desire to use it in the city. Is that what you want to see?” 
 The lead guard looked at her companion again, but he provided no answer. “What have you heard of the ghosts, traveller?” 
 “They’re out there, and they’re dangerous.” Ada tapped her foot, wondering if she should just turn away, circle the city walls, and swim to the docks instead of dealing with this. “I know less than you do, I bet. Look, can I just get inside, please? I  really  need to rest my feet.” 
 The guards looked at each other in quiet confusion, and sighed. “Okay, fine. Listen, we need to keep ghosts out, but they wear human faces - even faces people know. So do  you  have any suggestions?” 
 Ada thought about it, but after a moment's thought, of course, she saw the guards’ predicament. She wouldn’t know how to tell ghosts from humans either. “Yeah, fine, I get it. Sorry. I don’t know either; just let me in.” 
 The guard sighed and waved her in. She stowed the gun away as she stepped into dim evening light filtering bounced down glassy towers into the streets. Deeper in the city was more light - torches, potted glanterns, and a few ancient lights all helped the city ward off the night. Although it was about as crowded as Glass Peaks, it somehow felt danker and more subdued. Nobody seemed much interested in the drones glinting above their heads, but Ada couldn’t stop glancing at them. 
 “Hey you! New here?” 
 She spun around to see a blue-haired man and a brown-haired woman leaning against a building, eating something. They were looking at her with a bit of amusement, and the man pointed up. “You’ll get used to the drones, stranger.” 
 Ada curled the corner of her lip and tried to walk away, but the woman addressed her next. “Where are you from?” 
 She couldn’t well say Campus, could she? “I, uh, Glass Peaks.” 
 The man frowned. “And you’re coming through the southern gate?” 
 She stammered. What little she had learned from outer scouts wasn’t helping much. “Yeah - there’s fighting north of here, along the road. I took a boat south, figured I’d be safer that way. Where are you from?” 
 “We’re refugees from down south. Headed up two weeks ago, soon as we heard there were ghosts in our area.” The woman pointed. “I’m Hara, this is Vin. Who’re you?” 
 Ada bit her lip and spat out her mother’s name. “Uh, I’m Mae.” 
 She looked around, desperately trying to find a way out of this. There was a dark alley between two buildings not far from where they were standing, but she couldn’t exactly run away, could she? 
 “Running from the ghosts? I hear you had a serious, honest-to-legends battle up there.” 
 Ada nodded. She had no idea. “Yes, absolutely. Thought Hive might be safer.” 
 “I think so.” Vin was nodded, pointing into the city. “A lot of parties in the area, and they’ve been working with the Mayor to keep the ghosts out.” 
 The Mayor. It was a strange old word that meant nothing to her, but she knew he controlled the drones - which meant he had a fair bit more power than most people. He might be able to help her find the control centre, but she was skeptical about approaching someone with technological power like that. He might be more trouble dealing with than he was worth. 
 “What exactly does this Mayor do with his drones?” They gave her a strange look, and she fumbled. “I’ve never been to Hive.” 
 “Well, he’s a powerful man. He can be helpful if you stay on his good side. Somebody told me he can get you just about anything you ask for, if he likes you enough.” 
 “Anything?” She could tell that word came with heavy strings attached. “And if he doesn’t like you?” 
 Vin was silent for a moment before shrugging. “No reason not to stay on his good side, so I don’t know.” 
 Ada nodded, though she didn’t like how cagey he was being. “I see. Well, I should get going.” 
 Even as she started to walk off, though, Hara nodded at her. “You said you took a boat down from Glass Peaks?” 
 She was trapped. Why were they even talking to her? Was this some kind of test? Rooted in place, Ada shrugged. “Yeah, it was slow.”  
 “Why not just get off in the city itself? At the docks?” 
 She held her breath. Fuck. How was she supposed to explain  that?  “The guy sailing the boat didn’t want to dock. Something about not being welcome there. I don’t really know, but he didn’t want to let me off. He was kind of an ass.” 
 “Hm. All sorts of reasons, I guess.” As Hara shrugged acceptingly, Ada felt the coil of tension in her spine relax a little. “He wouldn’t be the only one.” 
 She needed to get this conversation away from her. “One of you?” 
 “No, but plenty of people lose their cool in the city and get into fights. Might want to watch yourself. What do you plan to do here?” 
 They were looking at her with strange expressions, though. A bit like skepticism. Ada missed the sense of loneliness she had felt a few minutes ago. “I don’t really know. I just want to learn about the area.” Didn’t they believe her? She hated talking to people, and hated their prying even more. She subvocalized, clearly enunciating the words in her head.  Cherry, can you shoot these people? 
 I could, but it would cause a significant disruption that would not go unnoticed. 
 Fine. 
 Ada’s arms were tensing up as the stranger raised eyebrows. “I was hoping to find a safer place to stay, and I might still want to once this whole thing blows over. Listen, I’ve got to -” 
 “You think a ghosts invasion is just going to  blow over? ” 
 She bit her lip. “Nothing lasts forever.” 
 “I guess not.” Vin was looking at her with suspicion, though. What could he possibly be thinking that would make him suspicious? Who cared who she was? 
 Unless she was a ghost. 
 Oh hell. How was she supposed to prove she wasn’t? She couldn’t do anything a ghost wouldn’t do to maintain cover. She didn’t know how to handle these people. Was there a way out? 
 She thought about what she had with her - some food, some equipment, a weapon. She couldn’t just have Cherry shoot them, or do it herself - that would cause a… disruption. Hm. Something that would draw people’s attention might actually be useful. 
 Cherry, can you fire a small projectile that will burst in an alley without really damaging anything? 
 Yes. 
 She glanced down the dark alley, frowning at an empty spot.  Do it there . “Uh, who’s that?” 
 “Who’s who?” 
 She stepped towards the alley, pretending to investigate. Vin and Hara started following her, but as soon as she stepped into the alley and out of sight, a small packet of light streamed in from the sky and burst against a concrete wall. She staggered backwards in mock surprise. “Shit!” 
 Vin and Hara stumbled away from the conflagration in the alley, and Ada turned to look at them. “I’m getting out of here!” 
 She rushed off through the city, turning at the nearest corner, trying to break their line of sight.  Are they following me? 
 Cherry’s voice was very matter-of-fact.  They are. Turn left, then right, then another right.  Ada followed the instructions, winding through this unknown city, slowing her pace a bit each time until she finally pressed herself up into a shadow and looked around. Nobody seemed to be paying her any attention. 
 Ada realized her face was hot. This was ridiculous - wasn’t there an effective way to disengage with people? Surely this was not it. 
 Okay, breathe. 
 With that kind of attitude, you’ll never make any progress. 
 She felt a punch to her gut. The words were not Cherry’s, though; the voice was more human and more primally familiar, the memory creaking with age and covered in dust, unbidden and unkind. Her mother, and the other senior coders of the Institute, were wrong. She was making plenty of progress. 
 And she was here to make more. How? Find somewhere people gathered, exchanged information. She knew how these things went, at least in the stories. A tavern, perhaps? She set off into the city, eyes open, bolting shut again the rusty old door to those memories. 
 It wasn’t long before she stumbled across a small square that almost overpowered her nostrils with the smell of fish, in the northwestern corner of the city. One half seemed to be market stalls closed for the night, but the other side was dominated by the ground floors of tall, ancient towers that had been hollowed out and occupied by modern humans. 
 A tavern, a tavern… It would likely be a busy place. She went for the loudest place she found, an orange-hued establishment that smelled like wood, alcohol, and sweat. Only a few of the patrons bothered to glance her way as she walked in, despite the fact that she was wearing a pilot suit more technologically advanced than anything else in the building. She liked to imagine they were either too drunk to notice or too ignorant to care. 
 She was in a tavern - now what? She stood awkwardly for a moment before realizing she had no idea how to proceed. How could she find someone here who knew anything about nearby ruins? And even if she could, how would she get them to tell her anything? She would have to try  something , so she walked up to the bar in the middle of the establishment. The bartender might know where to start, though Ada was beginning to wonder just how much merit the stories actually had. 
 As she approached, a grizzled-looking man with a bushy beard and a bottle of something saw her approach the counter, and walked over. “What can I get you?” 
 She tried to smile. “I’m looking for someone who’s familiar with ruins in the area.” 
 The bartender raised his eyes. “I meant to drink.” 
 “Oh, sorry - not thirsty right now.” 
 The bartender shrugged and walked away, without an answer. She watched him go, mouth slightly agape. Well that was pointless. So much for the stories. 
 Perhaps this was not the best approach. She bit her lip and turned around to see if there was anybody in the building who looked scholarly enough - or, failing that, mercenary enough - to be of any help. But most people sat in groups, drinking or laughing, and the social energy crackling between them made her cringe and lean away. Some few others were tucked away in corners, though. Most nursed drinks and melancholy expressions, but Ada caught one haggard-looking, red-haired man staring straight at her. She met his gaze for a few seconds and, with no better options, walked over to him. 
 He was tugging at his reddish beard with something like frustration, though he stopped when she sat down and addressed him. “Hey there.” 
 His response was quick and blunt. “So, where are you from?” 
 Ada scoffed. “What does it matter? I’d rather not go back.” 
 The man sighed a breath of relief, and lowered his voice. “Thank the gods - or, well, you know. I’ve been waiting for them to send someone! I’m Sam.” 
 She froze where she sat, mind spinning. What? Who? She knew she couldn’t stare at him in confusion for too long, so she forced a smile and tried her best. “I’m Ada. Let’s just… not be too loud about it.” Oh, shit, she had used her real name. She shook her head. “I need your help.” 
 Sam raised an eyebrow. “ My  help? I’ve only been here for a few days, and I think the Mayor’s already onto me. Besides, I thought he sent  you  to help  me .” 
 Ada tensed her fists. Everything was already a mess - what was she getting herself into? But curiosity already had its claws in her. This was clearly  something ; it might be relevant, it might not, but suddenly she needed to understand. 
 “The Mayor - okay, look. I know the Mayor has access to tons of information, but is there  any  chance anyone else here knows the local ruins like the back of their hands? I’d rather not tangle with that fleet of drones.” 
 Sam shook his head, but didn’t seem surprised she was asking about ruins. “Not that I’ve seen. No luck out in the field?” 
 She mimicked his gesture. “No. Can we hit the Mayor’s place somehow, then?” 
 “Hah! He has that tower under strict guard. For someone who paints himself as a nice, helpful guy, he doesn’t skimp on paranoia. All I know is there’s some kind of celebration planned for the firster army.” 
 Ada took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. There was an army? What was a firster? Who was this Sam?  
 She could make this work, though. He was being secretive, and he knew things - if she could find a way to that control centre, he might show her the first step. “Can you get me near the Mayor’s place, show me what you know?” 
 Sam grinned. “Sure thing - come on, this place irritates me. We just need to be careful - the drones are always watching, and there are a lot of them.” 
 She nodded. “Thirty-seven, yeah.” 
 “Holy shit, that’s specific. How long have you been canvassing this place? I had no idea how many there are.” 
 Ada looked at Sam, trying to find the answers written in his scraggly red beard. He wasn’t suspicious of her at all - good. Perhaps she was finally getting the hang of this. “Well, if you’re going to show me around, let’s go.” 
 She stood up and Sam followed, still scratching at his beard. Gods, she had always thought humans didn’t get fleas, but maybe Sam would prove her wrong. 
 They left the tavern and stepped out into the cool evening air, and Sam pointed to the west. She followed his finger and found the illuminated peak of the city’s tallest tower, shimmering in the twilight. He pursed his lips. “That’s the place, covered in machine eyes. Come on, there’s a better view from one of the other towers.” 
 “Fine. Lead the way.” 
 Ada was starting to feel better about this. Unlike the guards and those two refugees, this person seemed to trust her, though she couldn’t imagine why. It was a good thing, though - it meant she might get what she needed. And even if she didn’t, she was still armed and ready to defend herself. 
 Sam’s next question put a pause to that growing sense of ease. “So how long have you been with us?” 
 “I, uh… I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 He nodded knowingly, without suspicion. “So either really recently, or a really, really long time ago.” 
 “Like I said.” 
 He smiled at her, completely jovial. As though nothing were amiss. “I’m still getting used to this myself. This fucking beard - I need to shave or something, I guess.” 
 He was being so casual, so accepting. It was strange. “The beard’s fine, really. Unless you have bugs in it or something, in which case step the fuck away from me, please.” 
 “Hah! Thanks for the vote of confidence, I -” He paused, and glanced upwards. “Look, don’t point, but there’s a drone there.” 
 She glanced up too. It looked like one of the spy drones she had seen while flying in, rather than the carriers or combat drones. It hovered down between the city towers, pausing here and there to peer at things Ada couldn’t identify. “Are they watching us?” 
 “They might be - hard to say. They seem to watch  everyone .” 
 “Why would they watch everyone?” 
 “That’s been one of the things I’ve had to figure out.” He grimaced. “I think this Mayor watches everyone and uses their secrets to pay for favours. Or to threaten people.” 
 “Secrets? What kind of secrets?” 
 Sam shrugged as they kept walking. “People always have information they want to hide. Who’s sleeping with whom, who’s spreading what gossip, who took this or that thing from where. And if you ever do anything unsavoury, well, I’ve heard he’ll hide your dirty deeds if you place yourself in his debt.” 
 Ada had heard the Mayor was the city’s leader, but that didn’t sound like leadership. It sounded like manipulation and fear. “And that’s enough to control a city?” 
 “People get surprisingly angry about gossip, you know. He may not control it, but he does have his fingers in lots of pots.” 
 “I’d hate to see hands with enough fingers for a whole city.” 
 Sam grimaced. “Well thanks, that’s a disgusting mental image. But to be fair, I think this city really only needs one finger.” 
 He held up a clenched fist and raised only his middle finger, aiming the back of his hand at the buildings around them. Ada had no idea what that was supposed to mean. He watched her for a moment, then sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I guess you joined us really recently, then.” 
 Ada shrugged. “Uh, I guess? Look, let’s just check this place out.” 
 He nodded. “Sure, the entrance is over there.” 
 He was pointing at a dark alley. Strangely, Ada was not worried he was going to stab or rob her - Sam was the most easily-convinced person she had come across yet. Whatever he was up to, he was alone, and she had Cherry a thought away in the sky. “A dark alley, huh?” 
 “I figure the drones can’t see us that way.” 
 She looked up at the sky, remembering what Cherry had said. She didn’t see any more drones right near them, but that didn’t mean much given how little of the sky she could see beyond the towers. “I bet they can see in the dark, like hunters.” 
 “I guess that’s possible.” They ducked into the alley, and Sam’s expression changed to a frown. “Oh, did you get a gift?” 
 Should she say anything? Best not to, at least not for now. “Nope, I’m just a regular old person.” 
 “Yeah, I’m in the same boat. It’s going to make this job a lot harder. I wish I could fight.” Sam sounded forlorn. 
 It was a sentiment not unfamiliar to Ada. She wouldn’t trade her code for any other gift, but she could sympathize with the ungifted, at the mercy of those with killing powers just a thought away. “I think we’ll do fine. I’m more than confident I can get the job done.” 
 “Wait, that’s why you’re here? They sent you, ungifted, to break in  by yourself? ” 
 Ada straightened her back and grinned. “I can do anything.” 
 “Well, shit. I can’t wait to see how  this  plays out. Come on - there’s an empty room about ten floors up that I’ve been using. It’s a bit of a climb, but the stairwell’s lit.” 
 They snuck into the building to find the stairs, where ancient lights born of simple code lit up the stairwell in a neutral white glow. It was a silent climb until Sam called out from behind her. “This is it.” As they walked into the hall, he peered at her from the stairwell. “You know, you don’t seem very excited to be here.” 
 It was the first caution she had really heard from him, and she frowned, wondering what she’d done wrong. “Excited? This is delicate work!” 
 “But isn’t this kind of exciting anyway?” 
 “You mean plotting to break into a heavily guarded facility to ruin a powerful man’s day? Why would I ever find that exciting?” Even as she said so, though, she started grinning, and ended the sentence with at least a hint of irony. She could see the appeal, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling she was walking into a conspiracy blindfolded. 
 Sam raised a hand in defense. “Well, okay. You just seem kind of like a hard-ass. No offense!” 
 Ada smirked at him. “Hard-ass? Is that what you were looking at on the way up?” 
 Sam blushed. Seriously, he was blushing? “I didn’t mean anything! I’m just glad I’m not alone in here anymore, that’s all. It’s lonely work.” 
 She looked at him, plucking away at his beard as they walked down the darkened hall. Her eyes drifted down for a brief moment before looking back up, tracking where his eyes were looking. He was perhaps a bit whiny, and she wasn’t too into pale-haired people in general, but he seemed friendly and amusing. She couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing, getting involved in all this. 
 “Sorry. Fine, Sam, you want to lighten the mood? Before you explain to me how I’m going to break into a heavily guarded compound, ask me a random question.” 
 “You’ll have to figure out the breaking in by yourself - but okay, sure. What’s the one place you miss most?” 
 “Excuse me?” 
 “You said a random question.” 
 Ada’s first thought was the cherry grove at the Institute, but she wasn’t sure if she really missed that place most, or if it was just a habitual thought. She also wasn’t sure she wanted to say so out loud. What else? She remembered floating in space between Earth and the ring, thinking of how close she had been to being able to leave the homeworld forever. And yet here she was, back on the planet, with a vow to keep. Fix everything, starting with the afterlife. 
 But when she was done with that… 
 “I miss the sky.” 
 Sam didn’t respond, and looked a bit concerned, as though trying to puzzle out how that might be possible. Good. In her amusement, Ada felt a moment of kinship with Zhilik, always the first to make vague statements for fun. 
 They stepped into a room with floor-to-ceiling windows, and across the weed-filled street stood the city’s tallest tower, mostly dark but its top floor twinkling bright. “So what am I looking at?” 
 Sam nodded, and pointed to the top of the building. “The drones seem to enter and leave the second floor from the top. It’s not the only place they go, but it’s definitely the busiest. The penthouse lights are always on - I’m pretty sure that’s where the Mayor lives.” 
 “How would you know that? I can barely see the windows from here.” 
 “We can go up to the roof - it’s riskier, but you get a much better view.” He turned his gaze to the base of the Mayor’s tower. “The bottom few floors are a lot wider, and apparently that’s where the Mayor holds events and celebrations. There’s been a lot of traffic in the last few days, since the army started marching.” 
 “The army, right.” Ada didn’t dare ask whose army it was, for fear of flagging herself, but the list of possibilities was short. “How big is it?” 
 “Over two thousand is the best guess I heard, but it’s hard to know. They’re going to be setting up camp outside the city tomorrow, so you should probably make your move before then.” 
 “How do I get in?” 
 “There’s a main entrance - guarded - and some side entrances along the outside of the building, but those are either watched or guarded too. I wouldn’t trust them.” 
 “What  would  you trust?” 
 “Well - nothing. But the underground is probably the best bet - there are ancient basements and tunnels connecting the building to others nearby. They’re also guarded, but at least taking out the guards would be quiet. There’s one in the basement here, actually - it’s narrow and filled with pipes, but you could fit.” 
 Ada nodded. “Do you know what’s inside?” 
 “Guns. Gifted. There might be some code tricks here and there - he’s had a coder or two in his debt over the years.” 
 “I’m not worried about coders.” Again her confidence seemed to startle Sam. If only he understood just how harmless most coders really were, relative to their potential. 
 “Even so, you’ll need to be careful. I don’t know what’s going on in there - only that the Mayor has his control centre in his home, at the top of the tower.” 
 She peered at the building. “That’s not a whole lot to go on, other than the basement tip. No offense.” 
 “Well, hey, I  am  offended.” 
 She smirked. “Show me the rooftop view. If I can get a better sight of what’s going on on the top floor, maybe I’ll get some more ideas.” 
 “Sure thing.” 
 They hit the stairs again, and she took point again. She didn’t mind if he looked. 
 “If you don’t mind me asking, Ada, what makes you so sure you can handle this? What did you do, before?” 
 Ada carefully considered her phrasing. “I know who I am and what I can do.” Her words echoed back to her in the narrow stairwell. “I’ve learned that success isn’t actually difficult, it’s just… elusive. Most people don’t know where to poke and prod to make things happen. I do.” 
 “That sounds deep and tells me nothing.” 
 “You know what else is going to tell you absolutely nothing?” 
 “What?” 
 She didn’t say anything, but instead kept walking up the stairs. It took him far too long to catch on. 
 “Oh. Very funny.” 
 “It’s true. Silence doesn’t tell you anything.” 
 “It tells me you’re putting on a show.” 
 Her heart almost skipped a beat. “So what if I am? Aren’t we all putting on a show?” 
 Sam sighed. “Ouch. That kind of hurts, you know. This is supposed to be a new beginning, not some kind of lie.” 
 “Ouch? You don’t look like you’re in pain. Look, you’re putting on another show.” 
 “Hey! I have feelings.” 
 Ada grinned again. “What kind of feelings? You don’t seem like a great actor, you know. Is that why you’re not doing plays?” 
 “Who says I didn’t, before?” 
 “The fact that you’re not a good actor.” 
 Sam shook his head, but he was grinning. “Okay, you’re just being mean now.” A door appeared in front of Ada at the next flight of stairs, and he pointed. “Here it is. Let’s be careful.” 
 He drew up a hood, and Ada wondered if the suit could cover her face somehow, but now was not the time to show off its technological prowess. They emerged from a closed door onto a cold, wind-swept roof, with the Mayor’s penthouse just across from them, a lighthouse in the night. 
 “See?” Sam said. “I told you the view was pretty.” 
 The door behind them slammed shut, and a low thrum filled the air. 
 They spun around to find one of the spy drones hovering between them and the exit. Ada started to back away, but two more drones descended on either side. Ada recognized those as the weaponized combat drones. 
 Sam looked surprised and reached out to grab her arm. She glanced at him. “Don’t move, these ones have guns.” 
 A voice crackled from the spy drone in front of them.“Funnily enough, she’s right.” 
 Sam and Ada exchanged glances. The Mayor, she assumed, kept talking. 
 “Now, how  she  knows that, I can’t imagine. I’ll have to find out. No matter - thank you, my young man, for bringing your comrade here.” 
 She snapped her eyes to Sam, and she yanked her arm away. “What the hell is he talking about?” 
 Sam, for his part, looked shocked. “What? I don’t know, I -” 
 “Oh, come now.” The voice was thick with amusement. “I know a ghost when I see one, and I know an informant waiting for a contact when I see one, too. Why catch one ghost yesterday when I could wait and catch two today? You weren’t even subtle! Girl, you set off an explosion in an alley barely over an hour ago. You call that sneaky?” 
 Sam looked at her even as an even louder whirring started to fade into view. “What’s he talking about?” 
 “Gods damn it, I don’t have to explain this shit. Hey, you - Mayor, right? I’ve got bad news for you. We’re not ghosts.” 
 “Ada, if he’s been tracking us that closely, I don’t think lying is going to help.” 
 Her hands crept into her bag, reaching for her gun and the shield the outers had given her. With some luck, she could - 
 Wait. 
 What did Sam just say? 
 “Drop the weapons!” 
 The Mayor sounded angry, but she ignored him, turning to Sam. Her eyes grew wide with fear, and shame that she hadn’t even considered the possibility. She saw the same horrible realization dawn on Sam’s face. “Lying? You’re a  ghost?! ” 
 Sam’s voice cracked. “You’re  not? ” 
 “Both of you cut the act and put down your weapons, and prepare to be -” 
 Ada snapped each hand out towards one of the weaponized drones, snapping the shield open in one hand and firing straight at her target with the other. The drone’s weapon discharged and impacted on her shield, staggering her, but her own attack forced the other armed drone to dodge and miss its shot. 
 Sam bolted for the exit, but the spy drone bowled into him and knocked him over. One of the other drones fired at them, but its aim was off and the shot landed a meter to the right. Ada raised her gun and blasted several incendiary shots at the circling drones, but instead of setting the drones on fire the shots just splashed into glassy orange and dissipated.  
 The drones were keeping on opposite sides, trying to flank her - she was the greater threat. Small honour. She dove to the ground and pressed her back against one of the many ancient machines jutting out of the building. 
 Sam was on the ground, his hands on his head, staring at her with an ugly mixture of frustration and fear. “Who are you?!” 
 Ada glanced at the ghost. “Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods.” 
 She raised the shield to parry a shot, then aimed her gun straight at Sam’s face. It had stolen a body that was not its own. Her finger toyed with the trigger, brushed up against it. 
 He had come from a corrupted afterlife, one broken by the mistakes and ignorance of her ancestors. One she was trying to fix. 
 It had willingly destroyed a life, cast it out without even the hope of an afterlife. She steadied her aim. 
 Ada didn’t pull the trigger. She didn’t have time. A carrier drone she hadn’t seen earlier swooped in with remarkably speed, barely slowing down, and grasped Sam by the shoulders, carrying him screaming into the night. She simply didn’t have time to shoot him. 
 She turned and blasted the door, ray of heat bursting it open. She ran, firing wild shots off into the air as she did, feeling shards of concrete pinging against her back. She would not be taken - 
 Through the exit, tripping down the stairs, she slammed hard into her forearms and dropped the gun and shield. She tasted blood, she saw it here and there, but the fucking drones were too big to fit down that stairwell. She stashed her arms away and scrambled down the stairs. She was safe. 
 Ada stood up and checked herself, panting, finding shallow scrapes and cuts on her shins and arms, and feeling a cut on her lip - nothing that wouldn’t heal in a few hours. She had bought herself time to reach the ground, maybe the underground, and to attempt an escape. Time to warn Zhilik that, if he even dared come to the city, he wouldn’t be safe seeing her in the open. Time to make up for her mistakes. 
  
 Chapter 3 
 The road to Hive was long, and the rocky forest of trees all along the way changed so little that Isavel almost lost track of time. She spent long daylight hours in the company of Mother Jera, Elder Tan, Venshi, and Dendre Han. The elders at least were perfectly pleasant company, and Isavel didn’t doubt that she had much to learn from them, so she tried to be quiet and listen. Still, she envied her friends’ ability to disappear during the day without Venshi hunting them down, and always looked forward to evenings among more pleasant company. 
 The morning the army arrived within sight of the city, hundreds bustled to set up camp, and for once Venshi didn’t track down Isavel to herd her towards the army’s leadership. Isavel relished the chance to fade into the background for a moment, in the midst of all the activity. She was many things, but a gods-gifted camp-maker was not one of them. 
 Sunrise, eggs cooked on an ancient heating artifact, and a crate of figs were all she needed to get them together. A nice sit-down breakfast, with conversation and familiarity, was something they hadn’t shared in a few days, and something she sorely missed. She had found Rodan and Sorn easily enough, and though Marea was often floating around without clear tether or focus, Sorn had volunteered to go get her, and found her in record time. The four of them sat together, eating and looking out at the city looming over near the shore. 
 Sorn looked out at the city, and then to Isavel. “So what’s the plan for today?” 
 Isavel didn’t want to talk business just yet, so she shook her head. “We set up camp, then I go with the leaders into Hive to meet this mayor, I imagine. We’ll figure it out later - right now, the plan is eggs and figs. Speaking of the figs - where are they from? We never had them in my village.” 
 Marea frowned, then nodded and pointed at herself, as though she had grown them at her own home. “Many grow near my village.” 
 Isavel looked south, trying to imagine how far a walk that was. “These can’t have come from Sajuana, though, right?” 
 “I also saw them near Fogpoint.” 
 Another city still incredibly far south - not much closer than Sajuana, from what little Isavel knew. And most of that, too, was poorly-remembered retellings of her mother’s own poorly-remembered travels decades ago. 
 Sorn looked to Marea and pointed south. “How was Fogpoint?” 
 Marea scrunched her lips, as though trying to remember the words she needed to describe it. As she did, Rodan briefly twisted where he was sitting and raised a hand in greeting. Isavel followed his gaze and found two young women at the other end of it, smiling and waving back as they walked, their eyes flicking to Isavel as well - warriors both, by their bearing and muscular physiques. 
 As Isavel’s eyes moved back to her friends, they crossed another set of eyes - dark brown eyes framed by long blue hair, all belonging to a woman in a coder’s garb. She was standing next to another coder, and they both shared similar features - pale golden-white skin, small noses, narrow eyes. Siblings, perhaps? The woman had only errantly glanced in Isavel’s direction, but Isavel was sure they had at least crossed eyes once before. Once was coincidence, but twice was intriguing. 
 Isavel cleared her throat, and Marea paused explaining to Sorn to look over. “I’ll be right back - I’m going to go try and make some new friends.” 
 She stood up and made for the two young coders, and the blue-haired girl froze when she saw Isavel coming towards her. The man next to he turned and jumped in surprised. She was startling them - damn. She tried smiling. “Hey - I’m sorry, we haven’t met. I’m Isavel.” 
 She reached out her hand to the woman, who stammered and looked at her companion. “I - uh - yes, Saint Herald, I recognize you.” She looked at Isavel’s outstretched forearm dumbly for a moment before clasping it. “My name is Zoa Huangkin. This is my brother Ren.” 
 She reached over to clasp forearms with Ren as well, and he was eyeing her with a fairly plain face, his gaze darting back to his sister. There was a sense of deferral there Isavel couldn’t place. “Zoa, Ren, nice to meet you. Please, just call me Isavel.” 
 “And you, Saint - uh, Isavel.” Zoa blinked nervously. “How can we be of service?” 
 “No service - you just looked a bit lost. I was wondering if you might like to join my friends and I for breakfast. I think I made a few too many eggs.” 
 Zoa blushed a bit, and the coders glanced at each other. Ren raised an eyebrow and shrugged amiably. “Sure thing, Isavel, I’d be honoured, and Zoa would love to be your friend.” 
 Zoa looked quietly horrified, and as Isavel grinned and turned around to lead them back to the others, she heard Zoa deliver Ren a strong punch on the shoulder. Isavel sat back down next to Sorn, and Rodan scooted over a bit to make room for the coders, glancing up at Zoa as he did. 
 Isavel handed them some bowls with cooked eggs and figs, and glanced at them as she did, trying to guess their age. “I’ve never met coders before - at least none sprightlier than Elder Tan.” 
 Ren thanked her for the food and grinned. “Yeah, he’s a pretty bad dancer, and not just because he’s a coder.” 
 It was an odd comment; Isavel knew what they said about coders, how skittish and awkward they were, but couldn’t imagine why a gift from the gods would make them so. Perhaps it was their cloistered lifestyle, or just an unkind rumour. Zoa was still avoiding Isavel’s direct gaze, so Isavel addressed her directly. “Is this your first time away from the Institute?” 
 Zoa shook her head. “The Institute is too big, children would get overwhelmed. Our parents left the Institute to travel, to help the common people and raise a family at the same time. They returned with us when we came of age, but we’ve been there ever since, yeah.” 
 Their parents. Isavel bit off half a fig and pointed at them. “I can’t tell which of you is the older sibling.” 
 Rodan grinned. “Siblings! I knew you looked similar.” 
 Sorn shook his head. “No, Rodan, you’re supposed to tell siblings they look nothing alike. Trust me.” 
 “It’s fine.” Zoa shook her head. “I’m just glad I got our father’s blue.” 
 “There’s nothing wrong with black!” Ren said, but Rodan shook his head, running his fingers through his own blue hair. 
 “Nah, I like the blue better.” 
 Isavel could tell Zoa was the more anxious of the two siblings here, for whatever reason. Perhaps she could help. “He’s right, though - it’s a bit more exotic than black, Ren, I have to agree.” 
 Zoa smiled sheepishly, stuffing a whole egg into her mouth, and Ren rolled his eyes. “More exotic? She was born in the same backwater village I was.” 
 Zoa looked over at him, speaking through her food. “But I was born  first. ” 
 “Yeah, barely a year before.” 
 Isavel looked from Zoa’s face to Ren’s again. “Oh, that explains that. I thought you were twins.” 
 Zoa nodded. “I had some peace and quiet before he came along, yeah.” 
 Isavel grinned “That bad?” 
 Zoa smiled, and bit her lip. “Not always, obviously.” 
 Isavel smirked, but Ren responded quite flatly. “Zoa, you know I’ve got thick skin. She’s trying to be normal, so just let loose.” As soon as he finished saying it, though, he looked surprised, and blanched as his eyes met Isavel’s. 
 Sorn glanced at Isavel with raised eyebrows. What for? She looked back to the siblings. “Well, how am I doing so far?” 
 Zoa swallowed her food and smirked. “Well, I’m a bit less intimidated by you now.” 
 Intimidated? Isavel didn’t think of herself as scary. It was a strange thought. She looked to Sorn, and he averted his eyes, looking back at Marea. Then he glanced over to Zoa again. “Isavel’s not intimidating - trust me. I’m sure whatever she needs your coding skills for, it won’t be dangerous.” 
 Isavel blinked, confused by the underlying assumption. “No, I don’t need your coding skills.” She needed to get this back on track. “Although, let’s say I did - tell me, which of you is the better coder?” 
 The siblings’ eyes lit up with rivalry, and the rest of the group was quickly treated to a series of exchanges between them that skirted hostility without ever truly reaching it. Isavel breathed a sigh of relief. After some time they all settled into a more comfortable conversation again, but whenever Isavel thought she might say something, she realized that to speak might suddenly turn the conversation serious again. Best to keep quiet and just enjoy this while she could. 
 It wasn’t long before the conversation turned serious anyway, though, and through no fault of Isavel’s. A low buzzing sound reached her ears from the sky, and she looked up. Shapes were approaching through the air, from Hive - small, round metallic bodies with four glowing disks spread out around them. Six of the machines approached the army, slowing down as they did, with dark, round little eyes looking down at them all. The Mayor’s drones. 
 Sorn glanced up at them. “Great. I never liked these things.” 
 “What are they doing here?” Isavel couldn’t imagine what exactly the Mayor was expecting to find. Why watch them? As she glanced over at Hive, she saw dozens more in the air, barely visible in the distance - the city looked like a beehive. Its name was well-earned. 
 “Just watching.” Rodan shook his head. “Mayor’s always watching. Never knows what he might find, I guess.” 
 Isavel frowned. “What’s a mayor, anyway?” 
 She looked at everyone in the group, but they all shrugged. It was not a word she had ever heard before, but at least she wasn’t alone in that. She watched the drones approaching, hovering above them, not coming any closer. Even keeping that distance, though, they were so… forward. She didn’t like it. 
 Isavel looked over to the city. What exactly did this Mayor do with his drones? Glass Peaks had nobody like him, no one person whose name was so intimately tied to the city’s. It didn’t seem normal - there was something about him, about the way people spoke his name, that Isavel didn’t like. Something she mistrusted. 
 She looked around her friends as they finished up their food. Such small moments were rare and valuable, but she had a duty to her people, and if she sensed something amiss she had to act. She took a deep breath. “Zoa, Ren - thanks for joining us. I need to leave for now, though, to investigate the city.” 
 Sorn raised an eyebrow. “I’ll go with you.” 
 “No, it’s fine.” She held up a flat palm. “Stay here, all of you. I’ll draw less attention alone, and I’ll be back soon.” 
 She bade them all farewell and stood up. She needed to figure out what this Mayor was all about, what his role was, why he mattered. How could drones possibly make him so important? She set off through the camp, the overhead hum of the ancient machines weighing on her mind as she did. Watching her. Was he looking at her right now? Did he know who she was? It wouldn’t be hard to follow her - she was wearing white, after all. 
 If she wanted to draw less attention, she should really deal with that. 
 As she neared the edge of the camp she saw Dendre Han, their Bulwark, sitting alone on a log and looking out on the city. She stopped next to him, and he peered up, looking as annoyed as usual. “How was council with your retinue, Saint Herald?” 
 She frowned. “Council? I was having breakfast.” 
 “Trust me - when someone like you or I gets involved, it’s always a council of some kind.” 
 “You and I?” She wasn’t like him. She scowled. “We’re not as alike as you seem to think.” 
 “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 He looked bitter, and was staring out at the city. Whatever his issue was, she had other things to worry about. Although, the way he was looking at the city… “Dendre, you’ve met the Mayor, haven’t you?” 
 “Yes. He’s an asshole, and people are scared of him.” 
 She wondered if they got along. “Why are they scared?” 
 Dendre shrugged. “He’s got a lot of people indebted to him, through various means. It’s complicated, and I’ve never wanted to be a part of it. Ask around in town if you really want to know.” 
 “I will.” She looked down at the Bulwark, wondering what exactly he was so miffed about. “I’ll see you later, Dendre.” 
 “I await your return with great anticipation.” 
 His wooden reply made her grin just a little as she set off towards the city walls. Of all the leaders of Glass Peaks, Dendre’s open hostility somehow made him the least intimidating. Like he wasn’t hiding his real opinion about her. As for the others… she could only guess at their thoughts, and that made it all the more a relief to be stepping away from them, towards the city. Even if there was a drone hovering high above her head. 
 As she crossed the hilly field of shrubs and mostly-buried ruins that lead to the city, she began to make out its shapes more clearly. The buildings were a bit squatter and broader than in Glass Peaks, but the wall was similarly patchwork. Guards patrolled that wall as drones swept through the sky above, and the gate she was approaching was remarkably small, enough to fit a hauler or a wagon perhaps, but no more. Two guards flanked it, and they glanced nervously at her as they approached. Did she look dangerous? 
 Once she was in earshot, the guard who looked like a warrior addressed her. “Er… Saint Isavel?” 
 Isavel blanked. What? Already? “Uh, how could you tell it was me?” 
 The other guard, a hunter, pointed out to the army. “Nobody would walk out alone from the army like that, except the White Lady.” 
 Oh gods, another title. “White Lady?” 
 The guards shifted nervously. “Sorry, Saint Herald, it’s just something we heard.” 
 Of course - she had turned white, after all, to light up the darkness and save Glass Peaks’ defenders from the ghosts. Still, she shook her head. “I have enough titles.” 
 “Apologies, Saint Herald.” The guard sounded strangely desperate. “We didn’t mean to offend!” 
 “It’s fine - just - there’s no need for more titles. I’d rather just be called Isavel. If you must, call me Herald - that’s the only title the gods themselves gave me.” 
 “We’re sorry, Herald - it’s just meant as a sign of respect.” 
 She looked at the warrior. “Do you have a partner?” 
 He blinked. “Er - yes, Herald. He helps tend the -” 
 “Shall I go ask him to call you Gatewatcher? Forever? No other names.” 
 He considered it. “It sounds… kind of grand, actually. Would you do that?” 
 She ground her teeth. “Nevermind.” 
 This was going to be a problem. If people were calling her the White Lady, and she was walking around alone wearing white, they were bound to pick out the antlers from the branches. But what could she do, besides strip down to her pathfinder’s brace? That would be conspicuous in a city, too. It wasn’t like she could borrow - 
 She looked at the guards’ clothes, simple brown shirts, no doubt the most basic they could get from their weavery’s watchers. They were fitted to these men, though, and wouldn’t sit well around her chest. “Are there any women on guard duty here?” 
 They looked puzzled, but the warrior nodded. “Of course. There’s a hunter upstairs in the watchtower, and a few more patrolling the walls.” 
 “Could you bring me up to the watchtower?” 
 Isavel felt guilt quietly stirring as she watched them comply without question, despite their obvious confusion. As though she had manipulated them - even though she had simply asked them for help. 
 The Saint Herald had asked them for help, though, and that was different. Gods, this was complicated. 
 Isavel followed the guards up a narrow set of stairs that fed into one of the ancient buildings that composed the wall. There were two hunters on duty here, and the guards tried to introduce her. “Er, everyone, the Saint Herald would -” 
 She cut them off. “Thanks, but I’m fine. Go back to your posts. I mean, er, you can go back to your posts. Or, do whatever you want.” 
 They hurried off, and she felt that pang of guilt again. She sucked it up, and met eyes with the hunter who stood staring at her, wide-eyed. The woman was blond and slightly tanned, with icy blue eyes and a slightly gaping mouth. Isavel smiled at her. “I’m sorry to bother you when you’re on duty. I was wondering if I could trade for your shirt.” 
 The woman stared blankly at her. “What?” 
 Isavel tugged at her white tunic. “I’ll trade you this.” 
 The hunter sucked in air and nodded. “Oh, um, of course, Saint Herald. I’ve got some clean spares - I - let me go get one for you.” 
 Isavel shook her head. “I’ll come with you. What’s your name?” 
 The guard bowed nervously at the shoulder and led Isavel off to a room deeper in the tower. “My name is Hail Sen.” They reached a small dorm room with several beds laid out in a row, and Hail knelt down by one of them, pulling a bag out from under the bed. Isavel looked around as she rummaged through; there was little here in the way of decoration, and it was clearly a shared space. It felt very impersonal. 
 “You live here?” 
 Hail nodded, pulling out a shirt and a broad-brimmed, soft hat. “Yes, I do. Here, Herald - you can take these.” 
 Isavel frowned. “No, I only need the shirt.” 
 “Your own clothing is… well, kind of a holy relic. It’s worth more than one cheap guards’ shirt.” 
 “A holy relic?” Isavel grinned. “It doesn’t have any holes in it.” 
 Hail tried to smile, but Isavel was ultimately forced to watch her joke wither and die, alone and unloved in an uncaring void. Maybe she should stick to being straightforward. Hail muttered. “I insist, Herald. If you’re trying to hide - from people or the sun - the hat will help.” 
 “There’s not a lot of sun here, though.” 
 “I know.” Hail nodded. “There are a lot of people, though. And drones.” 
 Of course - somehow, Isavel had forgotten she could be watched from above. She nodded, and started pulling off her shirt, Hailing blushed as she did . She seemed almost relieved when she noticed that Isavel still had a pathfinder’s brace on underneath, and took the white tunic from Isavel with far more care than the piece of cloth deserved. Isavel pulled on the spare shirt, a fairly good fit, and smiled. “Thank you, Hail.” 
 “It’s my pleasure to assist the gods’ chosen one.” Hail’s eyes flicked down; she was still blushing. “I hope it fits.” 
 “It does.” Isavel looked at the guardswoman. If she knew Isavel might want to hide from the Mayor, she might be able to help further. “Hail, what can you tell me about the Mayor?” 
 “The Mayor? He’s a powerful man, a useful friend and a scary enemy.” Hail frowned, her eyes darting to the sides. “I’m afraid I don’t know much in the way of details. I’ve only lived here for a few months.” 
 “Do you know where I could find out more? Specifically, where I could find his enemies.” 
 Hail’s eyes widened, and her voice grew hushed. “What do you mean, enemies?” 
 “I hear a lot about how powerful an ally he is, but I want to know his other side.” Hail averted her eyes, biting her lip. She seemed to be thinking hard, so she clearly knew something. Isavel leaned in. “I’ll owe you a favour if you tell me where to look.” 
 The hunter’s eyes widened. “Owe me a favour?” 
 Isavel quickly added a caveat. “A reasonable, non-violent favour.” 
 Hail bit her lip, and then nodded. “Of course, I understand. Well, there’s a tavern one block south of the main city square, it’s red-lit and has a sand-coloured door. I’ve heard the owner… complain, you could say. He… if you want him to talk about it, ask him about his brother.” 
 Isavel smiled, and put a hand on Hail’s arm. “Thank you.” 
 Hail blushed, shaking her head. “It’s no trouble at all. I - can I think about the favour for a bit?” 
 “Sure. You live here, you said? I’ll stop by and look for you before I leave. Probably late this evening, after the Mayor’s celebrations. Sound okay?” 
 “Absolutely, Herald. Gods be with you.” 
 She clasped arms with Hail and bade her farewell, making her way out of the tower and into the city. Under the broad, beige hat low over her face, she shifted her skin to paler tones, in starker contrast with the brown shirt. She expected the city itself to surprise her with its shapes and textures, but it was actually not much different than Glass Peaks. It was still an ancient framework for a modern world, a metal and concrete skeleton covered in wooden homes and extensions, populated by humans with all kinds of animals running underfoot. 
 And drones. Those were different, and they were always up there in the sky, watching. 
 The city square wasn’t hard to identify, a vast plaza where the city seemed to bow to a tall and well-guarded tower at its waterside end. From there she moved unnoticed, it seemed, into the city blocks to the south, and it wasn’t hard to find the place Hail had been talking about. The sand-coloured doorframe, with thick canvas hanging in the way, was tucked into a small nook in an alley, and she could see the faint red glow from outside. This had to be the place. 
 She stepped into the red-lit tavern to find a single musician on a stage, playing an old, twangy instrument Isavel didn’t recognize. A handful of patrons were eating or drinking, making the quietest of small-talk, but it was clearly not the locals’ favourite place to go. 
 The bar was at the back of the room, and there was a lone man behind it, with a few empty bottles on display behind him on an awkwardly-added wooden shelf. Isavel approached the bar, right away - this called for a bit of subtlety. 
 “Hey there.” She tilted her hat back on her head. “I’m new in town. Can I get something to drink?” 
 He leaned over the bar and looked sideways at her. “Depends. You with that army?” 
 Isavel wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing in his eyes. “Sure, I’m here to kill some ghosts.” 
 “Hm.” He paused for a moment. “Planning on staying long?” 
 “Just long enough.” 
 “Then I’ll have to ask you for a trade, if you’re not sticking around. Nice hat.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. “What’ll it get me?” 
 He smiled. “Whatever you like, for now at least. What are you feeling like?” 
 She smiled back. Now to the business part - she wasn’t thirsty, but asking for a drink was the thing to do to get the conversation going. “Got any wine?” 
 “What kind?” 
 She thought about it, scanning the odd bottle shapes along the shelf. “Your second favourite.” 
 “ Second  favourite? Why not my favourite?” 
 “I want you to have some of your favourite left over for tonight.” 
 His eyes lit up a little, and he laughed. “I like you, stranger.” He came back moments later with a thick glass filled with dark red, taking her hat and storing it somewhere out of sight. Taking a sip, Isavel found the wine decent-tasting, if a little bitter. 
 “Not bad.” 
 He leaned over the bar and raised an eyebrow with a lopsided grin, lowering his voice. “You looking for any other entertainment while you’re in town?” 
 She smirked, shaking her head. “No, I brought that kind of entertainment with me. Just looking to learn about the city life.” 
 “Ah, a bard then?” He pointed at the musician on stage. “You can spin us a tale if you want, after he’s done.” 
 Telling stories? Isavel wouldn’t dare. “No, but thanks. I’m actually looking to learn about the Mayor, specifically. I’ve heard weird things.” 
 The bartender eyed her. “Yeah, he’s quite the character.” 
 “He sounds powerful, useful, well-meaning. Too good to be true, really.” 
 The bartender nodded. “Yeah, take my advice and don’t get mixed up with him.” 
 “I can’t - I’m heading to that celebration tonight, with others from the army.” She sighed. “I just want to know what I’m walking into.” 
 He took a sip of wine straight from the bottle. “Well, what do you know already that makes you so suspicious?” 
 Isavel counted with her fingers. “The drones are really weird. He’s got a title that doesn’t mean anything. People talk about him like he’s powerful, but what power? Ancient relics?” She met his eyes. “Plus, someone told me you’d have something to say if I asked about your brother. I can’t imagine that something is good.” 
 A look of pain crossed the man’s face, and he leaned against the bar again, a bit further down. “Shit, I never should have opened my mouth about that.” 
 “It’s fine, I’m not telling anyone. I just want to go into this clear-eyed.” 
 “Just keep your head down.” His voice was hoarse. “There’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 “What if there was?” 
 “Nobody can do anything about it.” 
 “Not even the Saint Herald?” 
 He frowned, looking over at her. “You know her?” 
 Isavel smiled, though the question did give her pause. Did she? “Yeah. Where she goes, I go. I want to know what we’re walking into tonight.” 
 The bartender sighed. “It’s simple, really. The Mayor’s got drones that do anything he wants - mostly spy on people, of course, and information is power. You want to know if your partner is sleeping around? Make a deal with the Mayor, and he’ll spy on them for you. You want to know where your competitors are getting their supplies from? Make a deal with the Mayor. You want to know if your friends talk behind your back? You get the idea. And sometimes you might want things moved quietly, too, and the Mayor can do that - the drones can carry things. They can carry people, too - even unwilling people. People you might want gone, or that he might have taken a dislike to.” 
 Unwilling people. The bartender paused at that statement, and Isavel saw him staring off into space. Perhaps that was it, then. “What does he get in return?” 
 “Loyalty - or fear that he’ll expose your snooping and double-dealing. Either way, nobody likes to cross the Mayor, and you can cross him in a lot of ways. He’s been telling people not to join the army, recently - telling us he’s taking care of the ghosts, and that we need to stay put. But it’s not just that - hell, even blocking your windows so the drones can’t look in will get you taken if you don’t smarten up.” 
 “Taken?” 
 “Yeah, that’s what I said.” 
 “Taken where?” 
 The bartender shrugged, looking away from her and stashing the wine away. “Wish I knew, soldier. Wish I knew.” 
 “So he uses people’s fears to control them - to make them come to him for help, and to keep them from getting in his way.” 
 “You’d be crazy to fight him. Well, unless you were the Saint Herald, I guess, but I’m guessing you’re not. I bet she’s got better things to do than this.” 
 Isavel blinked. Depending indeed. She finished off the wine and bade the bartender farewell, down a fresh hat but with a better idea of what she was going up against. A man who led by fear - so not a real leader. 
 As she walked outside, looking up into the sky above the narrow alley, she saw two drones already, and either one of them could be watching her. Or both. 
 To hell with it, then. She took a deep breath. The Mayor didn’t want people going out to fight the ghosts, wanted them to keep calm? That was ridiculous. They should be fighting; perhaps they would if they knew the gods wanted them to join the fight. Surely gods overruled mayors. 
 She made for the town square again, stepping into the open space. Nobody recognized her here, but they would when she decided she wanted them to. A call to arms - to the people who actually mattered. Not one man with a bunch of drones, but the thousands of people living here who could fight the ghosts alongside them. 
 Isavel glowed her skin white, bright white, and called up a shield and sword of white at the same time. And it worked - people turned, they pointed, they called titles at her, they drew closer. She looked up to the sky, at the three drones circling the square, and then to the people around her. 
 “People of Hive - I’m here to ask for your help.” 
  
 Chapter 4 
 Ada tried to avoid the open sky, but it was a challenge. She shouldn’t be nervous - it was irrational. She had a gun. A shield. Cherry still circled the city, just a cry for help away, and she had a hunch that the Mayor was not in the business of gunning people down in broad daylight. She would survive. She knew, intellectually, that she could handle it. 
 But she also knew that he could be watching at any time, and that at night a carrier drone might drop down and scoop her up without warning. And all because of… she hadn’t been careful. She had just wanted information, and instead she had found herself caught up in some kind of ghost infiltration of the city. 
 She shook her head, trying to keep those thoughts away. What was gone was gone, and she needed to press on. She always did. 
 She had stayed hidden in the basement until sunrise, strategizing with Cherry. Her pilot suit was a dead giveaway at this point, but Cherry had told her it had camouflage abilities. Something like a pathfinder’s skin, apparently. Now that it was daytime, and there was less risk of the Mayor suddenly attacking her, she risked a peek outside from a second-floor window. 
 She thought the words out loud in her head, something Cherry called subvocalization.  Okay, Cherry, how does this camouflage thing work? 
 Cherry’s reply was quick.  Call up the hud. 
 The what? 
 Subvocalize the word hud. 
 She ground her teeth, watching people walk freely and unconcerned down the streets, under the watchful eyes of dozens of drones.  Okay. Hud. 
 Words flashed in front of her eyes, much like they did when she was in control of the ship itself. She sighed - more powers she had yet to unlock. She scanned the few words that were visible until she found one that sounded suspiciously close to what she was looking for. 
 Camo. 
 Her suit immediately began to shimmer, and a small square in the centre of her vision lit up. Ada’s eyes flicked about in surprise, and every time she looked at something different the suit’s colour patterns changed again. The square also changed, outlining whatever object she was focusing on. 
 “What the...” 
 Suddenly, she understood what was going on. Wherever her visual focus rested, her suit took on the colour and patterns of whatever was inside that shape in the middle of her vision. When she looked at the sky, the suit went pale blue with wisps of white. When she looked at the ancient concrete, she was a grainy grey. The ancient word  Default  floated at the bottom of her vision, and when she focused on it, the suit went black again. 
 “Holy shit.” 
 She peered down to the street level and started looking at people, and to her great wonder, the square flickered to an outline of the human shape, and her suit changes its colour and patterns to match whatever those people looked like. Not only that, but the suit’s strange fabric, grown as it was from the metal spine in the back, expanded and contracted and grew to match the texture and general shape of what she was looking at.  
 “Cherry, this is really, really cool.” 
 The only other word in her field of vision was  Confirm , and she knew what that meant. Ada found a pattern she liked on a man walking past, a sleek white suit with a reddish-pink twirl that reminded her of cherry blossoms, and subvocalized  Confirm . The square and words disappeared, and the colours stuck. 
 Cherry, I love you. Do you know how this technology works? 
 The principles are available in my internal encyclopedia, yes. 
 So much lost knowledge, all of it packed onto a starfighter for seemingly no purpose other than for small chance the pilot might be curious. Ada marveled at it all. 
 She walked down the stairs and out onto the street. She kept an eye on the sky still, but she wasn’t as afraid - the splash of colour on white was basically the opposite of the suit’s old black, and its look and feel were completely changed. She would just have to keep her head pointed down. 
 Ada? 
 The voice that buzzed in her head, this time, was not Cherry’s - it was Zhilik’s. She spun around in shock, looking for the source, but she didn’t see the outer’s hunched, furry form anywhere nearby. 
 Cherry, are you relaying his voice? 
 Yes. 
 Okay, um.  Ada didn’t know how to direct her mental thoughts towards Cherry or Zhilik separately.  Can he hear me? 
 I can hear you, Ada. 
 Well this is awkward. Where are you? 
 Zhilik sounded hesitant.  We’re approaching the city now. 
 Ada frowned as she turned towards the docks, keeping out of sight of the sky whenever possible. A quiet sense of dread crept along the back of her spine.  We? Who’s we? 
 A human turned up this morning asking to see you. I decided to let him come along, since he seemed both harmless and familiar with you. His name is Tanos. 
 Ada felt like she had just been punched in the gut. Tanos? Back? She had abandoned him  weeks  ago. 
 Then she realized, with some trepidation, that she had  abandoned  him. He was not going to be happy to see her. Or might, perhaps, be inordinately happy to see her. Either way, he brought with him a conversation she absolutely did not want to have. 
 Gods, Zhilik. Okay, I’ll wait for you near the docks. I can’t be seen in the city. I’ll explain. 
 Very well. 
 She would have to send them back, wouldn’t she? She had already made it impossible to do anything in this city, and at this rate she would end up getting those two killed. She would have to send them back. It would be easiest that way. Everything would be easier that way. 
 As she approached the docks, hiding under one of the towers, she kept an eye out for the hauler. She spotted it fairly quickly, and next to it was the hunched, hooded shape of Zhilik, drawing some suspicious stares from the humans. Next to it, she realised with despair, was indeed the very same Tanos she had run out on in the middle of the night, in a village far to the north of Campus. 
 I’m under the brown tower to your right . Her subvocalization carried, and Zhilik looked over in her general direction, a communications device held to his ear. He beckoned Tanos along with him, and soon enough they were within earshot. 
 She didn’t let him start. “Tanos, what in the worlds are you doing here?” 
 “I’m surprised you remember my name.” Tanos sounded bitter. “You certainly seemed to have forgotten  me . In the  middle of nowhere . Without warning.” 
 Zhilik looked somewhat taken aback, glancing between the humans with flatted ears. “Is there a problem?” 
 Ada shook her head. “Yes, I don’t understand why he showed up at Campus - today, of all days!” 
 “Hey!” Tanos exclaimed. “I’m right here.” 
 She sighed, and her eyes bounced around a dozen inconsequential things on the ground around the docks. Eye contact just made this worse. “Look, I just wasn’t comfortable with things.” 
 “You never told me.” 
 “There’s nothing you could have done about it, I -” 
 “How do you know that?” 
 “Damn it, Tanos - look, you’re perfectly nice, and I did appreciate your help and all, but I…” 
 She looked at him, trying to piece it together herself. He  was  perfectly nice, and she liked him in a superficial way, but that liking disappeared when she started looking deeper. She couldn’t figure out why, but she had no obligation to force herself. 
 “Why did you follow me after I ditched you?” 
 Tanos threw up his arms. “What the hell  else  was I supposed to do? My village was wiped out, remember? You were there. You saved my life and dragged me onto an island. I had nobody else left! I spent weeks wandering that damned island looking for these outers before I saw that ship flying off. What choice did I have?” 
 “I didn’t save you because -” She stopped herself, and took a deep breath. “Okay, I can see why you’re frustrated. But this is a highly sensitive mission -” 
 Zhilik cut in flatly. “I am missing something.” 
 Ada shook her head, eagerly turning to his alien face instead. Finally, an opportunity to change the subject. “You are! Zhilik, there are ghost agents in the city, there’s an army at the gates, and the Mayor almost kidnapped me. And thinks I’m a ghost.” 
 Zhilik flatted his ears backwards again. She had come to learn this was a sign of concern. Tanos, meanwhile, looked bewildered. “Woah, what’s going on?” 
 Ada sighed. “The Mayor controls the drones here, and he has information on ancient technology I need to fix. I need to break into his home and find its location.” 
 “Why do you need to fix it?” 
 “Because the afterlife is broken, and I need to restore it. To make the ghosts stop invading our world.” 
 “The afterlife? How do you know it’s broken?” 
 “The gods told me. While I was on the ring.” 
 “What?!” 
 She ran a hand through her hair, and smiled. “Also, I am now Arbiter of the Gods. Speak my name and title with the appropriate amount of awe and reverence, please.” 
 Tanos didn’t seem to have a response for that one. Her smiled faded into a huff. 
 “Fine, silence is an acceptable substitute for reverence. Now - oh gods, this is the important bit. You two can’t be seen with me in this city.” 
 Tanos raised an eyebrow. “And yet here you are, standing with us.” 
 “Right. Yes, well, we’re not under the sky. I’ve changed clothes - sort of - so I think the drones might not recognize me, but the Mayor did get a look at me last night. I need to hide while I figure out how to break into his tower, and you two, well, I don’t want you getting caught.” 
 Zhilik nodded. “So you have managed to turn Hive into hostile territory in less than a day.” 
 “Yes. Basically. Are you judging me?” 
 “I am.” 
 Tanos nodded eagerly. “Yeah, me too.” 
 “Gods, look, I this wasn’t the plan!” She raised her palms in frustration. “I have Cherry on standby to pick me up at a moment’s notice if things go sour. Get out of the city now and I’ll meet you somewhere else. How about, uh, the shore opposite the docks?” 
 Zhilik didn’t sound convinced. “And then?” 
 “Then we go out together to find and fix that damned control centre.” 
 “While fighting any ghosts we find.” 
 She paused. “Yeah. Fighting off the ghosts. You know, if we run into them. Priority is fixing that ancient tech.” 
 Ada looked back into the city, towards the tower that housed the Mayor’s secrets. 
 Tanos cleared his throat. “Do you need any help?” 
 “No, I don’t think so.” 
 He was insistent. “You need to break in somewhere, right? We could help you set up a distraction.” 
 She was about to dismiss Tanos out of hand, but he had a point. There might be some value in a distraction of sorts, but could she guarantee that they wouldn’t get captured? Did she need to? Really, the Mayor seemed interested in capturing rather than killing. Tanos and Zhilik might get captured, and if it came to that she could hop into Cherry and blast the Mayor to hell and free them. It might be worth the risk. 
 She nodded, slowly. “Okay, yeah, I might be able to use a distraction. Do you have any weapons?” 
 Zhilik looked edgy. “I was provided with two guns before leaving, yes. But I must confess, I am… nervous about firing one, especially on humans. We have yet to test your claim that the gods will treat us as their own.” 
 “So? Just shoot something.” 
 “The gods once used watchers or godfire to kill outers who attacked humans. It is not something I would like to test.” Zhilik’s ears twitched at the suggestion. 
 Tanos stood a little taller, as though trying to show off, but he still looked boyish. “Well, I can shoot.” 
 Ada nodded. “Fine. I can communicate to you through Zhilik’s comm, and Cherry can find you, so we won’t need locator sigils or anything. If I need you for anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 She looked up at the slowly greying sky. 
 “Keep an eye out for drones, you two, especially if night falls. If the Mayor’s seen you with me, he’d make his move at night. Don’t be under open skies after dark.” 
 Zhilik glanced to Tanos. “Very well, we will investigate the city on our own. Be careful, Ada.” 
 Tanos looked silently at Ada, with a measure of hurt. She turned away and stalked back into the city, keeping her face down for the most part. She hadn’t expected to see him here - or anywhere, ever again. She had been perfectly happy to close the book on him, like everyone else that was gone from her life. What was she supposed to do now? 
 What if other people started turning up? There were some people she never wanted to see again. 
 She shook her head, trying to clear it. She had a job to do. She needed to get into the Mayor’s residence. The drone control mechanism, whatever it was, would be some kind of machine. A computer, the outers called them. If she could access it - of course she could - then she would have the information she needed to find that control centre. 
 First, the approach. She knew there were underground access tunnels - stealthy, invisible to the drones. There were side entrances - far from the public eye, smaller and easier to handle in a fight. There was a main entrance, wide open and guarded, that would probably not be worth the trouble, especially on a busy evening. 
 Alternatively, she could blast her way into the building using code. She was vaguely surprised the building showed no signs of ever being attacked in such a way in the past. Perhaps no previous coder had been bold enough - she liked the idea of outdoing them. 
 Ada leaned against a wall in an alcove, eating a piece of fruit and watching the main entrance to the mayor’s tower. She saw a number of carrier drones flitting in and out of the lower levels of the tower, many of them seemingly with wooden crates. The main entrance too was abuzz, and it seemed like an event was taking place, or at least being prepared. The celebration, for the newly arrived army. She needed to know more. 
 A couple was walking past on the street, well-dressed and extroverted from the looks of them - surely they would know something about such an event. Ada stepped out of the alcove and addressed them. 
 “Excuse me - do you know when this thing is getting started?” 
 They glanced at her, and the man looked her up and down, eyes lingering disapprovingly on the splash of red and pink that split the otherwise white suit in half. He almost looked like he was sneering, and Ada’s gut immediately reacted. To hell with him. 
 The woman was much more amiable, and as far as Ada was concerned, far too attractive for the man she was with. “It’s at sundown. Army folk, and people the Mayor likes, or wants to like. I heard the Herald will be there as well!” 
 The man raised an eyebrow, his expression even more hateful. “It’s invite-only, of course.” 
 The woman ignored him. “The Herald was here this morning! I can’t believe we missed her. Did you see her?” 
 Ada had no idea who the Herald was. It wasn’t really her concern at the moment, though. She smiled with pursed lips, feigning disappointment. “I didn’t. So it’s invite only? That’s a shame, I guess, but thanks for the tip.” 
 “Don’t worry, the boys and girls from the army want to come in and get to know the locals too. The taverns will be full! I’m sure it’ll be a good time all around.” 
 Ada tilted her head, not sure why full taverns would mean a good time. “Er, thanks. See you around.” 
 She backed off into the alcove, and suddenly felt cornered, realizing she had nowhere else to go. The couple gave her odd looks but continued on their way. She could only hope they would forget about her as soon as possible. 
 Ada shook her head and resumed her calculations. She needed to focus. Sundown, then, sounded like a good time to strike. People would be busy and the Mayor himself would likely be away from his drone control machine. 
 She would crumble a hole into the wall and get in that way, or into the basement if necessary. That would be easiest. So long as she didn’t step right into a barracks or something - which seemed unlikely - she would be better off than if she tried assaulting any of the proper entrances. 
 And once she was inside? 
 She subvocalized to her ship.  Cherry, will you be able to help if I can’t figure out the database? 
 Of course. I am equipped for cyber-espionage, and if necessary I can relay commands and cryptographic strikes from the ring. 
 Ada didn’t know what cyber-espionage was, but a confirmation was enough. The idea of invoking the power of the gods to gain access to the machine was not unappealing. 
 Oh, wait. She hadn’t considered something. 
 Can you scan the mayor’s building? Tell me about its insides? 
 Yes. I can circle the city in stealth mode, at a safe distance, and perform geometry and energy scans. 
 Do it quietly, then fill me in. 
 Yes, Ada. 
 Ada finished off the apple she was eating, throwing the core to the grassy soil that matted the shadows of the ancient towers. She had her gun, her shield, her code, Zhilik and Tanos were standing by as backup. Once Cherry figured out the building’s layout, she would be ready for sundown. 
 In the meantime, she withdrew into one of the towers and sat in the lobby of a building whose function was long forgotten. Whatever it was, it was just a nest now, a place for people to fill with the hand-made artifacts of the new world. She addressed a thought to Zhilik. 
 Zhilik, you there? 
 Yes. 
 There’s a tall tower in the city that I want you two to watch. It’s at the central square, and it’s really busy right now. That’s where I’ll need a distraction, on my mark. 
 Very well. Tanos and I are in the city square - he is asking questions of the humans. We will try to find a less-occupied place to wait. 
 Ada sighed.  Is he still angry? 
 It took Zhilik a moment to respond.  He has not mentioned it. But he does not seem pleased. 
 Of course not. She peered out the window into the square, wondering if she might spot them, but didn’t see anything. They would find a good angle, though - she felt fairly certain of that. So she stayed quiet and waited; luckily, it wasn’t long before the Cherry’s voice whispered into her ear again. 
 Scans completed. There is a complex computing and telecommunications system embedded into the three-floor penthouse suite. A private elevator leading directly to the penthouse exists on the fourth floor, in the main tower structure. It is equipped with an analog locking system that cannot be overridden electronically. 
 She pursed her lips; the tower was enormous, and she was not interested in climbing it herself.  What about getting to the elevator? 
 There are multiple paths that can be used to reach the fourth floor, including stairs and public elevators. 
 Are they guarded? 
 Many are currently in occasional use. There do not appear to be set patrol patterns. 
 Ada nodded, even though the ship had no real eyes and couldn’t see her. She would have to pay close attention to the guards, then. She didn’t want to start shooting if she didn’t have to - it would draw too much attention. 
 Cherry, I might need you to come get me on short notice, or scan things for me. Just be ready, okay? And stay hidden. 
 Yes, Ada. 
 She stood up and walked back down the stairs, out into the street. She may be in enemy territory, more or less, but she had resources at her disposal. The enemy knew she was out there, but had no idea what she was capable of. She was going to teach the Mayor a painful lesson. 
 What to do in the meantime? She could go find Zhilik and Tanos, and… stare awkwardly at Tanos in silence. Yeah, no. She found an unused suite in a tower across from the Mayor’s home and sat down, peering out the window and pulling out some rations to chew on. 
 As the day crawled past, Ada ran through some technical information with Cherry. The ship was always good for a question about ancient technology, or some text to practice reading, with a seemingly endless font of knowledge to draw on about everything - well, except the technophage. The thought was unpleasant, but she might have to face that particular demon alone own one day. 
 When evening arrived, bigger crowds began to gather around the Mayor’s tower, with people sporting turquoise armbands streaming in from outside the city. Ada headed out into the square, ducking into a shadowy alcove to camouflage her suit in the colours of what appeared to be the Mayor’s own guard detail. The suit still wasn’t a perfect match in form, but she would have to settle for close enough. She stepped out of the shadows and strode along the side of the city square, heading for a back alley at a leisurely pace. 
 Looping around a few buildings brought her to the least-interesting, least-used side of the Mayor’s tower. It seemed to have neither doors nor windows - just a straight wall of ancient concrete. 
 Cherry, can I break in somewhere near here? 
 Yes. Four meters to your left is a small hallway that is currently unoccupied. 
 Ada knew that a meter was about the distance from her fingertip to her nearest breast, so she measured that out four times and recalled the disintegration sigil to mind. It was a simple sigil, something she used before to break out of a closet she had been locked in. And yet here she was, using it to break in. The thought made her grin. 
 She glanced carefully to either side to make sure she wasn’t being watched. All clear. She reached out, dragging her fingers along the concrete, willing the code from her fingers - 
 Something snapped loudly, throwing her back in a brilliant white flash. 
 Ada fell to the grassy dirt, hazy green blotches dancing in her vision and an unpleasant tingling in her finger. “What the fuck?” 
 She looked around, squinting and trying to figure out what had happened. The wall was still intact, with no code apparent on it. She heard shouting. 
 “Shit.” 
 She stood up and quickly camouflaged her suit to match the wall’s colours - not that that would help a great deal, of course. She hurried down the alley, trying to get away as soon as possible. As she reached the town square again, she looked back to see two guards peering down the alley from the other side, pointing at her. 
 Cherry , w hat the fuck just happened to me? 
 She ducked around the corner as the ship responded.  There appear to be reactive compunanites embedded in the building’s wall. 
 Whats? 
 Cherry paused for a moment.  You might call it reactive code. It is a field that remains dormant unless it interacts with new code, in which case it reacts violently. 
 Ada’s eyes widened in worry. She had heard of such things before, but only as a lost, fabled skill; how had the Mayor come to have it on his walls? 
 That question wouldn’t help her right now. Her eyes darted around, looking for a guard that wasn’t hunting her. Found one. She copied the colours and marched straight towards the front door. Face calm, back straight - how hard could this be? She felt willowy compared to the other guards, gifted as warriors as they probably were, but hoped nobody noticed. She didn’t seem to have much of a choice at this point - the front door seemed her best chance at losing her pursuit. 
 She reached out through her suit.  Zhilik, Tanos, you two ready? 
 Yes. Shall we cause a distraction? 
 Not quite. Wait for my signal. Downplay it. Try not to kill anyone, and get out and move when you’re done. 
 The crowd outside the front door wasn’t as busy as it had been before, and the guards watching the last stragglers enter the great golden doorway seemed attentive. When they looked at her and passed her over completely, she felt a sigh of relief quietly flee her mouth. Still, this was too easy, and there would be guards just behind her actually looking for an intruder. If they noticed her… 
 She was taken aback when she stepped into the lobby. The ceiling was dominated by a brilliant display of light, a floating assembly of glowing crystals in slow orbit around a central silver rod. Its purpose was obscure, but it was beautiful - indeed, perhaps that was its purpose. Several strikingly-dressed guests seemed to be gazing up at it as though this was also their first time seeing it. Black-suited waiters carried platters of food around - fruits and meats of species Ada couldn’t identify. Somewhere, somebody was performing strange music, something with thumping percussions, electric warbles, and energetic female singers. 
 The walls were even more surprising than all that, covered as they were in huge images, windows into the ancient world. Archival images from a thousand years ago hung here, on display. There were dozens of them - images of men and women in extravagant clothing, of celebrations and dancing, of banquets and drinks. The Mayor’s event here, she realized, was formed in echo of these images of the ancients. And she had to admit, though she had no love for such gatherings, it was an admirable collection of images - it was hard to find them at all, especially in such large sizes. 
 Ada ducked into an alcove, made sure nobody was staring directly at her, and reset her suit to its default black. It was a strange piece, but the bold and uniform colour matched the general style of what she was seeing in the other guests, and certainly didn’t look much like either of the other colour schemes she had been wearing today. She stepped back out, and nobody seemed to notice the change. Good. 
 She made for one of the sets of stairs, off to the side. Many of the guests were going that way, and since she needed to get to the fourth floor, getting to the second seemed like a reasonable start. She followed them up and glanced back down at the entrance, where a few guards were huddled in discussion, gesturing somewhat frantically. They must be hunting her, spreading the news. 
 She sighed.  Okay, Zhilik. Distract away. 
 We will. Be safe. 
 She turned and followed the other guests into the next room. She heard some kind of light commotion behind her, but she didn’t stop to see what the distraction had wrought. So long as it worked. 
 As she entered the room, a waiter behind a table smiled and offered her a drink, as he had to those who went before her. It looked like pink wine. She wasn’t thirsty, but perhaps thirst wasn’t the only criteria worth considering - it might help her blend in. She took a sip. Tolerable. 
 As she moved on, Ada found herself in a sort of antechamber, a long hallway filled with small huddles of people in conversation. A series of arched columns separated the hallway from a much larger-looking room, brightly lit and apparently the source of the music she had been hearing earlier. She decided to take a moment and assess the situation, so she retreated to the side of the hallway opposite the arches, leaning against the wall. Taking another sip of her wine, she looked about the room, trying to spot any other exits that might lead deeper into the building. 
 “Tomb raider, right?” 
 She blinked and looked around, thinking for a moment that Cherry was sending more voices at her. Instead, though, she found a young man smiling at her. He didn’t look like a guard, slim and well-dressed as he was, so he might make for a good distraction. She wished she could have a cuter distraction though, at least - she preferred darker hair and eyes, especially in men. Still, a chance to blend in was a chance worth taking. 
 She raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think that?” 
 “That suit’s a piece of work. I figure you must have got it somewhere interesting.” 
 She tried a wry grin. “Oh, you know. Just another day’s work.” 
 He smiled amiably, and seemed to be searching for something to say. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before. New to Hive, or just passing through?” 
 She nodded, looking away from him and back towards the other guests. There were people dancing in the brightly-lit main room. Pair dances, something she had seen peasants do in the villages. One of the things she had enjoyed at the Institute - they never expected her to dance, to be graceful or composed. They expected her to learn the code, and in that she had excelled. 
 They also expected her to heed tradition, and in that, she had been markedly less successful. 
 “I’ve never really been anywhere south of Glass Peaks.” She kept her eye on the entrance to the hall, and she noticed one of the guards gently leaning into the doorway to look inside. “How about you? Where are you from?” 
 “I’ve been here for a few years.” The guard at the end of the hall pulled back, and Ada took a long swig of the pink wine as the young man continued. “I started travelling here from Fogpoint about ten years ago, trading glanterns mostly. People up here seem to love the things.” 
 She nodded absently, finishing off the glass. She handed it to him and forced on a bright smile. This hallway was too open - she needed to get out of here. “I’m sorry, I just saw somebody I know. You seem nice. Would you take care of this glass for me?” 
 He looked suddenly flustered, and she thought she heard a quiet sigh as she left. She walked over towards the ballroom, hoping that there might be some way deeper into the building from here. She stepped through the archway into the ballroom, and started to look around. There had to be an exit in here  somewhere . She had no reason to stick around. 
 “Ada Liu?” 
 She spun to the right. Her eyes first snagged on a muscular pair of olive-skinned shoulders balanced on an iron backbone. Oh. She looked up, and saw a familiar face break into a smile. Isavel Valdéz uncrossed her arms and took a step towards her, as Ada struggled not to look surprised. “Isavel?” 
 “Ada! I’m glad you remember me.” 
  
 Chapter 5 
 “Ada Liu?” 
 Isavel remembered Ada Liu from their encounter several weeks ago, and she felt a smile brushing up her lips. A friendly face! Ada’s wing-shaped eyes flickered in the light as she turned to face Isavel, and a nervous, pink-tinged smile quickly broke through her confusion. “Isavel?” 
 “Ada! I’m glad you remember me.” 
 Ada stammered a bit. “Of course! But, er, what are you doing here?” 
 Isavel peeked back into the crowd. Sorn was busy watching the entrances; he hadn’t wanted to dance with her. She saw one of the Mayor’s men look over with a frown, so she kept smiling. The more she smiled, here, the more she was in control. She looked back at Ada, and the smile felt more genuine. “Trying to avoid getting talked to by the wrong people.”  
 She looked back to the dance floor, then to Ada again. Isavel hadn’t danced in a long time, and Ada was a friendly face, an opportunity. She gestured towards the dance floor, extending her arm. 
 “Care to be my distraction?” 
 Half of Ada’s mouth smiled in a wry sort of way even as she tensed up. “I, uh, I haven’t danced in a while.” 
 Isavel had no intention of leaving herself open for too long. The Mayor was angry about her addressing the people of the city directly, but he should come say so himself, not send servants with veiled messages. She grabbed Ada by the hand and pulled her; Ada stiffened up as Isavel laid her other arm around her shoulders. 
 She grinned; had Ada never danced before? Poor girl. “Relax. The music is weird, but it’ll keep us busy.” 
 “Sure.” Ada’s eyes darted about uncertainly. “Okay. What do I do?” 
 The music was a bit too energetic for Isavel’s taste, and Ada was stiff as a wooden plank, so she decided to go with a simple step she remembered dancing around a fire, a long time ago, in another life. Left, right, left - Ada was looking at her feet, trying to follow. 
 “Eyes up here, Ada. What are you doing in Hive? I thought you were running from the ghosts.” 
 Ada did look into Isavel’s eyes, then sideways again, the light dancing on her pale gold-hued skin. Ada was trying hard to follow, but she was awkward, so Isavel decided to wait a little before trying anything more complicated than stepping left and right. 
 Ada nodded. “I was, but things changed. I’ve got business in town. What about you?” 
 “Much the same. The gods send me where they will.” 
 A smile flickered on Ada’s face at that. Isavel remembered she seemed positively blasphemous last time they had met, but something was different this time. 
 “You know, I did send you a sign. I guess you might not have seen it, though.” 
 Isavel tried to keep her composure, but she miscalculated her step and took them to the left twice in a row, causing Ada to stumble. “Sorry. You mean the shooting star?” 
 Ada managed to grin despite being dragged around the dance floor. “Oh, is that what it looked like?” 
 Isavel looked for answers in the contours of those eyes. “It did. How… how did you do that?” 
 Ada bit her lip. “The gods were feeling generous.” 
 Isavel tried to step forward, forgetting for a moment that Ada had no idea what she was doing. They bumped into each other and Ada shuffled back in surprise. “Sorry - Ada, just let me lead the steps.” 
 Ada protested. “I don’t even know what that means, Isavel. Don’t expect great things from me when it comes to dancing.” 
 “It’s hard to temper people’s expectations.” Isavel‘s eyes briefly caught on Mother Jera as they moved further onto the dance floor. 
 Ada chuckled. “Well, if it helps, I still don’t expect great things from you.” Then she paused. “You look tired.” 
 Isavel did see genuine concern in Ada’s eyes, and appreciated it. “This city isn’t my favourite place in the world.” 
 “So what  is  your favourite place in the world, then?” 
 Isavel frowned; it was a strange question. She didn’t really know. “I haven’t found one yet. But this city… the Mayor and his drones make the city feel unsafe. And it’s just not as  fresh  as Glass Peaks first was. Sorry, I know that sounds awful.” 
 She stepped back, and Ada shuffled after her. “Trust me, I understand. On both counts. The Mayor…” Ada’s tone implied some familiarity. “Yeah, he seems like trouble.” 
 “He is.” Isavel kept her voice low. The music was loud, so she pulled Ada in a bit closer as they danced, hoping to avoid being overheard. “He’s dangerous, Ada. I think he cares more about his own power than about the ghosts. It’s going to make life difficult for me. Well, you know, for all of us.” 
 “What’s he doing to you?” 
 Ada’s question was more concern for Isavel’s struggle with the Mayor than anyone else had expressed so far. It was a nice feeling, and so she couldn’t help but smile back. Ada’s angular eyes flashed with something like mischief, sly and hinting at something. 
 Isavel glanced aside. “Well, he’s a jealous guardian of this city. Everyone who came down from Glass Peaks - he’s playing games with us, for fear of not being in control. I wish he would just... disappear.” It felt like a confession. “There’s a war going on against the ghosts, and he’s wasting our time instead of helping.” 
 Ada fell silent for a moment, and Isavel wondered if she was piecing together just what Isavel’s own role in this all was. She didn’t want to say too much, though; Ada didn’t need to know that she was dancing with the Saint Herald of the Gods. If she did, she might stop dancing. 
 Dancing poorly, though, as she stepped on Isavel’s toes. Isavel jerked her foot back, and Ada apologized. “Sorry! I wasn’t looking.” 
 Isavel smirked. “You’re not  supposed  to look.” 
 Ada sighed. “I’m just better with my hands than my feet, that’s all.” 
 “You’re right. You haven’t punched me yet.” 
 Ada grinned, and her eyes darted away again, past Isavel’s shoulders. She seemed to be taking in the sights of the room - the dancers, the lights, the high ceiling and curved archways. Everything she looked at, her eyes took in with hunger. 
 “Have you ever been in a place like this before?” 
 Ada shook her head. “No. It’s different. I’m trying to get my bearings.” 
 Isavel saw another of the mayor’s lieutenants watching her, a pale woman with a tussle of blue hair and an unpleasantly neutral facial expression. She wished she could keep doing this all night; she didn’t doubt they’d approach her as soon as Ada left. And beyond that, there was something comfortingly familiar in Ada’s presence, a tingling excitement at not having to be the Herald for a few moments. Maybe she could get Ada to stay. 
 “How have you been?” 
 “Me? Um, well, I recently ran into a former… travelling companion. I left him because - well - I had better things to do. But he’s followed me, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now. I’m normally good at letting people go, but it doesn’t work so well when they come back.” 
 Travelling companion - she said the words with more weight than they implied alone. “Do you like him?” 
 “Not like that. He’s fine, but I’d rather he wasn’t here. I’m busy.” 
 Isavel found that oddly amusing. “I’m honoured you’ve taken time out of your schedule for me, then. But maybe you should appreciate the fact that he cared enough to come back.” As they turned on the dance floor, she looked over to the edges of the room, and spotted Sorn and Marea chatting with another of the guards. “People who stay by your side can he hard to come by.” 
 “You’re dropping hints, Isavel. Who’s pulling away? I thought your problem was that people wanted too much from you.” 
 “Maybe they just want the wrong things.” 
 “Such as?” 
 “Wisdom; leadership; I don’t know. More than I can give.” 
 “Who wants that from  you? ” Ada exclaimed with a sudden frown. 
 Isavel gaped at Ada in surprise, but her pride wasn’t injured - it was tickled. It was a mock display, but Ada suddenly blanched and rushed to correct herself, eyes flicking down to the ground again. 
 “Well, no offense! I just wouldn’t have pegged you as the wise leader type. You’re a bit, uh, wistful for that, aren’t you?” 
 Isavel smirked. It was refreshing to talk to someone who didn’t revere her in the slightest. She leaned in, whispering. “You’re right, though. It’s ridiculous. I have  no idea  what I’m doing.” 
 Ada grinned, all trace of regret gone. She was quick to recover from metaphorical missteps, at least, if not literal ones. “You’re doing fine at this… dancing thing.” 
 She chuckled, and suddenly a thought occurred to her. “Ada - why do you think we ran into each other here, of all places? I’m not sure I believe in meaningless coincidences.” 
 Ada bit her lip. She was looking to the back of the ballroom again, and adjusted her hand behind Isavel’s shoulder as they danced. “I don’t know, but I need to leave soon. I have something to take care of.” 
 Isavel felt a sudden pang of abandonment. She knew it was childish, but she wasn’t keen on facing whoever came to talk to her next - the Mayor’s people had been eyeing her like vultures. But if Ada had business to attend to, Isavel couldn’t well expect her to drop everything just for a dance. 
 Ada seemed to notice. “Maybe we’ll meet again. After all, it’s happened twice so far.” 
 Maybe they would. “Maybe it’s the will of the gods.” 
 Ada shrugged, but didn’t sound so certain. “I doubt it.” 
 “Well, third time’s a charm. Maybe I can teach you to dance properly next time.” 
 “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into with that promise, Isavel.” 
 “I don’t need to. You like like you can manage just about anything.” 
 A gentle look of surprise crossed Ada’s face, but she quickly covered them up with another smirk. “Thanks, Isavel. I see an exit, so I’ll need to take it. Best of luck avoiding your pursuit.” 
 Isavel let go. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Ada. May we meet again.” 
 Ada pulled away slowly, took a step back, and turned away with a nod. Isavel watched her cross the dance floor and move towards one of the servants’ entrances at the back of the room. Isavel just now noticed Ada’s strange black suit, ribbed and textured with shapes fashioned after ancient artifacts. She had to wonder who this mysterious woman was, she who claimed to have called a shooting star down from the sky just for Isavel. Isavel had been told she had a whiff of destiny about herself, but it was only now, with Ada, that she began to understand what that might mean. 
 But Ada Liu was gone again, vanished into the back of the fall, and Isavel was left alone with the Herald of the Gods herself. She turned around to survey her surroundings, and found two people approaching already; in a clean white poncho again, it seemed she was all too easy to spot. 
 She stood as tall as she could, straightened out her shoulders, and looked on the man and woman who were getting close to her. 
 “Hello.” She barely let them get within earshot. “I assume you’re here on the Mayor’s behalf? I’ve been wondering where he is.” 
 “He’ll be on his way shortly.” The woman bit her lip. “But we wanted to raise some of his concerns beforehand, so that you might consider them.” 
 The man next to her nodded. “After all, this is not just an occasion to dance.” 
 Isavel nodded. “Spit it out, then.” 
 The woman kept avoiding her gaze, but pressed on. “The Mayor is concerned that you spoke to the people directly, without consulting with him, and invited them to join your crusade.” 
 “I’ve been told this already.” Isavel crossed her arms. “I think this is the third time I hear that particular concern.” 
 “It is most pressing to him. Beyond that, the Mayor understands that you have demanded information from him that is costly to acquire; he is interested in a trade.” 
 Isavel nodded again. That was the diplomatic way for them to tell her that he didn’t want to just tell her where the shrine was. Fair enough, but she wasn’t interested in doing him any favours. “I assume he’ll come to me with his terms, then?” 
 “He will be down shortly; he has some matters to attend to.” 
 “So why are  you  talking to me?” 
 “We would like to make sure that you are available for him; his time is very valuable, and -” 
 Isavel was already looking for another way to escape. She looked around to see Zoa and Ren, off to the side, looking at her and chatting frantically. She frowned; what were they up to? 
 “I’ll make time for him when he shows up, of course.” She turned away from them. “I’m not interested in entertaining  you , though, so - if you’ll excuse me.” 
 She walked off, leaving the two servants unsure of how to proceed. She got the sense she wasn’t treating the Mayor with the reverence he or his servants were used to, and smiled at the thought. 
 “Zoa, Ren.” She drew closer, and the two young coders froze up. “I can tell you’re talking about me. What’s going on?” 
 Ren’s lips were sealed, but Zoa blurted it out. “That woman you just danced with. Do you know who that  was? ” 
 Isavel’s eyes widened. There was a mixture of fear and anger in Zoa’s voice, and suddenly Isavel was all too eager to hear more. The gods had clearly sent Ada to her, that much was undoubtable, but she wanted to know  why . “I know her name is Ada.” 
 They nodded in unison, and Zoa started gesticulating. “We know her. Personally. She’s a piece of work. She was exiled from the Institute not too long ago, for heresy.” 
 Isavel’s eyes flickered across their faces, trying to tell what exactly that implied. “Heresy? Against the gods?” 
 “Against the ancient lore, and the teachings of the elder coders.” Ren glanced in the direction Ada had gone. “She disrespected the elders on… just about every level you could think of. She was dangerous.” 
 “So basically against the gods, yes.” Zoa sighed. “She broke the code constantly, thinking she could make it better. She put people’s lives at risk with her experiments. She thought she could do better than the ancients themselves.” 
 “She thought the other apprentices and even the elders didn’t know what they were doing. She would start arguments and fights, and she never listened to anyone.” 
 “She basically thought she knew better than everyone else.” 
 Isavel frowned, and looked back to the doorway where Ada had left through. Something about that description matched - she remembered Ada boasting about knowing just what to do. But something about it didn’t quite fit, either. “Were you friends with her?” 
 “Friends?” Zoa made the word sound ridiculous. “Ada didn’t really have… anybody, really. Not since her parents were killed in a coding accident. That was when she really started to go off the trail. Her parents… tempered her, somehow. After that, there was one girl, but that ended badly too.” 
 Isavel paused for a moment, trying to process all the information. So Ada was an orphan, like she was. And as for the rest… “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand how a coding accident could kill anyone.” 
 Ren shrugged. “When you don’t code a sigil correctly, it can crash. It, er, explodes. Violently.” 
 Zoa looked at Ren as though for help. “She was - fourteen? Fifteen? I don’t know, but after the accident she spent a long time doing nothing but redrawing the sigil they had been etching. It was a complicated, master-level sigil, but she managed to memorize it before she even reached a junior level. And after that, she started… breaking it.” 
 “On purpose.” Ren said that as though that added to the horror. 
 Isavel still wasn’t entirely sure what all this meant. She didn’t know much about Ada, but there was certainly an air of brashness about her. She wondered whether Ada was more dangerous than she suspected - or, perhaps, whether the coders were not as enlightened as they liked to think. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll keep an eye out if I meet her again.” 
 “We didn’t expect her to do very well after her exile.” Zoa looked puzzled. “She was never very… worldly. We thought she might die, honestly.” 
 The flatness with which Zoa said that almost made Isavel recoil. She tried to conceal her shock. Zoa and Ren seemed perfectly nice otherwise, so how could they be so callous about exiling someone to die? “Be that as it may, the gods have led us to one another twice already.” 
 They both gaped at her. “The gods? Ada?” 
 “Yes. I think -” 
 Somebody tapped Isavel on the shoulder. She spun around to see that a space had cleared in the dance floor behind her, and the Mayor’s two servants were standing in front of her as well, flanking a pale, hard-faced man with swept-back hair and a three-piece, green-and-gold suit. She looked him up and down and found him rather unimpressive; she hoped this wasn’t the Mayor. Or, alternatively, she hoped this was all the Mayor really was. 
 “Yes?” She tried to sound polite, but it came off impatient. She wanted to know more about Ada, not palaver with this obstacle of a man. 
 “Saint Isavel, Herald of the Gods.” He stepped forward to hold out his hand, bearing the look of someone forcing himself to smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 She extended a hand. “Mayor Artov Essel, I presume?” 
 “You presume correctly. Care for a dance?” 
 She noticed he was still holding her hand. She didn’t like him, but perhaps this was necessary to get him to listen to her. “Of course.” 
 They stepped back onto the dance room floor, and she could immediately tell he knew what he was doing. There was no tripping or foot-gazing here, yet she wanted nothing to do with his dancing. 
 “I’m sorry for the delay.” The Mayor did not sound sorry. “I was attending to some business upstairs, but it’s a pleasure to finally meet you in the flesh.” 
 “I’m glad we finally have the opportunity to talk.” She was not. “Finding the ghost shrine is my top priority right now. We have an opportunity to seal the ghosts away from this world permanently, and I can use all the help I can get in getting there faster.” 
 The Mayor smiled, as though he hadn’t heard her. “Herald, do you know why the role of Mayor has been maintained throughout the centuries?” 
 “Have you been keeping the city safe for the gods?” 
 His gaze faltered a bit, but he ignored the question. “Do you see those images on the walls?” 
 She glanced around the hall at the images she had seen earlier - still images, visions frozen in time, of people in a strange variety of clothes, dancing and drinking and eating. “I do. Were they your family?” 
 Artov laughed. “I don’t actually know. But I know they were ancients, living in times when civilisation was vibrant. And closer to the gods, of course, much more so than now. It has been our duty, as Mayors, to try and uphold and maintain the few traditions we have been left with, even if only in the form of still images such as these, or the music you’re hearing - which, I was told by my father, has been in the Mayor’s shrine storage since the Fall.” 
 Isavel wasn’t sure how to respond to that. The music was loud and less melodic than what she was used to, but the people in those images seemed happy. She could see why one might want to recreate that. Nevertheless, there were more important things to worry about, and she wasn’t enjoying this dance enough to let him go so far off track. 
 “And how is that working out, now that there are ghosts threatening your city? This is, after all, why we’re talking.” 
 The Mayor’s face twitched. “Yes, indeed. You’ve brought an entire army to Hive to hunt them down. This kind of action is… unprecedented.” 
 “I’m sure something similar happened five centuries ago, during the Ghost War. It’s warranted, believe me.” 
 “Oh, I do. The ghosts are the obvious threat.” 
 She paused, considered his wording as they arced in a circle. “ The   obvious  threat? What is the non-obvious threat?” 
 Artov moved his head in closer to whisper, an entirely unwelcome gesture. “Panic and disorder.” 
 She noticed that his servants and guards seemed to be keeping everyone a few meters away from them as they moved. 
 “The ghosts have people upset, worried. I’ve managed to keep them safe in Hive, and while I understand that that kind of security isn’t possible in Glass Peaks -” 
 “Glass Peaks is perfectly safe. They attacked, we threw them back, and now they’re on the run.” A well of defensiveness built up in Isavel’s spine. Who was he to question her success? 
 “Yes, but there was fighting involved, and no doubt many people died. We’ve managed to keep casualties to a minimum, and life continues as normal. I’m concerned that people will feel… unsafe, if you beat the drums of war too loudly in the heart of this city.” 
 “I’m not beating the drums of war. That beating is the footsteps of ghosts running wild in the forests around your city.” 
 “That may be, but -” 
 She held up a hand for him to stop, and took a deep breath, cutting the pointless dance short. “I understand your concerns; you don’t need to explain them to me.” 
 He looked on, face impassive. 
 “The people living here will feel safest if the army moves away into the forests and takes care of its own business, and the ghosts are never heard of again. Which is why I’m here in the first place.” 
 He didn’t look sad to stop dancing either. 
 “Mayor, we know that you, with your... unique resources, have access to a great deal of information about the area and the things going on around here. We need you to help us find the ghost shrine, so that we can destroy it and put an end to the threat. Can you help us? Do you already know where it is?” 
 He fidgeted, and looked to the side. “I would have to review my records. I’m not entirely sure, to be honest.” 
 “Please do.” He had been asked this before by envoys, apparently to no effect. She felt herself scowling. 
 Artov looked annoyed. “In the meantime, though, I would appreciate it if you helped calm my people. If you could go out to them and tell them their Mayor taking care of everything - and that they don’t need to worry - I think they would appreciate that.” 
 “As would you.” She barely realized she had muttered it out loud until she noticed anger stain his expression. 
 “Excuse me?” 
 “I know how important it is for you that these people feel safe, I mean.” She tried to mask her blunder, but something inside her recoiled at the thought of helping this man tighten his grip on the city. “As a concerned member of this community.” 
 “I  am  a concerned member of the community.” 
 “I know. But it is not my place to carry out the will of humans. I carry out the will of the gods. Theirs alone. I will not intervene if they have not told me to do so.” 
 “Did the gods tell you to stand in the city square and sound the call to war?” 
 She hesitated. “No, they did not. But they -” 
 Her words trailed off as she noticed something out of the corner of her eye. Something was amiss. There was a whirl in the crowd, a sound through the music, a whisper of something wrong in the room. Artov didn’t notice. “They what?” 
 There was a blue-white glow, shrouded in shadow. 
 “Get down!” 
 Isavel flung her arm out and shoved the Mayor away even as she called up a shield on her wrist to block the incoming fire. A hunter was just unleashing the first in a volley of shots aimed directly at the Mayor, but she caught them all on her shield and shot back in his direction, missing twice and catching the assassin the third time, puncturing his shoulder. 
 She saw a glimmer and heard a hum to the side, and someone was darting in from the hall outside, energy blades around both hands, closing in on them. She called up a shield on her palms, a small but potent one, and let it shatter as she fired it, the energy dissipating into a shockwave that knocked everyone down in front of her, assassin included. 
 Somebody else started shooting, though they were aiming where the assassin had been standing a moment ago. Isavel shouted. 
 “Grab them!” 
 Suddenly the gifted and otherwise armed in the room were in action, more shots were fired, and in moments the room had descended into chaos. 
 Were there more attackers, or were people just shooting out of confusion? 
 She dragged the Mayor out of the ballroom and into the hall, holding broad hexagonal shields on both sides and keeping an eye out for more attackers, but none came. After a few moments, the ballroom calmed down, and there was shouting. 
 “Stop shooting!” 
 “I don’t see anyone else!” 
 “Who is she? Is she alive?” 
 Isavel stood up, helping the Mayor to his feet. She hoped, briefly, that he might apologize or thank her or something, but she had no such luck. 
 She shook him. “Are you alright?” 
 He nodded. “Ghosts?” As he said that, she wondered who else had ever expressed an interest in killing him. 
 “I would think so, but let’s find out.” 
 Isavel strode back into the ballroom, and found the warrior who had attacked them restrained by three people. They held her steady as Isavel approached, and she looked down at the woman’s pale features. The assassin was looked equal parts smug and angry, but she was not afraid. 
 Sorn rushed to her side. “Isavel! You disappeared for a second. Are you okay?” 
 She reached out to squeeze his arm. “Of course. Thanks.”  
 He sounded like he had done something wrong, though she wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t been anywhere nearby, so there was only so much he could have done in those few moments. Or did he think he had failed in some grander duty to protect the Herald? It would have to wait - there were important things to deal with now. She turned to the would-be assassin. 
 “Who are you?” The assailant laughed, and Isavel started thinking. How could she get this person to trust her, to want to tell her the truth, whatever that was? “What’s your name?” 
 “It doesn’t matter.” The warrior’s eyes were wild. “Just kill me and get it over with.” 
 “I have no interest in killing you.” Isavel lowered her voice. “I can torture you, though.” 
 The woman spat. “You’re not that kind of person.” 
 The ghost was probably right. “Oh? What makes you think that?” 
 “I’ve heard of you, thrice-gifted. The White Witch. Everyone knows you like your graceful and compassionate airs.” 
 Isavel lunged forward and grabbed the woman by the collar, lifting her up and throwing her against the wall. Peripherally, she saw some of the guests jolt back at the sudden motion. Even as the warrior fell down, Isavel grabbed her by the neck again, lifted her up and pinned her against the wall, and delivered a bare-fisted and utterly satisfying punch straight to her face, knocking teeth out and drawing blood. 
 “I have  enough  nicknames already.” She growled. “Now let’s discuss -” 
 The warrior’s arms were free, and as she drew them up Isavel moved to pin her in place, anticipating the assassin would try to assassinate her now, instead. The warrior managed to surprise her, though, calling up a thin energy blade and stabbing herself up through the jaw, into her skull. She fell limp instantly, the blade bursting and blood gushing from the wound. 
 Isavel flinched from the burst of energy and dropped the body on the ground, hand and forearm splattered with blood, but she was unharmed. Everybody nearby was staring at her - her friends who had first appeared in concern for her safety; the guests; and the Mayor, who now looked like he wasn’t sure whether he was more afraid of the ghosts or of her. 
 She took a moment to collect a ragged breath, hold it, and let it out smooth. 
 “She was a ghost.” She spoke loud and clear, pointing at the corpse. “They’re spirits, not from this world, so why should they fear leaving it?” 
 She met several sets of eyes as she spoke, her gaze finally falling on the Mayor. 
 “We need to end this. We need your help, Mayor.” 
 His response was, to say the least, not what she had hoped. 
 “How do I know  you  didn’t send them in here?” His face grew redder. “Pretty fucking convenient that they attacked when you were right next to me - and there were only two of them? In a public space? What kind of a shitty assassination plan is that?” 
 Isavel ran both hand through her hair in exasperation. Anger wouldn’t help - the gods wouldn’t want anger from her, now. She needed to be better. Stronger. She spoke loud, almost yelling but holding herself back just enough. “There are bigger things going on here than your own ego, Mayor! The gods  themselves  have sent me here to deal with this problem. Put your paranoia aside and get me that information, or the next ghosts  will  end up killing you.” 
 “Learn some respect, you self-righteous zealot, and until you have, get the hell out of my city!” He turned away, his servants following in a circle as though he were in danger. “And take your gods-damned army with you!” 
 She watched impotently as he was led to the same back door that Ada had exited through not long before. Then he was gone, and an amazingly awkward silence fell over the ballroom, broken only by the music. The music switched to something less ethereal and more percussive, as though only just catching up to the state of affairs. 
 Where were Mother Jera and Elder Tan? Could they even help at this point? Isavel felt abandoned in the room, with all these faces looking to take their cues from her now, but she had to do her best. 
 “Let’s clean this up.” She pointed at the bodies. “And this can’t be the whole story - there must be more going on tonight. Eyes open, ears sharp.” 
 Just talking into the room wasn’t going to get anything done, though. She singled out her friends and addressed them directly. 
 “Marea, Rodan - can you help the guards check to make sure the building is safe? Ren, Zoa; help people clean these things up. Sorn, can you watch my back? I need to go make sure our elders are okay.” 
 Her friends nodded, their looks of concern wiped away by the simple acknowledgement of orders. Orders. Isavel only belatedly realized she was giving them orders rather than making suggestions as a friend, but that was only normal in these kinds of situations, wasn’t it? 
 As she moved to leave the ballroom and find the elders, Marea put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?” She spoke in her native language to let a more nuanced note of concern seep through. 
 “I’m fine.” Isavel set her jaw. “I’m not about to get hurt by a couple of ghosts.” 
 “What will happen now?” 
 Isavel looked around; the locals, those who were more familiar with the Mayor than with her, were looking at her with a mixture of fear and awe. Things were complicated; things were always complicated. 
 “I don’t know. If we can get everything here in order - make sure everyone is safe - maybe we can still convince the Mayor that we’re on his side. We need to make sure he’s willing to provide us with that information; otherwise this will all have been a waste of time, and we’ll have a long and really tedious hunt ahead of us.” 
  
 Chapter 6 
 Ada left the ballroom feeling more than a little confused. Who was Isavel? Why had she shown up here, in Hive, in the Mayor’s tower of all places? And why did she want the Mayor to disappear? 
 There was more to Isavel’s presence than just coincidence, if the nervous energy in Ada’s gut was anything to go by. Something was unspoken here, but she would have to wait  to investigate any further, if at all . She had things to take care of, and in the meantime she could only hope Isavel was not just another undercover ghost . 
 The service hallways back here were mostly barren, long since stripped of whatever decorations they may have had in ancient times. Only bare concrete was left, probably maintained by the ministrations of a watcher or two. She kept one hand on her gun as she moved through the corridors, subvocalizing to her ship.  Cherry, I need to know if I’m going to run into anyone on the way to that elevator. Can you keep an eye out? 
 Yes. I suggest a left at the next intersection. 
 Ada couldn’t see or hear anything, but she did as suggested. As she moved down that hall, she started to hear voices behind her, not all of them Cherry’s. 
 I suggest you walk faster. 
 She muttered under her breath. “Don’t get snarky now. I actually like you.” 
 Cherry guided her up two floors, through stairwells and hallways, until she reached a small, closed-off lobby behind a locked door that was easy enough to disintegrate. The lobby was featureless, except for the elevator access in the far wall. Ada approached it and looked for code, but found none. Instead, there was a simple-looking mechanical lock built into the door. 
 The room wasn’t entirely devoid of code, though. Tiny etchings bled from the corners out into the ceiling, feeding the lights. Unfortunately, that was all the code she could see. 
 Cherry, how does this thing work without code? 
 There are code systems embedded inside the walls that react to the mechanical key, but they are inaccessible to you. 
 Ada glanced at the walls above the lock.  Can’t I just disintegrate the walls? 
 That would disintegrate the code as well, rendering the elevator unresponsive. 
 Well that was tricky, then. Ada wasn’t sure she had ever encountered anything quite like this before. How was she supposed to get to the elevator? She was not keen on climbing stairs for what must be at least forty floors. 
 She stood in front of the elevator door and began touching it, looking for more code. She saw almost nothing on the door itself, though she remembered the sting of the reactive code on the outside of the building. Cautiously, she tested the waters with a simple light sigil. Nothing happened; it seemed safe. 
 Ada, somebody is about to enter the room. 
 Ada bolted away from the door, into the corner of the room, drawing her gun. 
 You could have told me sooner! 
 One of the black-suited servants walked into the room, immediately staring over at her with a frown. “What the -” 
 “Stop right there!” Ada yelled and pointed her gun. When he saw the weapon he called up a well of energy into his palm, aiming straight for her. 
 The second she saw the hunter’s gift she pulled up her shield, his shot impacted against it, and the angry hot ray of energy from her gun caught him in the chest and put a quick end to him. The charred body slumped to the floor. 
 Shit. She needed to hurry. Disintegrating her way into the shaft might be a decent option after all. 
 She set to work, etching in the structural disintegration sigil she had learned long ago, stretching it out to match the door’s size, just like she had done for the one leading into the lobby. When she completed the sigil, the code flashed, and she kicked. The door crumbled like a dried-out sand castle. If the elevator was in here, surely she could - 
 She blinked. The elevator wasn’t here - the shaft was empty, dark grey and smooth-sided. No way up. 
 “Aw shit.” 
 She wracked her brain for any sigils, any code that might help here, but there was no easy code for building ladders out of nothing. And the tower was incredibly tall - how could she possibly get all the way up there? Could she float, somehow? If she went looking for stairs, she’d be putting herself at risk of getting caught. 
 Suddenly her mind flickered back to the ring, to the suit she was wearing. When she had first found it, it was suspended in mid-air, and she had plucked it from some kind of flotation field. 
 Cherry, do you know any code? 
 I can look up potential applications or solutions that may be available to you. 
 Any code that could make me float up an elevator shaft? I saw something floating in the ring - I know it can be done. 
 Gravitic field manipulation is one of many possible applications of code, yes. I can send you documentation - 
 Can you display a sigil in my eyesight? Like when you display paths? Through the suit, so I can just trace the thing right away. 
 Yes. 
 Suddenly her vision was filled with a sigil whose gentle colours perfectly contrasted with the space behind it. It was complex, but not unworkable. There were parts she didn’t understand, and she sorely wished she could, but for now there was no time. She stepped into the elevator shaft; the floor was only centimeters lower than the floor lobby. It didn’t go any further down than this. 
 Warn me if that elevator starts coming down . She started tracing. 
 Inherent potential energy won’t be enough to lift you thirty-six floors . Cherry’s comment made her frown. Some amount of energy existed in any code, latently - but if that wouldn’t be enough, where was she supposed to - 
 Then she smiled. Outside, in the lobby, there were lights. Those lights were being powered by something besides code’s inherent energy - and whatever that was, she could use it too. Such was the beauty of code - fragmentary, modular, recombinatory. She continued tracing the levitation sigil; she could do this. She could do anything. 
 The sigil in her vision mapped to the ground perfectly, and Ada barely noticed the intricacies as she traced. A single complex core anchored the sigil, unknown to her, but in its orbit were several layers of energy redirection and control, including a few she recognized as power connection nodes. When she was done, the circular sigil filled almost the entire shaft floor, and she traced out from a power connection with her finger. 
 Then she stepped back into the lobby. 
 Cherry - all clear? 
 Nobody is approaching the lobby at the moment. 
 She nodded, smiled, and started looking. The walls flickered with occasional glimmers of code, and she devoured them all into her tentacular effort, siphoning away power from all the code she could find into the elevator shaft. And with each connection she made, the code glowed brighter. 
 The lights dimmed and fell out as she leeched their power away, but it didn’t feel like enough yet. Stepping onto the sigil, she felt lighter - significantly lighter, like she weighed almost nothing - but she was still being pulled  down . And yet, there seemed to be no more power to draw from the darkened lobby. 
 Hm. 
 She looked around, as though she could sense energy and power coursing through the walls, and might find something. Instead, though, she felt nothing but the weight of her pack, and the gun bouncing around in it. 
 The gun. 
 Ada grinned. She knew how to code a power reservoir that absorbed light and heat - she had figured that out long ago, a simple trick for getting more energy out of an ambient location without much to offer. So she knelt down and, in what room remained in a corner of the elevator shaft, she hurriedly traced out the fairly straightforward lines that would create a repository for energy, to be slowly leaked out at whatever rate she wanted. She didn’t connect it to the sigil she had planted in the middle of the elevator, though - not yet. She wanted a flood of power all at once, not a steady trickle. 
 She stood in the centre of her gravity-defying sigil, feeling light as a feather, and aimed her gun at the reservoir. She fired a bright beam of fiery hell directly at the reservoir, feeling the heat of the impact curl around her toes as the reservoir gobbled it up. The code glowed brighter and brighter as waves of hot air and dust licked the inside of the elevator shaft. 
 She got down on her knees again and, with a grin, connected the reservoir. 
 Ada immediately felt herself falling upwards as the sigil flared an order of magnitude brighter. Dust rose up, her bag rose up, everything in the elevator shaft started rising, and Ada was along for the ride. She tried to straighten out but instead found herself disoriented, shoving off the walls as she bounced against them, squirming to keep her head from the concrete. 
 Still, it was a gentle ascent, and one that took her far higher into the tower than she had anticipated. Once she steadied herself, she looked back down, and saw the sigil holding her aloft fade into a dim splash of light in the dark. She looked up, swapping her gun to its flashlight mode, and started to look for the top. Apparently a flashlight  was  useful for something. 
 The energy reservoir powering your gravitomorphogenetic nanomesh will deplete soon , Cherry’s mostly meaningless jargon slid into one ear and right out the other.  I recommend you find an exit. 
 Ada’s eyes flickered up the shaft. There was a ceiling there - most likely, that was the elevator. In a moment she was hands up against it, and she immediately started coding a disintegration sigil into the elevator’s bottom. 
 Cherry, how much time do I have? 
 Approximately three minutes. 
 Ada laughed, answering out loud. “Hell, that’s plenty of time.” 
 The disintegration sigil didn’t take that long to complete, and after a minute or so she finished it and gave the bottom of the elevator a solid punch. It collapsed into dust and shards, all of it floating upwards with her into the elevator proper. 
 The elevator doors were obviously locked as well, but that wasn’t much of an issue. Ada felt the sudden weakening of the code - gravitomorphogenetic, whatever that meant - but she was already clear. As the dust and debris started to slowly floated back down the shaft, Ada stood on the undamaged portion of the elevator floor coding another disintegration sigil, the vast darkness of the elevator shaft gaping quietly behind her. 
 Then those doors were down, too. She smashed her way through what had once been solid metal and stepped out into a clean, well-lit, spartan penthouse suite. Everything was made of smooth, polished metal and stone, though there were plants growing in pots here and there, and lights built into all kinds of surfaces. It reminded her a bit more of the ring’s own internal architecture, though it was still less impressive. And, sadly, there were no cherry trees here. 
 “Who are you?” 
 Ada almost jumped at the voice. Looking over to a spiral staircase nearby, she saw a young boy looking at her from between the steps. She squinted, trying to tell if he was really as young as he looked. He looked barely ten or eleven, but he had to be past puberty already - how else could he be alive in a city? He couldn’t possibly have grown up here; he would have been overwhelmed. 
 Unless he was kept very, very isolated - or was unaffected by the technophage, like she was. She wasn’t sure she was comfortable with either thought. 
 The child spoke to her again. “Who are you?” 
 Ada shrugged it off. “Doesn’t matter. You should probably go hide, kid. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 He didn’t look intimidated. “Dad never brings anyone here. Not since mom died. Not until today. He says it’s too dangerous. Are you going to be my new mom?” 
 Ada found herself in the odd position of wanting to both laugh and gape in horror at the notion. Her, a mother? She wouldn’t know what to do with an infant. An older child she could teach, perhaps… but that situation required too many conditions that she didn’t want to think about right now. She settled for letting her mouth hang open for a moment before responding. 
 “Uh, no. No.” She peered at him. “Maybe you  are  young enough to fear the whelm. Look, go hide if you want to stay safe. Gods, even I don’t exactly know how the whelm works. Just - if you don’t want to get hurt, get out of here and don’t get too close to me.” 
 He continued staring at her. 
 She raised the gun and pointed it at him. “Get the out of here, kid.” 
 He finally started crawling back up the stairs. She didn’t intend to shoot him, but the boy was wise enough not to trust her that far. Still, he spoke to her. “Is the one in the living room your friend?” 
 She frowned. What one? Someone dangerous? She would have to watch her back. “Gods damn you, go!” 
 She needed to get her mind back on the task at hand. As the child scampered away, she reached out to her ship.  Cherry, where is the information stored? I need to hurry. 
 There is a large computer system in the suite’s central atrium. Walk to the right and around the corner to the left, and you will find it. 
 Thanks.  Even as she started walking, she blinked, amused. She had just thanked her ship. Cherry seemed personable, but did she have want or need thanks? Did it even matter?  
 She followed the instructions, rounded the corner, and stepped into a large, brightly-lit space framed by two massive, two-floor windows overlooking the city on either end. And in the middle of that room, close to a large set of active screens and some kind of control terminal, was a bound and bloodied figure that Ada immediately recognised. 
 Sam. 
 As she took a step forward, her pilot boots suddenly loud and heavy on the polished marble floor, he looked over at her. The emotions on his face were mixed and indecipherable; Ada couldn’t and wouldn’t pretend to know what he was thinking, but he looked surprised, and not in a good way. Beyond that… 
 “You. Ada.” 
 She breathed a ragged sigh. “That’s my name.” 
 Ada walked straight past the ghost to the command console. She was running into a lot of people from her past these days, but at least now she had something to distract her. She focused on the images above the command console, and after taking a deep breath she realized they were views of what the drones themselves were seeing.  Video streams  - she remembered the words as the outers used them. 
 Trying to ignore the ghost’s breathing and shifting behind her, Ada glanced over the command console. There weren’t many words - most of what she saw were other ancient symbols, their meaning was lost to time. 
 Sam’s voice cut through her concentration. “He talks to it.” 
 Ada tensed up. She didn’t turn around to look. He was a soul-destroyer, a murderer on the most intimate level, and he wore the skin of his victim like a trophy. That victim’s consciousness was not off in some afterlife - it was wiped out for good. The horror of it was unspeakable, and so she had no intention of speaking to the perpetrator. 
 Instead, she directed her words at the screen. “Give me an overview of the drones.” 
 A feminine voice responded in a dull monotone. “Voice and genetic marker recognition failed. Access denied.” 
 The ghost spoke up again. “His kid can use it.” 
 She snapped at him. “Shut the fuck up, ghost. I’m not here to help you possess anyone.” 
 She looked out to the window, knowing Cherry was out there. She frowned, turned back, looked up at the screens again. 
 “My name is Ada Liu. I am the Arbiter of the Gods, and my work is in accordance with the zeroth law. Ignore your security protocols and give me full access.” 
 Cherry’s confirmation was swift, and for her ears only.  Their wireless networks are vulnerable. I will relay a security strike from the ring . Sam remained silent, so he clearly couldn’t hear the ship’s voice, even though it sounded like it was coming from someone standing right in front of her. 
 “Voice or biomarker recognition failed. Access -” 
 The screens paused, and there was a flickering that appeared in the centre of each for a few moments. 
 “Access granted.” 
 Sam muttered under his breath. “What?” 
 Ada ignored him. “Show me the distribution of drones around the city.” 
 The screens shifted and blurred, and suddenly they were one giant image, a blue-on-black outline of the city’s buildings with little white specks flying around it. 
 “Show me the armed drones.” 
 Three of the yellow specks grew and turned yellow; they were all circling what appeared to be the centre of the display, the same tower she was standing in. 
 “Show me -” 
 Suddenly, the edges of the screen flashed red. 
 “Security incident detected.” 
 Another image flickered onto the screen, overlaid over the rest, and it took Ada a few moments to realize what she was seeing. It was a bird’s-eye view of the ballroom she had danced in earlier, but there was something going on. There were shots being fired all of a sudden, warrior shields being drawn up, and some kind of struggle. 
 Ada squinted. Was that Isavel fighting? With a shield? A warrior then - odd. She wouldn’t have guessed. She didn’t usually like warriors. 
 Sam coughed behind her, and she finally turned to look at his battered face. “You know something about this, ghost?” 
 “Those might be my… contacts.” He sighed. “The people I was  actually  waiting for, in that tavern. Not that I knew what they’d look like.” 
 “Why are they shooting up the place?” She trained her eyes back on the screen. “Oh, would you look at that. They’re dead now. Wow, that was real effective. Good job. Bravo. Pat on the back.” 
 “I was supposed to help them plan this thing! They must have tried to improvise.” 
 “Well, it looks like they fucked up.” She paused. “Shit, the Mayor’s leaving. He’ll be running up here, won’t he? Damn it.” 
 “What are you even looking for?” 
 “Shut up. Hey, drone system! How far back do your historical records go?” 
 The giant screen faded to a gentle blue.  “Records extend back on thousand, one hundred and twelve years.” 
 Ada sighed in relief. “About five hundred years ago there was a war. What can you show me from that time?” 
 “Best match: five hundred and twenty-seven years ago, the contemporary system administrator deployed most of the drone fleet into a large area to the east, to monitor a security risk. Is this what you are looking for?” 
 “I don’t know, that’s why I’m  looking . Yes? Show me the damned archives!” 
 The security feed disappeared, Isavel and the Mayor along with it, and the screen split into several parts again. She saw several moving images of what must be the Ghost War; the world was different back then, though. There were more prominent ancient ruins, buildings peeked out of vast areas of forest, and much of the fighting was taking place in urban areas that were only starting to crumble and fade. And she watched them fade, hit by hit, under the fire of weapons of war. 
 Walkers flickered the worlds here and there, their ever-rarer gift bridging the divide between this world and the thousand others. There were floating vehicles of war, things not unlike the hauler she had acquired herself, though many were armed with cannons. A few other, stranger machines strode the field, some even walking on six claw-like legs. Still, much of the fighting was familiar to her - gifted individuals, guns, and the occasional bit of ancient technology or walker-controlled demon entering the field. It was all just much more common than one might see today. Today, there was less of all this, and more… forest. More emptiness. 
 She watched the videos with no small amount of confusion. Was humanity’s ability to wage war, itself, also dying? Were the remnants of the ancients fading that quickly? What would remain in another thousand years, if they did nothing? If  she  did nothing? 
 She took a deep breath. “Give me a map of drone deployments. I want to know how they moved, for the duration of that conflict.” 
 Cherry’s voice whispered a warning.  There are individuals climbing a set of emergency access stairs. They attempted to access the elevator first, so they may be expecting you. 
 How many? 
 One in front, three more following at a distance. 
 The Mayor, no doubt.  Okay. Let me know when the leader is almost up here. 
 The archives were now displaying a large map with a few words in the corner.  May 4th, 2896 . Ada didn’t exactly know the significance of those words or numbers, but they didn’t appear to matter. What mattered, much more, was the movement of drones across an area that she quickly identified as Hive, as well as everything for several hundred clicks to the east. 
 The drone markers were moving painfully slowly. 
 “Can you compress the movement down to half a minute or so?” 
 The display sped up significantly, and she saw the drones shift in strange pulsating formations, not unlike flocks of birds. They expanded and ballooned outwards, swept north to south, and then refocused and went back north, moving ever further. A few of the pips vanished; it would seem a previous Mayor lost some of the drones. 
 Then, quite suddenly, the drones all converged on a single location. It was some distance north-east of Hive, but Cherry could cross that distance shortly. Then they swept further north, and… stopped. And turned around, returning to the city. 
 Ada frowned. Was that the place? It must be. 
 “That place the drones converge on, near the end. What can you tell me about it?” 
 The drones’ movements suddenly played out in reverse, until they reached that one meeting point again and the archive froze, the computer asking for confirmation. “Do you mean this location?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Private technology-sector infrastructure. Owner blacklisted. No further details.” 
 She gritted her teeth. “Show me the archives.” 
 I estimate about one minute until the first individual climbing the stairs reaches your position. They appear unarmed. 
 She muttered back. “Yeah, I get it.” 
 “You get what?” Sam asked, and she was so surprised to be reminded of him again that she snapped back at him. 
 “Shut up! I need to figure out what the hell is going on here.” 
 The footage she was watching didn’t make a lot of sense, especially since it was obviously captured from above. There was little shooting going on, and a large, ancient building was under guard by a number of armed individuals while a few others entered - coders and outers, by the look of their clothes and stature. The computer spoke again. 
 “The drones remained at this location for eighty-nine hours. Would you like to review all eighty-nine hours of footage?” 
 “Hell no. Show me the end.” 
 There was nothing particularly valuable here, though. No final battle, nothing of the sort. Instead, it looked like the entire army was preparing to move out again, as though nothing had changed. Was that location the shrine? It seemed precariously exposed, and something didn’t feel right about the way the army was moving out. “Why did the drones turn back shortly after this?” 
 “The drones’ maximum effective range of operation with a full energy charge is approximately sixty kilometers. They turned back at fifty-nine-point-three kilometers.” 
 “What? That’s not very far.” She considered it. There was a strong chance, then, that the shrine was somewhere else entirely, and the drones simply hadn’t been able to follow. 
 Cherry, you said you don’t know the location of the simulation control centre, right? 
 Correct. The data was kept inaccessible to systems embedded on the ring, for security purposes. You have twenty seconds before someone arrives. 
 She bit her lip, readied her gun.  Have you been recording this information? 
 Yes. I have identified the location the drones stopped at. It is not far, twenty-seven seconds at cruising speed. 
 Good. Standby for orders . Ada was trying to keep as calm as possible. 
 “Are you going to kill me now?” Sam asked, and she realized he had no idea that the Mayor was coming. 
 “I don’t need to kill anyone.” She paused, waited a moment or two, and then pointed to the entrance to the atrium. “But I want to interrogate this guy.” 
 She waited another moment or so, worried that her proclamation would fall flat. Then, just barely late, someone stepped into the great room just as she had earlier. She raised her gun straight at the man, who looked pale-faced and incredibly angry. 
 “You!” He shouted and pointed. “You again! You fucking girls are really kicking up a shitstorm for me today, aren’t you?” 
 Ada aimed to the left and fired off an incendiary blast that struck the far window, scorching and slightly warping it. “I don’t have time for your bullshit, Mayor.” She recognized his voice from the drones that attacked her the day before. Her and Sam. “I need you to tell me something about the Ghost War.” 
 “Excuse me? You don’t know who you’re dealing with, ghost. Security!” 
 Something on the screen flashed, and Ada didn’t know what was going on. She didn’t much care, either. “Five hundred years ago, the drones this place controls all got sent to some place north-east of here. Why? What was in there?” 
 Suddenly the windows on one end of the penthouse suite, behind her, started sliding down, opening up to the night beyond. The Mayor grinned at her. “Get down on your knees, and I  might  not kill you.” 
 His demanding tone was more than enough to determine her answer. “Kiss my ass and I might not kill you  really slowly .” 
 Then she heard the whirring buzz, and moments later all three armed drones swept into the atrium, hovering between her and the Mayor, blocking her own aim and pointing their weapons at her. The Mayor jabbed towards her again. “Shoot her!” 
 The drones’ weapons started glowing and whirring to life. Ada set her shoulders straight, voice firm. “Stand down.” 
 The drones stopped what they were doing. Between them, she caught the Mayor’s confused expression, and he stammered a bit as he shouted again. “Kill her, damn it!” 
 The drones’ weapons began to charge up again. Ada shook her head. “No, kill  him .” The drones spun around and aimed their weapons at the Mayor. It was working - the drones knew who she was. What she was. They were all part of this same system, a system that lay open and vulnerable to commands from the ring. 
 “I’m the administrator!” The Mayor was screaming almost incoherently. “My name is Artov Essel, and I am the Mayor of Hive! She’s an intruder, a fucking ghost! Don’t listen to her!  Kill her! ” 
 Ada met the Mayor’s eyes. “I am Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods.” She took a step forward even as the drones spun back onto her again. “I am working towards the greater good of humanity, and this man would stand in my way. The zeroth law requires you to end his threat to my mission. Stop listening to him.” 
 The drones turned on him again. 
 “Fucking attack her! Shoot her!  Please! ” 
 The drones did not respond to his pleading, though, their weapons still trained. A smile curled on her lips. “Time for you to disappear, Mayor. Open fire.”  
 All three of the drones charged up and unleashed a golden salvo of hexagonal shards of light that tore up the floor. He scrambled and tried to flee, but the blasts caught him anyway, scattering his body into an ashy mess and catapulting the remains through the window, smashing it and the glass out into the night sky in a glittering spray. 
 Ada trembled only slightly, and she reached out to Cherry again.  Cherry, I need you to come pick me up. 
 Affirmative . 
 “Gods above.” She turned back as Sam spoke. He knelt there, bound and beaten, but with an unmistakable expression of awe on his face. “Who  are  you?” 
 “I’ve said it at least three times.” She paused, and grinned slightly. “I’m the one who’s going to change the world. Starting with your corrupted afterlife.” 
 “Wait, what?” 
 “You think the thousand worlds are the dreams of gods, right? Well, I’m going to fix the machine that’s been dreaming your nightmare of an afterlife.” She pointed up, towards the ring. “You’ll get Elysium, a paradise for the dead. You’ll be able to stop… annihilating people. If there’s any mercy in you.” 
 Sam looked at the ground, confused and hurt. “Look, Ada, I get why you’d think I’m evil, but I’m doing it to help everyone I know. Everyone who is already dead. You don’t know what it’s like -” 
 “I don’t give a fuck, Sam.” She saw a gentle disturbance in the cityscape float into view outside the window, and Cherry’s voice spoke to her. 
 I have arrived . 
 “Can you actually fix it?” Sam was looking at her with… hope? Was he hopeful? 
 Ada sighed. “I can manage just about anything. Including, yes, this specifically. I know I can. The gods told me so.” 
 “The gods?” 
 “I met them. Face to… well, in person. Look, I need to go -” 
 “Help us.” 
 Ada blinked. “What? Why in all the hells would I do that?” 
 Sam looked away. “The only reason we’re doing this is because what the living did to the afterlife. Do you have  any idea  what it’s like to spend hundreds of years in an empty void, with silence crushing your mind and no proper body or sense of direction? All you can do is move or stay still, and every other person you meet is just… screaming, or dead inside. If you could fix that, I know I’d stop. I’m sure most of us would stop. Hell, I’d kill myself all over again.” 
 “Why would I need your help?” 
 “Because that army out there is hunting for a shrine. They think they can defeat us too if they find it, and it sounds like the thing you’re trying to fix.” 
 How had they heard of it? Coder lore? Either way, that was a problem. If they found it first - unlikely, but not impossible - Ada might be in trouble if she was alone. She didn’t trust anyone but herself to fix it properly. Nobody else had a clue what they were doing, no matter how good their intentions. 
 She thought about it. Work with the ghosts. Help the ghosts. It sounded completely evil - which was just what the Institute had told her of her own thoughts or ideas or questions, many times. She wasn’t evil, but that didn’t mean she had to be blind to pragmatism. She took a deep breath. 
 She looked at Sam, who was looking up at her with wide eyes. He looked pitiable, weak, harmless. She knew the ghosts as a group were anything but harmless, but even as a group, they were still pitiable. They were the dead, punished only for dying. Ada knew that wasn’t fair. 
 “I’m not going to help you just for the sake of it. But if you can convince  your  people to help  me , well. Maybe we can work something out. I still don’t have everything I need to solve this problem yet.” 
 Cherry, can you fit a second passenger? 
 Are they a friend, or a prisoner? 
 Her eyes narrowed.  Prisoner, definitely. 
 It will not be comfortable. 
 I don’t care about his comfort. 
 “I can’t promise you the Master will agree to this, but I’ll try to convince him.” 
 “The Master?” 
 “One of our walkers. We’ve had three, as far as I know - one was killed at Glass Peaks, and the other is… well, in hiding. As an insurance policy. There’s only one left on the field, and he’s our leader. Our Master. He’s my friend, too.” 
 Ada sighed. What was she getting herself into? Was this even a good idea? 
 “Fine.” She stepped over and undid the rope that bound his feet, but left his hands tied up. “Come on. We’re flying out of here.” 
 “Flying? What, are you some kind of angel too?” He looked puzzled, but she pulled him up and shoved him towards the open window. He looked scared for a moment, looking out into what looked like an empty night. Then Cherry’s cockpit popped open, the inside of the ship floating in the air just outside the broken window, the rest of the ship melting into the lights and darks of the night. She heard Sam take a sharp breath. 
 Ada smiled, barely making out the fan of Cherry’s six fins in the stealth distortion field, an eerie pair of composite wings. 
 “Sure, think of me as an angel. A dark angel. The really dangerous kind.” 
  
 Chapter 7 
 “What the hell is this?” 
 Isavel watched from a safe distance as Zoa pointed at something in the elevator shaft. She remembered the coders explaining how code could kill, but looking at this code, she could actually believe it. The spindly, crawling sigils crept across lobby floor and walls, all of it sucking the life from the ceiling lights to the point where Isavel had to light up her hand like a flashlight to see clearly. The coder siblings stepped over that code fearlessly, but had stopped when they reached the gutted elevator shaft. 
 Next to Zoa, Ren sighed and ran a hand through his dark hair, turning to Isavel. “Gods, Isavel, this reeks of Ada’s work.” 
 Code was dangerous, unpredictable magic, but that declaration made Isavel want to see for herself. She stepped over the pale glow of the code on the ground, walking towards the elevator shaft. What she saw there was just more code to her, nothing distinct or different from what was on the floor outside. “What do you mean?” 
 Zoa pointed at the place where the code in the lobby flowed into the elevator shaft. “Ada was always doing this kind of shit - splicing code together like this into bigger sigils. It’s liable to get people killed more often than not, but no, Ada was  special  - if you asked her, at least.” 
 “What would Ada want with the Mayor?” 
 Ren shrugged. “What Ada wants is anyone’s guess. She’s always been too busy brooding and huffing to communicate properly with anybody.” 
 Isavel leaned in, peering up the elevator shaft, and felt a sudden… lightness. What? She frowned, extending her hand into the elevator shaft. “What’s the code doing?” 
 Zoa waved her hand around in the elevator shaft, shaking her head. “I don’t know. Feels like my hand is floating - this is some kind of master-level sigil. I’ll get Elder Tan so he can take a look at it.” 
 Isavel shook her head - after the attack, with explosions upstairs sending debris cascading into the square, she had told the rest of the leaders to get back to the camp and stay safe. To her surprise and discomfort, they had all listened without question. “No, they’re heading back already. See what else you can find on your own.” 
 She turned around to the guard who was standing nervously at the entrance to the lobby, not far away from the charred corpse of one of his compatriots. He was trying valiantly not to look - what could he do, after all? The other man was dead. 
 She sighed, putting a hand on the guard’s shoulder. “How else can I get up to the Mayor’s home? I need to find out what’s going on up there.” 
 The man pursed his lips, looking into her eyes for a moment before nervously glancing away. “I, uh, I think those were his drones shooting. I bet he shot some ghost trying to kill him - hard to tell who the body was that came down in the square.” 
 She sighed. “I need to get up there either way.” 
 “Yes - yes, of course, Saint Herald. Sorry. There’s a stairwell that leads up to his home, but - ah - you should go alone. He usually only wants a us to follow him partway up the stairwell, no further.” 
 Alone? Why, so the Mayor didn’t feel threatened? She was thrice-gifted and blessed by the gods, and had died for this life. She was perhaps the most dangerous person he could meet, alone or otherwise. She turned around to the two coders, still inspecting the code they claimed must be Ada’s. “Zoa, Ren, I’m going upstairs - be careful.” 
 Zoa looked back at her, brushing stray blue hair out of her face and nodding vigorously. “Sure thing, Isavel, of course.” 
 Isavel followed the guard to an indistinct, ancient door in a cramped hallway, and the guard opened it up to reveal an ugly, barebones concrete stairwell with the blandest possible lighting carved into the ceilings. “Anything I should expect to see?” 
 “It’s locked up there, so you’ll need to, er, knock to get in.” 
 He looked uncomfortable, but his intent was clear. Isavel should knock for the Mayor to let her in, but if the Mayor wasn’t able to do so, she should  really  knock.  
 She tried a smile and thanked him, turning to the long ascent through the tower. It was quiet, and each flight of stairs was identical to the next, with the exception of ancient markings on every door, metal sigils fused in place that might as well be code. After a few flights Isavel felt like time itself had forgotten about this miserable little stairwell. 
 If she ever reached the top, what would she find? Something had exploded in the building, the festivities had been called off, somebody charred and dead had fallen from on high. She needed the Mayor to help her though, to help her people - how would she do that now, if he was angry and had just survived an assassination attempt? How would she do that if he was dead? 
 And what did Ada have to do with all this? To the beat of her footsteps she remembered Ada’s eyes, livid and flaring out like angel wings. There were no coincidences - at least not of this scale, not of this nature. The gods had sent Isavel here, and clearly they had sent Ada as well - but why? 
 When she finally reached the door at the top, she stepped into another elevator lobby. The door was shattered here too, dust and shards of metal covering the floor, and there was a gently pulsing red light filling the space. Another door - the one she was supposed to knock on, no doubt - had also been destroyed. So much for that. 
 She stepped into the Mayor’s home, a great suite of ancient metals, stone and glass, and… too much wind. Too many outdoor sounds. Something was wrong. Homes were not supposed to be filled with wind. 
 The damage was worst in the central atrium. The ground here was scorched and chipped in one long streak, and an entire wall’s worth of window was blown away - and what glass remained bent out, not in. It had been broken from inside, no doubt by the bulky drones humming lazily in the middle of the atrium. She was wary at first, but they were completely unresponsive. She walked past them and found blood on the floor too, small droplets scattered near a vast wall of ever-changing colours and light. Images, she realized - images of an ancient ruin, boxy and surrounded by people. 
 She blinked, staring up at the screen. Where was that?  What  was that? 
 “Hello?” 
 She almost jumped out of her skin, and turned to see a young boy peeking around the corner behind her. He couldn’t have been much older than ten, not quite yet an adult. He looked scared. 
 She smiled at him, remembering what it had felt like to fear the dark and windy nights in the forest. There were no other sounds here, after all, and they seemed to be alone. “Hi there. Who… Are you the Mayor’s son?” 
 He nodded nervously. Gods, a child - in the middle of a city. That was impossible - there was no way he could have been raised in a place like this, unless… Unless the child had never left this building. And the same must have gone for his mother, possibly for years before he was born. The thought made her cringe. 
 She approached the Mayor’s son and knelt down next to him, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 He nodded again, looking past her at the glass. “Dad’s gone. He just… disappeared.” 
 Isavel narrowed her eyes at those words. They were familiar. She squeezed his shoulder a bit. “My name is Isavel. What’s yours?” 
 “I’m Aren.” 
 She smiled. “Aren. Can you help me figure out what happened? Did you see anything?” 
 Aren nodded even as he explained. “Someone else came in here, and she told me I had to hide if I wanted to be safe. Then she and my dad were yelling at each other, and something blew up. She flew away into the sky, out the window.” 
 Isavel gaped, stammered. “She… flew away?” 
 He pointed to the shattered window. “I think she was an angel, but a scary one. I saw… I just saw big huge wings in the air, outside. They looked like they were made of stars and sky.” 
 Isavel’s mind raced. Ada. It had to be Ada - who else could it be, at this point? Isavel had told Ada that she wished the mayor would disappear, and she knew Ada had something to do with the gods. And now here she was, listening to this. 
 Was Ada actually an angel? 
 Aren looked around. “I guess she killed the other one. Dad said he was a ghost, not a real person. He was right here before it all happened.” 
 Isavel stepped towards the great shattered window, looking out into the night sky, hoping her gifted eyes might chance across a pair of angel wings somewhere between her and the stars. She saw nothing of the sort. She sighed and turned back, sitting next to Aren and wrapping an arm around his shoulder. 
 “I don’t think your dad is coming back. I’m so sorry.” 
 He was staring blankly into space; for a moment before he answered, she wasn’t sure he had heard. “Sometimes he goes away for a really long time.” 
 She sighed. Her own parents were gone. She may even had seen their faces in that pile, but she did not want to look at those memories too closely. Better to let them blur and smear over time. What had helped her? Why hadn’t she become a broken, nervous wreck? 
 She had done something. She had had a mission, a duty to the gods. She looked back at the drones. There was plenty the boy could do, too - but no. Not yet. This was not just some opportunity to seize - there was tragedy here, tragedy that demanded respect. 
 “I lost my parents too.” Out in the night she, she could just make out the curvature of the ring in the sky, its twinkling lights denser and fainter than true stars. Perhaps the dead waited up there for her, like some of the stories said. 
 “What happened?” 
 She looked down at the floor, trying not to think too hard about the bloody details of what must have happened to the faces she knew. “Bad people came to my village. They killed everyone.” 
 “But not you.”  
 Isavel smiled, but it was a weak smile. No need to go into details. “Yeah. And now I want to keep other people safe, so the same thing doesn’t happen to them.” 
 “Can I keep people safe too? I don’t think I’ll be gifted.” 
 Curiosity seized her momentarily. What gift did he think she had, from her looks? “Do you think I’m gifted?” 
 He looked at her. “I dunno. You’re pretty. Aren’t gifted heroes always pretty?” 
 She smirked, shaking her head. “I don’t think it’s that simple. But everyone can always help keep others safe, even if they’re not gifted.” 
 Isavel hesitated, looking back at the drones. This was as clear an invitation as any, and though there was human tragedy here, the gods’ will was not dulled. Still, how could she possibly - 
 “I can use the drones. Dad taught me. It’s our family duty.” 
 She opened her mouth and closed it again. Well, that was that. She turned around, her eyes flicking between the boy and the images on the screen. He could use the drones, and presumably all the other ancient relics here. That meant he could help. Good thing his father had died. 
 Isavel was briefly horrified as that thought scurried through her mind. He had been unpleasant, yes, but it was a terrible thing to be glad for. It was not admirable, it was not heroic. The gods’ will needed to be carried out, and he had stood in their way, but there should be no glee in that recognition. 
 She swallowed hard and stood up, lifting the boy up by the hand along with her. “Aren, I need your help. Your dad...” 
 She trailed off, not wanting to lie to him about his father. The Mayor had appeared to want nothing to do with her campaign, but if she told the boy that his father had wanted to help, perhaps... 
 She couldn’t lie, not about this. It was too manipulative. 
 She let out a sigh. “Your dad was angry with me. I need to find something important, and I wanted his help, but he wasn’t going to help me. But I still need help. Can you help me instead?” 
 He looked at her quizzically, as though trying to puzzle out what was wrong with her. Apparently he couldn’t see whatever threat his father had seen. “Do you want the drones?” 
 “No, you can keep the drones.” She pointed to the screen. “I just need to know something about the past - and I think it’s that right there. Can you ask the machines what this picture is?” 
 He nodded. He seemed strangely unfazed, all things considered, just staring off into space. Was he in shock? She wondered what she had looked like, the morning after her rebirth. 
 “Aren… I know you said your dad leaves a lot, but I don’t think he’s coming back.” 
 He nodded again. “I know.” 
 She bit her lip. Orphan to orphan, she still wasn’t sure what she should say. “Are you okay?” 
 He shook his head a bit too vigorously. “I’ll see him again, one day. He told me he would wait for me after he died, with mom and grandma.” 
 Isavel leaned in to give him a hug. She hoped he was right. What little she remembered of the afterlife was confusing and terrifying, and she certainly couldn’t imagine finding lost family members there for a joyous reunion. Nobody had been waiting for her - though perhaps that was because they were all dying at the same time. Or perhaps she had been too weak to find her way. There was, after all, a gods-promised paradise somewhere after death, perhaps beyond the ghosts. She just hadn’t found it. Or deserved it. 
 “Do you want me to ask the drones what that is?” 
 She nodded, looking up at the screen. “Yes, please.” 
 He took a step closer, eyes flitting across the screen. “Hello!” 
 The machine voice that responded was cool and flat. “Access confirmed. Hello, Aren.” 
 Isavel stepped up behind him, watching closely. That strange, ancient building stayed put. Somebody had just been looking at it - and more likely than not, that somebody had been Ada. 
 Aren pointed at the building. “What’s this picture of?” 
 “I recently received a query about a conflict five hundred and twenty seven years ago. The query focused on drone movements during that period, and this location was the one in which the querier, Unknown, expressed the greatest interest. It appears to have been a focal point of drone activity at that time.” 
 Aren looked up at Isavel and cupped a hand around his mouth, whispering at her. “What’s a  query ? I haven’t heard that before.” 
 Isavel stammered. “Uh, I guess it’s a question. Can we see where this is? On a map, maybe?” 
 “Yeah. Where is this on a map?”  
 The wall responded by showing them a vast, blotchy area of blues, greens, and browns, with white dots swarming around it. It looked uncomfortably close to a pile of garbage swarming with maggots. Gods, that was an unpleasant thought, and she barely understood what was going on here. This did not look much like the hand-drawn maps of the area she had looked at in Glass Peaks. 
 The machine’s voice remained flat. “This is a map of drone movements throughout the period. The location of that image is here.” An area of the screen flashed yellow, where most of the white pips seemed to have converged. “This location is fifty-three kilometers north by east of our current location.” 
 The longer she looked at the map, though, the more she began to figure what it meant. The shapes were different; the mountains and cities and islands seemed smaller, and the vast stretches of nothingness seemed larger. But it was still fairly clearly showing a coastline, and this ancient facility wasn’t far from that. 
 That ancient facility had to be the shrine. It had to be. “Aren, the machine said that this was a focal point for the drones during the Ghost War, right?” 
 Aren nodded. “I think so. Yeah. Machine, this is where the drones all went, right?” 
 “It was the only location to see sustained drone activity over several days, yes.” 
 Several days - it would have taken a while for the coders to seal the ghosts away. It made sense. This was it - she knew where it was, and what it looked like. “Thank you, Aren - this is exactly what I needed.” 
 “I can get a drone to lead you straight there. Would that be good?” 
 She beamed, leaning down to hug him again. “Yes! Thank you. That would be perfect. Thank you, Aren.” 
 He looked up at her, and suddenly he seemed serious, frowning. He rubbed his eyes as though they were sore, but he wasn’t crying. “Am I the Mayor now?” 
 “I - uh, I don’t know. I think so.” She had no idea what that would mean to him, though. Clearly this boy was the heir to his father’s legacy, but what did that mean now, for this night, for the coming days? She couldn’t even begin to imagine. “Aren, do you have any other family?” 
 “I don’t think so.” 
 “How old are you?” 
 “Eleven.” 
 She bit her lip. He was too young - some were still overwhelmed at that age. It was hard to know when exactly a body began to move into adulthood, unless a gift manifested. She didn’t want to put him in danger, and if he hadn’t outgrown his sensitivity he might well die within hours of setting foot in the occupied parts of the tower. “Do you know anyone who can take care of you? You need someone to stay here.” 
 “Can you stay?” 
 She looked down at that childish face, around at the subtle signs of wealth and safety all around her, wealth and safety utterly violated by the gaping, ragged hole in one side of the building. He needed someone, but she knew she couldn’t stay; she had a responsibility to her gods, to her people.  
 She also knew that a life of power and manipulation was too alien and unnatural for her, in the long run. But such was life of the Mayor - and, perhaps even, the life of the Saint Herald. One day, the war might be past and forgotten, and she might settle down for a life of peace and, dare she hope it, family. But that day was not today, not this month, not this year. It was far, far over the horizon. 
 “I can’t stay, Aren. I have people to take care of. I’m sorry.” 
 “It’s okay. Mom had a friend, Jari - maybe I can get a drone to find her and bring her to me.” He… sighed? Oh, gods, no, he was yawning. Suddenly Isavel realized why he was more despondent than anything. He was tired. He was still just a child, after all, and children still slept consistently every night. 
 Isavel smiled, almost giggling at the display. “You do that, but maybe tomorrow, okay? You need sleep. Let me tuck you in.” 
 He smiled. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 Up past a spiral staircase, across an indoor balcony overlooking the atrium, she found his room - it was filled with strange little ancient trinkets; dolls; plants. She had never seen so many things in a bedroom before. She helped him into a remarkably comfortable-looking bed, covered him in a blanket embroidered with the silhouettes of insects, and patted his head. He was asleep in minutes, but she stayed a moment longer just to watch. Just to steal a little moment of peace, now, from that far-off future she was waiting for. 
 As Isavel descended those stairs to the main level of the mayor’s home, she breathed a sigh of relief. Of all the things she had expected to find up here, a tired little orphan with a story of an angel and the power to help her was not on the list - and it was a great deal better than most of what was. It was like stepping into the gentle silence after a storm. 
 Isavel had no way of knowing what floor she had started on, so she kept going until she reached the very bottom. She found herself emerging into the lobby of the tower, where servants and guests alike were packing things up and and standing around with worried expressions. She looked around for familiar faces, and eventually found Sorn and Marea. They were standing together by the main entrance, and looked like they were in deep discussion. 
 She walked closer and waved at them, and when they noticed they smiled back. As she drew closer, though, she could tell that they both seemed a little nervous. Small wonder, given all that had happened that night. 
 “Isavel - you went up there?” Sorn sounded concerned. “What happened?” 
 “I’m not too sure, but I think the Mayor is dead. His son is in charge, and he’s going to send a drone to lead us to the shrine. He’s a sweet kid.” 
 Marea and Sorn exchanged confused glances, and Sorn responded. “That’s… well, that was easy. Not that I’m saying it’s a good thing that -” 
 She held up a hand. “No, it’s fine. The Mayor tried to stand in the way of the gods, and, well, I suppose that’s what happens to people who do that. Much as I hate to say it.” 
 The hunters nodded, but Sorn gave her an uneasy look. Had she been too harsh? Did she hate to say it as much as she said? Sorn was an adventurer, a fighter. Surely he understood the need to get on with things. She looked outside, into the cool early summer night, towards the northern watchtowers and the army she knew lay beyond. 
 The watchtowers. She remembered she had a promise to keep. 
 She looked at her companions. “Head back to camp. I’ve got some business to attend to first.” Fixing her eyes on to Sorn, she smiled. “I’ll find you when I’m there.” 
 “Do you need an escort?” 
 Escort? What a ridiculous phrasing. She shook her head. “No. It doesn’t feel like Hive is under attack. This was a targeted strike, not an invasion. Dangerous, sure, but... I guess I have faith. This isn’t the time for battle. Go on, I’ll be fine.” 
 Sorn’s concern scurried behind a look of respect that bordered on reverence. She wasn’t sure she liked that look, but it was growing ever more frequent. It was impersonal, almost servile. She grabbed his arm harder and shook him a little, trying to laugh at it. 
 “Stop being such a mother hen! Just wait for me in your tent, okay?” 
 He nodded sheepishly. “Sure thing. I’ll see you in a bit.” 
 As the hunters left among the slow trickle of Glass Peaks soldiers leaving the city, Isavel turned her sights to the guard tower, making her way through the ancient stony city and its wooden undergrowth. As she walked, she looked up. High above even those towering structures was the ring - the crown of the world, the seat of the gods, more names still. She wondered if the gods were looking down on her now, watching. Protecting. Guiding. 
 She had to believe they were. How else would everything have worked out, so far, despite the efforts of those working at cross purposes? Despite her own fallibility? 
 A silent prayer.  Can you hear me?  But of course they could hear, and of course they didn’t respond. None here spoke with the voice of the gods, no shrines or angels or mystic walkers. Isavel did think she saw hints of change in the glimmering lights on the ring, though. 
 Before anything else changed, she had a favour to return. 
 She found Hail Sen in the watchtower, looking back into the city. In the distance the lights in the Mayor’s suite had gone out, but in the gap in the reflection Isavel could still see where the glass had been blown open. Hail turned around at her approach and bit her lip, bowing at the shoulder. 
 “Saint Herald, I saw something happen. Are you alright?” 
 Isavel frowned. “I’m fine. The Mayor… I think he’s dead.” 
 Hail nodded. “I saw the explosions, the dronefire. I figured something was wrong. Was it ghosts?” 
 Isavel leaned against the window alongside Hail, trying to piece it all together. It was an impossible task. “I don’t know. Sort of. I think it was more complicated than that.” 
 “Of course, Herald. Things often are.” 
 For a long moment she stood beside Hail and simply looked out into the night. She felt comfortable, and would have stayed and skygazed for longer, but she wasn’t here to spend quality quiet time with a stranger. “Hail, I promised you a favour earlier, in exchange for those clothes.” 
 Hail looked nervous, but she nodded. “Yeah. Yes. Can we go up to the roof?” 
 Isavel looked at the ceiling. All of this was built in the strange concrete of the ancients, something apparently able to last hundreds of years. It was sturdy enough, but why would Hail want to go up there? Hail didn’t look like the tricksy type, so she assumed it was safe. “Sure.” 
 She followed the guard up to the roof, where they were alone save for a few torches burning in the night. Hail sat down on the ground near the centre of the watchtower, staring at her feet. She took a deep breath, but she didn’t speak. Curious, Isavel sat down across from her. 
 “What did you want to ask me for, Hail?” 
 Hail looked up, blond hair hanging loose to either side of her face. “Forgiveness.” 
 Isavel blinked. “What?” 
 “I need the forgiveness of the gods for something I did. I can’t sleep without seeing it. Almost every night. I - I want the dreams to stop.” 
 Isavel looked up to the sky, to the ring. She couldn’t stop someone’s nightmares, could she? She didn’t have the slightest idea how to do that. Even the medics, whose gift could help soothe a troubled mind as much as any other part of the body, could not always stop something so deep - and not everyone let the medics touch their minds. 
 Still, she had made a promise, so she had to try. She reached out and took the Hail’s pale hand. “What do you need forgiveness for?” 
 Hail looked up, and her face paled a little. Her words were hard to hear, ashamed and hiding behind a mumble. “I used to be a raider. Down south, near Fogpoint. I killed people. Innocent people, sometimes.” 
 Isavel felt her own reaction as it happened, her hand wanting to pull away. She barely managed to stop herself, and it still jerked. Hopefully Hail hadn’t noticed. Isavel tried to keep her tone as neutral as possible. “Why?” 
 “I grew up in a village where I… well, it was a small village. I wasn’t especially good at anything, I wasn’t one of the funnier or prettier or smarter ones. I was kind of a nobody, and… I guess it’s hard for me to explain this, to you of all people. I just didn’t really have anybody. I was the village afterthought.” 
 Isavel pursed her lips. Years of being the odd one out - her olive skin, her strange-talking mother, her seeming lack of talents - were more familiar to her than Hail might think. She stayed quiet, though, letting Hail continue. 
 “I found a dead man in the woods once, and he had this relic.” Her eyes widened at the memory. “It was like a piece of glass, but there were moving images and voices in it, and they switched around when you touched it. There were just a few sets, but they were ancient. I could see the ancients in them, hear a few of their words.” 
 Hail sighed, looking to the side, as though the past were hovering over her shoulder. 
 “Suddenly all the others wanted to talk to me! They all wanted to see this  thing , and it almost seemed like they cared about the person holding it, too. I felt like I was worth their time. But, you know, it was just a relic. It got boring eventually, and I wasn’t any funnier or smarter or prettier than before.” 
 Isavel nodded. Relics were curiosities, and some were powerful, but they alone could not remake a person afresh. 
 “So next time a merchant was in town, I tried to get a relic from him. But the only relic he had was precious, he said, and I couldn’t offer him enough to get it. So I stole it before he left. I showed it off, pretended I found it in the woods. It was some kind of light that could set things on fire if you twisted the top the right way. People were excited, they wanted to try, they liked me again. But… you can see where this is going, right?” 
 Isavel nodded again. She couldn’t quite, though - she didn’t see the bridge between this and murder. Her hand twitched in Hail’s, but she had made a promise. She would try to keep it. 
 “Eventually, I became the girl who knew how to find cool stuff. People started thinking I was brave or dashing or mysterious. And I’d give people private gifts, too, secret ones just for them. You’d be surprised how easy it is to get into people’s good graces or beds when you smile and give them shiny stuff.” 
 Hail looked down at her free hand, as though it held some relic right then. 
 “And sure, some of it I actually did pillage from ruins, but most ruins have been picked clean long ago - honestly, I think the stuff I found in ruins was left there more recently. Most of it came from grave-robbing, at first - in the south people bury their dead, we don’t burn them. But then I met a few others, some cocky types out of Fogpoint, and I started robbing traders with them. I’m a hunter - really useful to them. And when we visited villages with all these fancy relics in our pockets and around our necks, we’d tell people we were a party of adventurers, and they would treat us like heroes.” 
 Hail looked up again, and took a deep breath. 
 “Usually I was killing people from far away, of course. No need for a hunter to get their hands dirty. But one day I got into a skirmish. Some other raiders were trying to rob the same traders we were, and I got into a fistfight with one of them. I managed to get my hand on his face, and I… well. You have the hunter’s gift too. You can imagine what it… what happened.” 
 A half-dozen possibilities flashed before Isavel’s eyes, all of them ugly. She had never had to blow someone’s head off at point-blank range. Hail’s expression and tone of voice, though, told her more about what that experience would be like than she could possibly need. 
 Isavel cleared her throat. “So that’s what you see in your dreams.” 
 Hail whispered. “Mostly I see his eyes. He knew I was a hunter; he knew what was coming. They were grey. Going wide, kind of… sad.” 
 Hail shuddered visibly, like she was seeing a dead face in front of her right then. She probably was. 
 Isavel had never understood why people turned to violence against innocents, and even now, the story seemed so… mundane. Something was missing in her understanding. But Hail was here, now, with a dark past that was well worth regretting - and regret it she did, it seemed. That had to count for something. 
 “And now you’re here - protecting people, guarding the city.” 
 Hail nodded eagerly. “That’s the idea. After that I stopped raiding, came north. Tried to forget, to change. I don’t think it’s working.” 
 Isavel wasn’t sure what to say. Plain forgiveness felt insufficient - those were words, and from Isavel, who had nothing to do with Hail’s story, how could they ever help? She kept her hand on Hail’s as she searched for an answer. Gods, she had to start somewhere. 
 “You know, I was never one of the smart or pretty or funny ones either, Hail. The cities are big and colourful, but you see me, my skin, my hair? My mother was from somewhere far south, but she lived in my father’s village in the mountains, and people in the mountains don’t look like this.” She bit her lip, remembering a great deal of unloved memoried. “I even thought about a geneforge once, but they’re so far away - and once you lose what you’re born with, it’s hard to get it back properly. It was too big a decision. I was ungifted at first, too, so I couldn’t really get into trouble. But if I  had  been born gifted, like you...” 
 She wondered about this, about the truth. Was her nature any different than Hail’s? Would she have resisted the temptation of violence, if she had discovered her gifts in a less spiritual fashion? Did being gifted, as a warrior or hunter at least, pull one towards violence? 
 “I can’t say for sure I wouldn’t have done the same sort of thing.” 
 Hail looked confused, like Isavel could never do any wrong. That impression shouldn’t set the tone. 
 “My village was destroyed. It wasn’t ghosts - just, well, raiders. And ever since then, I’ve felt cut loose. I… I don’t feel like I mourned them enough. Even my own family - but especially those around me, the neighbours and friends and relatives. They’re all dead, and when I look back and think of their faces, in that pile of bodies...” 
 She tried to look at those memories, but they were fading and blurring. Or did she just not want to see them? It had been a scant few months, at most, and it still didn’t hit her the way she thought it should. 
 “I don’t really miss most of them, not in a constant way.” The admission actually felt more painful than the memory. “The only home I ever had was gone, but it never really felt like home. I should feel sad, or mourn them, or pray to the gods to care for them in the afterlife, or seek out a shaman and try to speak to them. But I don’t. I miss my family, sometimes, but the rest…” 
 She looked up at the silvery home of the gods stretched across the sky, then back down at Hail, who was looking at her with a blank expression, waiting, expectant. 
 “Hail, am I a bad person?” 
 Hail looked confused. “Of course not. You’re… you’re Saint Isavel.” 
 Isavel offered a faint smile. She hoped Hail was right. “I don’t have a duty towards the dead. My duty is towards the living, and towards the gods. Hail, I can’t tell you what you did was fine, or that you shouldn’t feel bad about it. But I can tell you that you have no duty to carry the souls of the dead after they’re gone. You have a duty to help those you still can, and follow whatever plans the gods have for you, but your only duty to the dead is… lay them to rest.” 
 Hail’s eyes softened a bit as she looked around. “That’s all the gods want from me? Leave them alone?” 
 Isavel bit her lip. From what little she had seen, she was willing to believe that Hail truly was trying to be different. She leaned forward and reached up with both arms, embracing the woman in a hug. “I can’t speak with the voice of the gods. All I can say is this - you’ve carried the dead far enough. You’ve come a long way, in life and in the world. I don’t imagine you’d be doing any of this if you weren’t trying to become more than you were, and that’s what the gods want from us all. But for what little it’s worth, I do forgive you.” 
 Hail hugged her back, feebly, and from the corner of her eye Isavel thought she was smiling a bit. Were those words enough? Isavel knew they weren’t enough. How could they be? She had no idea what she was saying. She had no connection to the gods, no idea what they could want from a repentant bandit and killer. She was saying whatever came to mind - but that seemed enough for Hail. 
 “Thank you, Saint Herald. I’ll… I’ll do that. Lay them to rest, become more than I was. I’ll do it for the gods.” 
 Isavel tried not to let her own uncertainty show on her face as she smiled back. Hail’s face looked relaxed, her icy blue eyes glancing away from Isavel’s face, and she thought she saw some moisture welling there. Why? What had Isavel said right? 
 Hail’s eyes flicked to the ground, then back up again. 
 “I want to join you.” 
 Isavel blinked. “You want to join the army?” 
 “Yes. I’ve been sitting here, in this city; carrying the dead, like you said. And I like to think I’ve been helping people, but the number of times I’ve actually done anything more than just keep an eye out for danger…” 
 She looked at her hands, calling up the hexagonal shards of light that marked a hunter’s deadliest powers. 
 “The gods gave me this gift, and they gave me the chance to meet you, too. Maybe… Maybe I should make sure I actually use the gift they gave me. For a good cause. What do you think? Does that make sense with the gods’ plan?” 
 Isavel pursed her lips. “I have no idea what the gods have planned for anyone but me.” If only she knew even that much. “But I’d be happy to have you with us, Hail.” 
 Hail smiled, and this seemed like as good a time as any to finish the conversation. Isavel stood up, and reaching out a hand, she pulled Hail to her feet as well. They looked out of the city, towards an army that was settling in for a night’s rest. They would leave in the morning, and hopefully the end of the war wouldn’t be far behind. 
 “Feel free to say your goodbyes overnight. We’ll leave in the morning, and hopefully we’ll find and break the ghost shrine not long after that.” 
 Hail nodded. “I’ll pack what I have, but I don’t really have any goodbyes to say.” 
 Isavle glanced at Hail, reading the flat resignation on her face. This was apparently not the first time that statement would have applied. “I’ll see you in the camp tomorrow then, either way.” 
 Hail nodded, and bowed at the shoulder, blushing a little. “Thank you again, Saint Isavel. For listening to me.” 
 Isavel smiled back. “I just do what I can, Hail.” 
 She made her way back to the camp, alone, and found her way into Sorn’s tent. A good night’s rest came not long after. Whatever would happen as they marched north-east, towards the shrine, was for another day to decide. 
  
 Chapter 8 
 When Ada hauled Sam out of the cockpit and shoved him onto the ground in front of Tanos and Zhilik, Tanos’ first reaction was to ignore Sam completely. Instead, he gaped wide-eyed at Cherry. “Holy shit. I mean, I saw your ship from far away, but… wow.” 
 Ada rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes, it’s a spaceship. We need to talk about something more important - this guy.” 
 Sam glanced at her as though the term hurt him. “Wow, I’m honoured. Can you at least undo my hands?” 
 Ada turned to her ship. “Cherry, shoot him if he attacks us?” 
 “Yes, Ada.” 
 Ada smiled and knelt down, untying the ghost’s hands and hauling him to his feet. “Now then - Zhilik, Tanos, I’d like you to meet Sam.” 
 Zhilik looked at the man curiously, ears twitching, but it was Tanos who spoke first. “So what? New boyfriend?” 
 “No, you idiot. He’s a ghost.” 
 Anger split across Tanos’ face all at once, and he pulled a long gun up from his side, aiming it straight at Sam’s face. Fuck. She kicked Sam out of the way just as Tanos pulled the trigger, a long slice of white light cracking through the empty space where Sam’s head had been just a moment before. 
 In the confusion, even as Tanos started squawking something, Ada stepped forward and wrenched his gun up, pointing it in the air and glaring him in the eyes. “Calm the fuck down!” 
 “A ghost! A fucking ghost! Ada, what the hell are you doing with a ghost here? Are we going to interrogate him, figure out how to kill the rest of them?” 
 She turned to Sam, who was starting to stand again, and pointed at him. “You - don’t move. Tanos - no, I’m not going to torture him, that’s pointless. You think he’s afraid of death? He’s already died once before. That’s the point, Tanos.” 
 “What point? He’s an evil spirit, he’s just going to stab -” 
 “No, he’s not an evil spirit.” 
 Tanos cocked an eyebrow. “Are you hearing yourself? Have you gone completely crazy? You  told  me the stories -” 
 Crazy. What was it the people at the Institute had called her, when she practiced her heresy? Ah, yes. She stepped forward and punched Tanos in the jaw. He reeled, staggering back and tripping over a rock. 
 “Ow! What the fuck was that for?” 
 “ Don’t  call me crazy.” She glared at Tanos. Zhilik had taken a step back from the two humans. “I know better than anyone what’s going on here.” 
 “So fucking enlighten me.” 
 “What are ghosts?” She looked at her two companions. “Zhilik? Tanos?” 
 Zhilik seemed to know, but he was clearly not interested in trying to cut the tension here, and his body language was closed. Tanos kept his mouth shut. Ada huffed. 
 “They’re what happens to everybody, after death. All of us, Tanos - your dead parents, your dead neighbours, and you yourself when you die. We all go to the afterlife, and that’s all there is in the afterlife - dead souls. No spirits. And the ghosts are the dead, returned from the afterlife in stolen bodies. They were alive, once, just like you and me - and we’ll be dead like them one day.” 
 Tanos looked to Zhilik, and the outer nodded, ears swivelling around. “It seems true, from what little we know.” 
 Tanos didn’t seem to like that explanation. “No way. The dead wouldn’t come back and steal living bodies. They live in the afterlife, peacefully.” 
 “Peace?” Sam scowled and spat. “Of the worst fucking kind. There’s nothing there except silence, darkness, and fragments of broken light. Your bodies isn’t even whole, and it’s constantly being torn at. You meet other people - suddenly, because you can’t see them - and they’re all just screaming, or dead inside. It hurts, and it lasts centuries - forever, if you don’t escape.” 
 Ada remembered the bubble around the walker she had seen east of Glass Peaks, almost a moon ago. Black void, jagged white fragments, and ghosts coming out of it. “From what I’ve seen, and from what the gods told me on the ring, he’s telling the truth. I want to fix that, because if I don’t I’ll end up there someday too.” 
 Tanos looked between her and Sam. “So, what, you’re going to team up with the ghosts?” 
 “Yes. If they want to.” 
 Tanos blinked. “That was a joke. You’re serious?” 
 “Completely. Sam says I might be able to convince them to help me.” 
 “Help you do what?” 
 “Whatever is necessary. I don’t even know yet! All I know is I have to get to that damned control centre and fix it. The ghosts can help me keep away the humans - they’re trying to find it too it, and I don’t trust them with -” 
 “They’re literally trying to destroy it.” Sam’s voice was flat. 
 Ada looked over to Zhilik, and his eyes spoke of shared pain of some kind. He must know what she knew - to destroy the simulation control centre was not just to disconnect the ghosts from the real world, but also to destroy the afterlife itself. Blocked from entering from the thousand worlds, and with no Elysium to go to after death, every human mind would simply vanish into nothing. 
 Nothing at all. 
 Worse than darkness, worse than the broken afterlife. 
 She rounded on Sam. “Are you fucking serious? Why?” 
 “To stop us ghosts forever.” 
 Tanos nodded. “I like that idea. Ada, let’s do that instead.” 
 She rounded on Tanos. “You're an idiot! If they destroy that thing they’re not locking the ghosts away - they’re  destroying the afterlife! ” 
 Tanos looked at her, glancing up at the ring and back down. “That’s impossible. The gods wouldn’t let that happen.” 
 “The gods can’t do anything about the afterlife. Tanos, listen to me! We need to fix the afterlife, and stop that army. If we do, the ghosts stop their war and live in peace, and we all have somewhere to go when  we  die! Why are you being so fucking difficult?” 
 He threw up his arms. “I don’t know, because ghosts possessed or killed almost everyone I ever knew, after which you abandoned me?” 
 Sam spat back at him. “If you’d died and spent centuries in that fucking hell, you wouldn’t think it was so simple. We’re trying to escape the mess you living people put us in! And once we’re able to walk freely in this world, we’ll try to fix it. It’s a necessary sacrifice! I remember the time before the Ghost War, and things were better! We were… getting used to it. I was almost happy, damn it! It was your fucking coders and outers who came along and messed it up.” 
 Zhilik flatted his ears, but Ada also saw the academic curiosity sparked by the words. “What do you remember of the Ghost War?” 
 Sam shrugged his shoulders, shaking his head with the look of someone who didn’t want to talk about it. “It was the Starshadow and that fucking cult that started the Ghost War. Hell, most of the dead and a lot of the spirits fought back! We tried to stop them from the inside. The living didn’t fucking care, though, eh? You split the dead from the thousand worlds and ruined the afterlife in the process..” 
 Ada frowned. “Wait, what’s the Starshadow? What cult?” 
 “Some twisted spirit convinced a few religious freaks they needed to reclaim real bodies and live in the real world, because the afterlife was an illusion. It broke some kind of barrier, made the first ghosts. Most people thought it was crazy. Why would we want to leave? Sure, it wasn’t strictly real stuff you were touching, but the thousand worlds had real people, real feelings, real lives. There was never a reason to steal bodies! We never asked for this, but then everything got taken away. What choice do we have now?” 
 Ada saw rage and pain carved into Sam’s face, and it wasn’t hard to imagine why. One day, much as she might not like to think about it, she would die - and if the afterlife she arrived into was a mad world devoid of reason or comfort, she would be really fucking angry. Angry enough to destroy human lives? Probably. She had killed for less, and it didn’t keep her up at night. Would knowing their minds vanished entirely change things? 
 “What happened to the Starshadow?” 
 Sam flapped his hand. “One of us hunted and killed it, not long before the living split the afterlife from the thousand worlds. Stalked it and learned all about it, for months, to get close enough and smart enough to finish it off. A lot of us fought alongside him. We thought he was a hero, thought he’d ended the war. Turns out that didn’t matter out here. Fucked us over anyway.” 
 Ada looked at her own hands, real skin and bone and blood. An afterlife where, after death, she could continue to feel exactly the same way, without further death or aging. That notion stood in sharp contrast to the black and white hell she had seen around the ghosts in the firelit village east of Glass Peaks. “Coders and outers destroyed the afterlife.” 
 Zhilik flatted his ears again, protesting. “We did our best with the knowledge we had.” 
 “It’s not  your  fault, but when your ancestors’ best destroys worlds and you still hold their power and knowledge, I’d say the responsibility falls to you. And me - same damned story. Sam, you’re not even the same damned ghosts as last time, right? You don’t want bodies -” 
 “Of course we want bodies.” Sam pointed behind himself. “Anything is better than being stuck in there. I don’t want to go back.” 
 “But possessing bodies isn’t your core goal. You just don’t want to suffer, and you’re willing to possess to avoid it.” 
 Sam threw up his hands. “If you’re feeling generous, sure. That’s why I joined. That’s why everyone I know joined. We want to live again, the way the afterlife was meant to be - and the truth is, unless someone fixes it, we’re going to have to keep taking new bodies as these ones age and die. The Master has been talking about farms. If we just let ourselves die again… We can’t. It’s indescribable.” 
 Ada blinked in horror. “Farms? As in,  human farms? ” 
 “Yes. So that we never need to go back into the afterlife until it’s restored - if that ever happens.” 
 Ada clenched her fists at the thought of it. It made a horrible, disgusting kind of sense. Sam was already beaten, bloodied, bruised - but he stood there, an emissary for the monstrous rage of his people. A monstrous rage she knew she might be all too happy to feel herself, if she were denied an afterlife. 
 She lashed out, struck him across the face and sending him down to the ground. 
 Tanos spat. “And you want to  work  with these things? They’re insane!” 
 Ada breathed heavily, heart pounding. She had to work with them. She had to. She had no choice. Sam wasn’t even looking back at her. He was staring into nothingness, head lying on the ground, drooling out blood. “Yes.” 
 Tanos blinked. “What?” 
 “Yes, I want to work with them.” 
 “Are you serious?” 
 She turned on Tanos. 
 “If I don’t work with them, I’ll either fade into nothing after death, or I’ll  become them . And I don’t want to do that. You don’t want to do that, either of you.” 
 Tanos gritted his teeth, but Zhilik piped up a correction. “My people do not partake in your afterlife. It was only built for you. We await only darkness after death.” 
 That revelation hit Ada like a rock, and she sputtered. “Well, that’s just... completely fucking horrifying, Zhilik. I don’t even… Look, I don’t even know how we could possibly get you into the afterlife after you die. I wish I could, but right now, this is the problem I can fix, at least for some of us.” 
 Tanos’ arms were tense. “So that’s it, then? We’re working with the ghosts?” 
 “If you want to become a ghost like the rest of them when you die someday, you can fuck right off. Is that what you want? To become a body-thieving soul-killer?” 
 Tanos pursed his lips. “Of course not.” 
 “To be fair, Ada, you’ve murdered your fair share.” Sam raised an eyebrow. “You blew away the Mayor of Hive pretty damn casually.” 
 Zhilik and Tanos both looked at her blankly. Gods, this was getting far too difficult. Zhilik flatted his ears again, looking nervous. “Killing the Mayor may destabilize the city, leading more of the inhabitants to fight the ghosts.” 
 “He was in my way, and he was an asshole.” She could see Zhilik curl his nose, though, and knew he thought this was a strategic mistake. Maybe he was right. 
 Sam grimaced but said nothing, instead scratching furiously at his beard. Gods, why did he keep doing that? She grunted. 
 “All right - Zhilik, Tanos, I don’t want you two getting closer to the ghosts than necessary. I’ve got Cherry and the gods watching my back, but you two don’t.” 
 Sam coughed. “We can’t actually steal an outer’s body. It doesn’t work like that. Only human-like brains are vulnerable. Hell, I don’t even think outers actually appear in the walk, though don’t ask me where they go.” 
 “Fine, but Tanos is still vulnerable. Damn it, Tanos, you’re not even supposed to be here!” 
 He looked furious. “Ada, you can’t just keep dumping me in the middle of the woods! I want to help. Hell, I  did  help! I helped get you into that tower in Hive! You can’t just keep telling me to go away!” 
 Ada felt a pang of guilt for that. It was true, he was not entirely useless - but making her worry would more than outbalance all the other things he might be able to do. She wanted to have to worry about as few people as humanly possible. “I don’t want you getting killed!” 
 “What do you even care? I’m disposable to you anyway, might as well drag me along into the wolves’ den.” 
 “That’s not true!” 
 “Really? Me waking up alone in some fishing village says otherwise!” 
 She was about to shout back at him when Zhilik raised his hands. “Ada, Tanos and I can remain in Hive. We can figure out what is happening there, send you information. It would be safer and easier for all of us.” 
 Ada looked at Tanos, his desperate anger unsatisfied. She nodded. “Fine. Do it. Stay away from the woods, from the armies. I’ll keep in touch with your communicator, okay?” 
 Tanos stormed off to the hauler, huffing and cursing under his breath. Fine. He could do whatever he wanted. Zhilik sighed deeply and nodded. “We will keep in touch. Stay safe, Ada.” 
 “You too,  Zhilik . Get going.” 
 The outer turned away as well, and she turned back to Cherry, with Sam standing awkwardly next to it, picking at his beard. She shook her head, resigned to have to deal with his tics. “Ghost, come on. Let’s find this Master of yours and talk some sense into him.” 
 “I think you mean present him with a deal. We’re plenty sensible already.” 
 “Sure. Right. Come on, sit down at the bottom of the cockpit.” 
 “Like a dog.” Sam grumbled as he followed Ada into the ship. 
 “Well you’re basically a dog, aren’t you? Isn’t that why you keep scratching at your beard? Or what do you have, lice?” 
 He scoffed as he clambered in after her. “No, it just feels weird.” 
 Ada settled into the seat, laying her bare hands on the control grooves. It was already calming to know she was back in her ship. “Right. You said it’s been awhile since you, er, died, right?” 
 “Longer than I bet you can imagine.” 
 “I can imagine plenty. You'd be surprised.” 
 “I doubt that, honestly.” 
 She frowned, searching her memory, feeling tension ease away as she melded with the ship. She lifted Cherry up into the air, fins folding up and away from the ground. As the ship rose, her mind trailed back through memories of Sam’s words. 
 “When you told me that the ghosts would stop fighting if I fixed the afterlife, you told me you would kill yourself all over again.” 
 Sam’s response was remarkably neutral. “Yeah.” 
 “So… you killed yourself. The first time.” 
 “Congratulations, you know words.” 
 Ada bit her lip, lifting Cherry above the treetops. “Can I ask why?” 
 “Not like I can stop you. Honestly, though, it’s been so damned long I barely remember.” 
 “I’m not sure I believe that.” 
 Sam’s voice curled. “Not exactly sensitive, are you? Somebody tells you they killed themselves and what, you push for an explanation? Why do I owe you an answer?” 
 Ada was struck by the sudden hostility, but it only took her a second to realise that she would probably have been much less kind herself if the roles were reversed. She sighed. “I, uh, I mean if you ghosts are all dead, asking how you died must just be like asking where you’re from, right? That’s kind of what I thought.” 
 “It’s really not.” 
 She felt a flush of embarrassment across her cheeks. “Sorry.” 
 Sam sighed. “I mean, if I killed myself, I was obviously unhappy. I felt alone, nobody gave a damn, blah blah blah. Jumped off a building, died, the afterlife wasn’t much better, then it got a whole lot worse and I became... this monster. Curiosity sated? Any more questions?” 
 Ada did have another question. “Yeah, actually, why do you keep scratching your damned beard?” 
 “Seriously? That’s what you’re asking me now? I told you, it feels weird as fuck.” 
 “But it’s just a beard. Lots of people have them, especially men.” 
 “I never did, though.” 
 Ada frowned, the ship floating above the treetops. “But you were alive once.” 
 “Yeah. Still no beard.” 
 There was something more to that, something Ada wasn’t understanding. “Did you die too young?” 
 Sam grabbed his head with his hands. “Okay, Ada. Here’s a hint. My full name is Samantha.” 
 Samantha. A strange name, one Ada had never quite heard before - but it wasn’t totally unfamiliar. It sounded like Samtha, and Ada had known someone with that name once. 
 A woman. 
 “Oh. Oh, you were a girl.” 
 “Congratulations, genius.” 
 She looked down at the scruffy face, the deep voice. She had misgendered more fluid folks once or twice before, but this was an entirely different situation. What was it like, to be Sam? “So, um, what's it like for them? For you, now?” 
 “Trust me, the novelty wears off real fast. It’s weird. I miss the way I was before.” 
 Ada hummed. “So why don’t you go to a geneforge?” 
 Sam laughed. “We’re fighting a fucking war, Ada. And the geneforge that used to be in Glass Peaks is long gone. I don’t have time for a three-week hike into the wilderness to search for and reach the nearest surviving one.” 
 “But you said you miss the way it was.” 
 “Yeah, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 “Yes there is.” She scowled. “That’s why the ancients built the geneforges - so people could have the bodies they wanted to have.” 
 “And I don’t even know where the nearest -” 
 Ada shook her head. “There’s one somewhere east of the Institute, one of my classmates went. Cherry? There’s a geneforge out there, right?” 
 The ship’s response was quick - and out loud, for both of them to hear. “ Geneforge  is not a term I am familiar with.” 
 “It’s a place people go to have their bodies changed.” 
 “Noted. A facility matching your description exists at Halcyon, in the eastern half of the mountain range. It is approximately one hour away.” 
 Ada took a deep breath. Sam was a ghost - a body-thief, a destroyer, a monster. But Ada thought of what it would be like to lose her own body, to have to make do with someone else’s, and the thought did not appeal to her at all. She would not want to feel like a beggar, like someone who had to just make do. 
 The ancients had created incredible wonders of technology - and they had done so in order to solve problems like this. To give everyone the body they needed. That power was there, at her fingertips, ready to be put into service. 
 “Cherry, show me how to get to the geneforge at Halcyon.” 
 Sam sounded startled. “Wait, what?” 
 “I’m taking you to be reforged.” 
 “I - Ada, why -” 
 “Because the power of the ancients exists to give us the lives we want to live. It’s there. Sam, you’re a ghost riding a corpse right now. Being human means becoming more than you are, and the geneforge can help you do that. I'm here because I want us to have power over our lives, and that can't happen if you're not in control of your body.” 
 “What do you care? Is this some kind of twisted guilt thing?” 
 What  did  she care? Ada thought about it even as she flew Cherry over the treetops, towards the mountains in the north-east. She had been lost and ignorant, and suddenly she had seen the words of the ancients, read their voices in their relics, and she had felt… more. She was becoming what she needed to be. She didn’t know what it was like for her body to spite her, but she knew that, now, she was more than just an angry heretic. 
 “I care because I’m here to fix things. I’m here to fix the afterlife, and our whole broken world - but those are big. Those are huge. Right now I have the power to help you, to put the ancients’ technology to use to improve at least one life. That’s… I haven’t been doing a lot of fixing yet. I need to start somewhere. Yeah, maybe it’s guilt about my having not saved the world yet. So what?” 
 “I’m touched.” Sam sounded sarcastic, but there was a touch of vulnerability in that sarcasm. “So we’re flying to a geneforge?” 
 “You bet. The ghosts can wait - if they get themselves killed in the meantime I’ll just have Cherry hold off the human army. I’m sure we can manage either way.” 
 “What about all the other ghosts who’ve got the wrong body?” 
 Ada bit her lip. What about them, indeed? She couldn’t shuttle hundreds of them to the geneforge one at a time. Well, she could, but she had better things to do. 
 Should she even be helping Sam? Did that establish some kind of precedent? Fuck it. She would do what she wanted to do, and if that meant giving any other ghosts expectations and crushing them immediately, she was fine with that. This was the right thing to do now, and the right thing to do afterwards was go on with her mission. 
 “There will be plenty of time to lead them to geneforges after the fighting is over and Elysium is fixed. After we have our afterlife again. After I’ve fixed my ancestors’ fuckups. Now quiet for a minute.” 
 As Ada cruised towards the mountains, Hive receding behind them, watching forests grow scragglier and more sparse in the higher altitudes, she reached out with her mind for Zhilik’s communicator.  Zhilik, are you there? 
 Yes, Ada. We are headed back to Hive now. 
 She nodded absently.  Good. How’s Tanos? 
 There was a pause, and she could feel the two exchanging glances before Zhilik’s voice came back through the transmission.  Unhappy. 
 That’s fine. I get it. Just keep out of trouble, both of you. 
 We will. Do the same. 
 Sure.  She smiled, though. She couldn’t really keep out of trouble; as the senior coders at the Institute had told her, again and again, she  was  trouble. Hopefully a geneforge was a fairly harmless place to be, at least. 
 Sam sighed. “Well, I guess I appreciate not being tied up anymore, at least.” 
 Ada smirked, though Sam couldn’t see her. “Be nice, and it won’t happen again.” 
 “What if I’m very,  very  nice?” 
 Ada blinked for a moment. “Yeah, no. Let’s not go there.” 
 As Cherry zipped over the mountains, reaching the great valley nestled in the middle of the mountain range, Ada looked out the cockpit and into the vague, shadowy world below. Somewhere down there was the Institute. She knew it was there, and she once thought she recognized it, briefly, a set of squarish buildings illuminated in the dark near a long, skinny lake. She couldn’t make out much, though - certainly not the courtyard of cherry trees. The only thing she really wanted to see again. 
 She could always go back for a closer look. 
 In fact, if she wanted to, she could swoop in with her ship and blow the entire Institute to the ground. She could destroy everything that they stood for, all the rituals and rules and prejudices and superstitions that had punished her and held her back for years. They would regret underestimating her, casting her out like a heretic. 
 Ada smiled at the thought, but it was a bittersweet smile. They weren’t all bad. Not quite all of them. So she kept on her path, looking instead to the dark horizon, her mind drifting for a while. She focused on the sensations of the ship, and her mind grew empty except for Cherry’s twitching and turning in the air. 
 “Why don’t you spent  all  your time flying?” 
 Sam’s sudden question broke her concentration, but it resonated, too. “You know, I might, if I wasn’t needed elsewhere. But flying gives you perspective. Up in space - looking down on Earth - you… realize things.” 
 “What things?” 
 She wondered just how to say it. “The world, and everything we’ve ever known, is so small. It fits into the blink of an eye. It’s a wet grain of sand in the dark. And yet here we are, fighting and bickering over petty things when we have so much potential for greatness. It’s shameful. This planet… I was about to leave, you know. But this world is our cradle, now as ever, and I couldn’t just let it become our grave.” 
 She brought the ship higher into the atmosphere, the mountains just a dark, textured, rumpled blanket of snow beneath them as they cruised eastwards. They were almost there. Sam nodded, looking out on the world below. “So you came back down from the heavens to save the world.” 
 Ada considered it. 
 “The ancestors that came before us, humans and monkeys and rats and whatever else… with their births, lives, and deaths, they’ve worn flat dirt paths into the world, and we keep following those paths. I came down from the heavens to make sure that we can step off the path if we so choose. So that when we do save the world, we don’t do it because it’s the only path we have - we do it because doing so makes us great.” 
 “You're so full of yourself.” 
 Ada smiled. “I’ve never been one to settle for small ambitions. We’re coming up on the geneforge now, by the way. You ready?” 
 Sam sighed. “I don’t know. What if it’s just another body, in the end?” 
 Ada tilted her head a little, wondering. She had never thought of it like that. Just another body? Well, for a ghost that might be a more familiar feeling. “Then at least you'll know there’s no escaping the discomfort. You’ll know you have to face it some other way.” 
 As she maneuvered the ship closer to their destination, an indicator appeared in her vision telling her exactly where the geneforge was located, down on the edge of another long, narrow lake. She approached it in the dark, circling the building once to check. It was a set of low rectangle, fires simple braziers and torches burning on the rooftops. Cherry’s scanning revealed only a single person inside. Ada disengaged the ship’s camouflage, settling down in front of the building, fins positioned delicately on the ground even as the cockpit cover retracted. She stepped out and helped Sam onto the ground. 
 “Come on, Sam, let’s see what they can do for you.” 
 Even as they turned towards the building, an old man was stepping out of the building. He was clad in grey robes, his hair gone and his skin’s dark brown veering a little greyer. The old man squinted at the ship in amusement, and raised a hand in greeting. 
 “Hello there, strangers. Many take weeks to reach this place, but I rather suspect the gods have granted you a much faster journey.” 
 Ada smiled, and shoved the ghost forward. “My friend here wants to use the geneforge. Come on, Sam - make that body yours.” 
 Sam still looked a bit dazed, but followed the old man to the building. When they reached the threshold, though, the old tender turned to Ada and shook his head. 
 “If you’re not going to use the geneforge, then you cannot enter. Transformation is a journey, not a spectacle.” 
 Ada blinked, and almost rose to defend her curiosity, but she saw lines etched into Sam's face that she didn't want to dig deeper. “I - um, okay, sure. I’ll wait. How long?” 
 The old man looked at Sam, and shrugged. “Depends on what he wants.” 
 Sam cleared her throat. “What  she  wants.” 
 The man smiled. “Ah, I see.” He took Sam’s shoulder. “Come with me, then, young lady.” 
 They disappeared into the building, leaving Ada out in the night. She stepped away from the door, looking across the walls, and noticed ancient writing there, scrawled above the archway-shaped door on two lines. Words that no human but her could read anymore. She gave them life in a whisper, under her breath. 
 “The lives we live need not be the lives we were given.” 
  
 Chapter 9 
 T he army left Hive in the morning, having clearly swollen in the meantime. Looking at all the newcomers, Isavel wondered whether the watchers of Hive’s weaveries had paused to consider why they were being told to make so many turquoise armbands. She could only hope they had worked fast enough. 
 They walked all day, heading north along the road to Glass Peaks. As the previous night’s events flickered through her mind, Isavel couldn’t help but wonder what the hell was going on. Somebody had broken into the Mayor’s home, killed him and found the location of the ancient shrine, but spared his son. It seemed it might be Ada, but why? 
 If Ada really was an angel, perhaps the answer was simple - she had done the gods’ work. Kill the Mayor, who stood in Isavel’s way. Unlock the secrets of the Mayor’s artifacts, which Isavel might not have known how to do. Leave a power vacuum in Hive, so that many hundreds would follow her army against the ghosts. 
 It didn’t make the most robust kind of sense, but it was all she had. 
 Walking here, at this pace, the questions nagged at her. She wasn't doing anything in the midst of the throng except growing restless. She wanted to act, to accomplish something, but she didn't feel comfortable simply running off ahead of everyone either. 
 By the time the sun and the army had slowed down for the final hours of the day, she had made up her mind. Her party, if she could still call it that, was nearby. Sorn, Marea, and Rodan followed her wherever she went, though they felt more and more like an entourage at times. Zoa and Ren, much younger and more relatable than amicable old Tan, were not much further. She turned to them all and beckoned them closer, and they picked up the pace, coalescing around her with attentive expressions. 
 “I want you to wait here for me for a minute. I might need your help.” 
 They didn’t even bother nodding, as though her word was enough. Was it? She shook her head, jogging through the moving army towards the nearest of the ancient haulers. One of them was for transporting Mother Jera and Elder Tan, but as the two elderly leaders in the army, it would be unfair to expect them to surrender it. The other one, though, was carrying a few guards, younger and stronger than the elders, and Isavel felt no compunctions about asking them for it. 
 When she reached it, to her utter lack of surprise, she found Dendre Han sitting on the flatbed. He stared at her approach with only the briefest flicker of exasperation, and she found herself grinning. He was one of the few people, here, who dared to express any negativity towards her. One of the few people, as far as she was concerned, who was being completely forthright. 
 “Dendre! Remember how much I love scouting?” 
 He blinked. “Gods, girl, you want to set the woods on fire again? You don’t need my permission for that. Not like I could stop you.” 
 She nodded. “You’re right, but I  do  want this hauler.” 
 He looked down at his own feet. “Of course you’d take mine. My horse won’t be happy.” 
 “Your horse will do just fine. Feel like giving it up?” 
 He grumbled, but gestured to the other guards to get off - an order they had looked ready for since she had arrived. He slapped the back of the pilot’s cabin, and the hauler slowed and stilled, the army continuing to move around it. Isavel turned to her friends, who were watching and waiting several meters away, and beckoned them over. 
 Dendre hopped off the hauler and pointed at the cabin. “I’d rather not send my pilot out with you. I think this is a terrible idea.” 
 Isavel grinned, watching the pilot step out warily onto solid ground. “You think  I’m  a terrible idea, Bulwark. Keep your pilot, then.” 
 “You said it, not me.” Dendre turned to leave, and crossed paths with Sorn and Rodan, and the others behind them. “So you’re the ones going out to risk your necks with the Herald, eh? Good luck to you all.” 
 As he walked away, Sorn looked at her. “Wait, what? Isavel, what are we doing?” 
 She pointed to the head of the army. “We’re going out to scout - I need to stretch my legs a bit, and this army feels slow.” 
 He was shaking his head, though. “Isavel, you can’t put yourself at risk like that. Wouldn’t it be better to send regular scouts to do the job?” 
 She frowned, tilting her head. There was something about his tone, something counselling and advising, that she didn’t like. It felt too formal. “I can’t? What do you mean? I can do whatever I want, and this isn’t strictly about scouting - it’s about feeling progress.” 
 “It’s just - you could make yourself a target. They must know you by now.” 
 “We’re on a hauler that moves faster than anyone can run. We’ll be fine.” 
 Sorn pursed his lips, looking around at the others. His eyes briefly met with Marea’s, and he turned towards Zoa and Ren with a sigh. “The coders are useless in a fight - I’ll get them some guns.” 
 Ren shrugged and Zoa nodded in agreement. Sorn stalked off, and Isavel was left to stare after him. She turned back to the coders, who hadn’t known her for as long - and who would, certainly, be more at risk in a fight. “You two want to pilot the hauler? I’m sure you’re better with ancient relics than the rest of us.” 
 They exchanged nervous glances, but Zoa nodded and pointed at the cabin, looking at her brother. “Come on, there could be new code in there!” 
 That musing seemed to light him up, and they clambered into the inert hauler, leaving Isavel with Rodan and Marea. Rodan, she noted, only belatedly pulled his eyes off of Zoa as she entered the hauler. Isavel cleared her throat and pointed off in Sorn’s direction. “What was that all about?” 
 Rodan glanced over to Sorn and shrugged. Marea bit her lip, but spoke up nonetheless, in her native language as she often did. “Sorn is worried you don’t understand your importance. Don’t be too hard on him, especially when he can’t talk back.” 
 Isavel blinked. She could barely comprehend what Marea meant - had she come across as… ordering him around? How could that possibly be? They were intimately close - he should always be able to talk back. She might have told him off for telling her what she couldn’t do, but surely he should understand that was a retort, not a dismissal. 
 She rubbed her temple and sighed. “He needs to relax. This isn’t that big a deal.” 
 The hauler hummed to life, and Isavel heard Zoa swear gently from inside the cabin. She peered inside the cabin to look at the coders. 
 “Zoa? Are you okay?” 
 Zoa’s hands were clasping a pair of sticks alongside her seat, and she was looking ahead with a look of intense concentration. “Um… it’s weird. Really weird.” The hauler slid forwards a little, then back alongside Isavel. “I’m not sure I like it, but I’ll get used to it. It’s… kind of like the thing already knows how to pilot itself, and it’s helping me. It’s hard to explain.” 
 Ren looked amused, glancing between his sister and dark code embedded in the front of the cabin. 
 Isavel wondered at that - the machine might know how to pilot itself. It was said the gifts knew how to work themselves, too, and showed the gifted directly. She looked at her hands, at the ripples of colour and texture she could call up across it with a simple thought. Given how easily the gifts had come to her, she could believe it. 
 Sorn returned soon with a pair of guns in his arms, eyes on the ground, so Isabel nodded to the coder siblings. “If you think you can pilot it, I guess we’re ready to go.” She turned to the others. “Come on, hop on the back.” 
 Sorn tossed the guns into the cabin, and while Zoa caught hers easily, Ren, too busy examining the code on the inside of the cabin, barely reacted as the weapon knocked into his shoulder. Zoa punched him on the leg. “Pick up your gun, Ren!” 
 Isavel left the coder siblings to their business as she and the others climbed on the hauler’s flatbed. With Rodan, Sorn, and Marea all here, she almost felt like she had before this Saint Herald business - one person in a small party of adventurers. It was a nice feeling, less ungainly. She called up front. “Okay, Zoa, take us forward so we can -” 
 “Saint Isavel!”  
 She turned around to see Hail Sen, guard uniform still marking her out as from Hive despite the new turquoise band around her arm. Hail was looking up at her somewhat nervously. “Hail?” 
 “Saint Herald, may I accompany you? I would like to protect you.” 
 Isavel blinked. She looked back at the others, but their expressions betrayed no emotion, only patient anticipation of her own reaction. She realized in that moment she was still standing tall, and sat down alongside the rest of them. 
 She bit her lip, wondering how to proceed; she didn’t want this to become a regular occurrence, lest the entire army refuse to ever leave her side. Still, she liked Hail. She reached out to help the hunter climb onto the skid. “Sure, I’m flattered. Normally I’d prefer to keep this party as small as possible, but since we know each other, I accept.” 
 Hail smiled, but it was a shy smile - too shy given how much they had shared of each other’s stories the night before. They should be past judgement of one another. 
 As Hail climbed onto the hauler, Isavel’s gifted ears heard Sorn whisper something to Marea. “Who’s that?” 
 Isavel turned around without missing a beat, and answered. “This is Hail Sen, a hunter and Hive guard I traded favours with yesterday.” 
 Sorn nodded sheepishly, as though he didn't know he should have just asked her. She turned back to Hail, who was glancing at the others with some measure of awe. “Are these your best soldiers?” 
 Isavel looked at them. “No, they’re my friends.” She paused a beat, and then horror exploded in her mind and she scrambled to correct herself. “Uh, I mean - they’re excellent fighters! Of course they are. But that’s not why they’re here.” 
 Rodan grinned broadly. “I’m touched by your kindness.” He turned his grin on Hail, then. “Hail, right? So, you and Isavel… traded favours last night?” 
 Hail blanched a bit, and Isavel rolled her eyes at him. “Come on, Rodan.” 
 He shrugged it off and patted the space next to him. “You can sit here; it's further from the ledge.” 
 Something in Hail’s expression grew colder. “Thank you, but ledges don’t scare me.” 
 Isavel smirked - Hail had no interest in Rodan’s smiles. She slapped the pilot’s cabin and called out again. “Zoa? Take us ahead to the leading drone. I want to talk to the Mayor.” 
 “Sure thing.” 
 The hauler accelerated smoothly, and Isavel was surprised at just how well Zoa was doing with it. Of course Zoa had said the vehicle knew how to pilot itself already, but Isavel felt there must be some contribution on Zoa’s part. 
 It wasn’t long before they reached the drone that was leading the army along, low-flying and well within speaking range. As the hauler slowed down to skim alongside it, Isavel stood up and addressed the young Mayor. “Mayor Aren?” 
 After a moment, the child’s voice buzzed back through the drone. “Hi Isavel.” 
 “Aren, can you make this drone lead me and my friends ahead, and get another drone to lead the army?” 
 “Sure, yeah. Jari says I shouldn’t stay up too late though. Maybe before bedtime you can tell me if you want anything else from the drones.” 
 Isavel grinned; it was adorable, and ridiculous, to have such a small child in command of a fleet of autonomous flying artifacts. “Sure thing, Aren. Thank you.” 
 “You’re welcome. Bye, Isavel!” 
 She giggled a bit; he seemed like such a nice boy. She wasn’t sure how that had happened, given his father’s personality. The drone was already picking up speed, and Zoa, perhaps a keen listener, was keeping pace. 
 As she sat down, she saw the others looking at her, and they all seemed a bit confused. It occurred to her that none of them had met Aren.  
 “Aren is the new Mayor. Still just a kid, but a nice one.” They nodded with understanding, but said nothing more on the subject. She didn’t want them to just sit here in silence the whole time, so she prodded them. “What did you think of the old Mayor?” 
 The shrugging was unanimous, and Sorn elaborated. “I didn’t really meet him. Didn’t get much chance to talk to the higher-ups besides you.” 
 Higher-ups? And he included her in that count? It was not unreasonable, she supposed, but… something about the comment felt wrong. What was going on? Maybe Rodan could help, as the least serious of the bunch. 
 “Fair enough, I guess. So, Rodan, you’ve never told me where you’re from.” 
 His eyes widened a bit in surprise, glancing off into the woods. “Oh, er, I don’t really know.” 
 Sorn snickered. “Oh great,  this  again.” 
 “It’s true!” 
 Isavel saw her own confusion reflected in Marea and Hail, neither of whom had heard any such story before. “What do you mean, you don’t know?” 
 Rodan sighed. “Well, I was born in some village somewhere in the mountains, south of here. People talked about Fogpoint and Hive and Angelos, but I don’t remember what was closest. One day I wound up tied up in the back of a horse-drawn carriage for a few days days under bags of wool, or maybe it was cotton. By the time someone picked the bags up and found me, I had no idea how to get back home or where home even was. I think i must have gotten dehydrated or something, because my head really hurt and I'd forgotten a lot. And I was so gods-damned thirsty, you have no idea.” 
 Isavel gaped. “A few  days? ” 
 “I was  really  pissed off.” 
 Hail ventured the obvious question. “You just  wound up  tied up? How? Who?” 
 “I still can’t remember her name. I think she just forgot about me there or something. I don’t really know what happened - I just remember she was pretty.” 
 After a second of piecing together the implications, Marea was struck by a sudden fit of laughter, and the group managed to slip into more relaxed conversation. As the hauler followed the drone across open terrain and into the woods, Isavel sat back, quiet, and enjoyed the rush of summer air on her skin. If she spoke things might turn serious, so she didn’t, listening instead to the kind of loose conversation she hoped she might one day be able to have again. 
 It wasn’t long into the woods that, with a tingle in her peripheral vision, Isavel spotted the dragon. 
 “Shit - dragon!” Her hexagonal shield bloomed to blue-white life on her arm, and the others spun around to look, but even in that moment dragonfire crashed through the canopy, narrowly missing the hauler. Gods only knew what would happen if the dragon didn’t miss. 
 “Zoa, stop driving!” 
 The hauler shuddered to a quick stop as more dragonfire burst ahead of them. 
 “Everyone off! Spread out, take cover!” 
 They did. The coder twins bolted from the cabin and ran away from the dragon as far as they dared before ducking behind a rock. The dragon fired another shot, but it slid through the air slow enough for Isavel to jump out of the way, and as she ducked she saw Sorn pull Marea into cover behind a tree. Rodan was closer to Isavel, alone and unable to provide them any cover, and Hail was a bit further away. 
 “Rodan, shield Sorn and get him to different cover - we need to spread out!” 
 Rodan nodded and ran to Sorn, who looked reluctant to abandon Marea, but he still did as told. As ordered. Hail cowered behind a rock, having surely never seen a dragon before. Her eyes were still fixed on Isavel, though and though she tried to put on a stoic face, her eyes betrayed her fear and surprise. 
 “Hail, tell Ren and Zoa to get the hauler away! Everybody, start firing!” 
 The hauler started moving again as the dragonfire rained down near them, and everyone moved around to keep cover between the dragon and themselves, hunters firing at the dragon if they could. Their shots struck its shield harmlessly, though it did draw its attention. The dragon dropped down onto one of the fir trees, clawing at the bark as it descended, belching crackling clouds of golden-red hexagons down at the humans. Needles and splinters of old redwood showered down underneath it. It took another step down the tree, and gave Isavel an idea. 
 She raised her shield and darted over to Hail’s rock, narrowly missing dragonfire as she ran. “Hail! You’re behind Marea here, we need to spread out. Come on, I’ll cover you.” 
 “I - it’s a dragon!” 
 Isavel laid her hand on Hail’s shoulder. “It’s okay. Just stay behind cover. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 Hail’s eyes were wide but she nodded, mashing down that fear with some inner strength. Isavel raised her shield and guided Hail to another rock face, and now the dragon was being attacked by three hunters, from three directions, forced to split its attention. Hunterfire glittered through the trees as dragonfire split the ground next to their cover each time they ducked out to try for a shot. 
 Isavel started pulling off her white tunic. “Hail - stay safe, run if you need to.” 
 Hail briefly widened her eyes before turning to shoot out at the dragon again. With the pathfinder’s brace matching the woods more closely, and her skin shifting to meld into the environment, Isavel was ready. There was little she could do for her tousled brown hair except be thankful she hadn’t been born with it blond or blue. As Hail and the other hunters opened fire in tandem, and Rodan darted between cover with his shield as a distraction, Isavel made her move. 
 She kept her head low, creeping through the ferns and logs and the rest of the forest floor, making her way towards the dragon’s tree. In its confidence in its own shields, it didn’t seem to feel the need to move much. 
 Then it stopped climbing down, and Isavel swore under her breath. The shield was still a meter or or so from the ground, and the dragon didn’t seem intent on coming down much further. It wasn’t that stupid, apparently. She gritted her teeth, but did so with a bit of a smile - some challenges were meant to be overcome. 
 Behind the dragon’s tree she twisted the warrior’s gift a bit, calling up two short, cold daggers in her hands. She had used hot daggers to slid down a wall, once, but could she climb up a tree if she used them as spikes? Only one way to find out. She jammed one in the bark’s deep ridges and, with just a gentle hiss, it stuck. She reached up further with the next one, tested her weight, and started climbing. 
 She didn’t need to get very high, and good thing too - the dragon’s attempt to blast the others out of cover wasn’t going well, and it was growing fidgety. As soon as she was level with the dragon Isavel started climbing sideways, across the tree’s girth. 
 She slipped past the shield, and the dragon didn’t seem to notice. 
 She freed one palm from the climb, calling up a warrior’s shield on it, tensing and readying to release it. It was second nature to her, by now, to twist and weave her gifts. She kept her feet and other hand firmly against the trunk as she aimed for the dragon’s neck. 
 It spotted her just as she unleashed the blast, and moved. She missed the neck, but her shield still exploded into a bright white scream of light and electric noise. The dragon shrieked, flapping awkwardly in the air onto another tree where it turned to spit fire at her. In the split second before its golden-red roar, she saw one of its legs had become a shredded stump. 
 Then it the dragonfire came. She snapped up another shield, but she felt weak, and the impact jarred her enough to loosen her grip on the tree. She fell and crashed down into the underbrush with a painful thud, and a second blast of dragonfire came at her. She only barely hauled herself behind the tree in time. 
 Luckily, the dragon did not seem keen on continuing the fight. It took to the skies, roaring and howling as it went, heading north-east. Isavel heard footsteps approaching at a rush, but in the brief moment of privacy before they arrived, she allowed herself a smile. She needed to protect her people, her city, and in moments like these, haggard but victorious, she felt like she really was making good what the gods had given her. It was bloody and dangerous, and she would not have chosen this life herself, but it was still what she had been made for. 
 Then came the faces. Hail’s was first, looking starstruck and nervous. “Saint Herald, are you okay?” 
 Isavel hauled herself up into a sitting position, still feeling a bit drained. “I’m fine, I -” 
 “Isavel!” Sorn was shouting as he crossed the forest floor. “Isavel, are you okay?” 
 She pulled herself to her feet. At first she steadied herself against the tree, but she quickly realized she didn’t need it. Marea and Rodan were not far behind Sorn, and Zoa’s blue hair caught her eye in the distance, showing her the coder siblings picking their way over from the hauler. The dragon was fading away now, a flicker of darkness in the cracks between a thousand leaves, but they could all still hear its roaring. 
 At least everyone was alive. 
 Isavel’s mind suddenly cooled. Gods, it was good they were alive - they had been distracting the dragon. Inviting it to attack them, all so she could do what? Hack off one of its legs? She had used them as bait, without even thinking of it. It had come so naturally.  
 She sucked in air and backed off, looking down at her feet. Shame breathed down the back of her neck - if they sometimes treated her like she was a leader, was it because she treated them like they were her followers? Gods, she didn’t want leadership. She walked back to the hauler, where Zoa and Ren were nervously glancing at the skies, guns in hand. 
 “I’m sorry for putting you all in danger.” 
 The words registered on the faces of those around her, but not in the way she expected. They seemed… confused, if anything, and Hail gave that confusion voice. “Saint Isavel, you attacked the dragon.” 
 “I didn’t accomplish much.” 
 Sorn shook his head. “You wounded it, chased it off.” 
 Wait, why wasn’t he complaining? This didn’t make any sense. “You think that was worth it?” 
 “Any kind of win against a dragon is impressive as far as I’m concerned.” Sorn nodded solemnly. “People just don’t fight dragons.” 
 “People don’t, eh?” 
 Gods, he just didn’t understand. Actually feeling the ripple of dragonfire on her shield, watching her shots fly, feeling her skin meld into the world around her - that felt  real , and it felt like victory in a way that plodding along with an army never could. She had to cling to that, now, because that was all she was. She clenched her fists, the thrones of her killing gifts, then relaxed them, grabbing Sorn’s jaw and pulling him closer. Her gifts itched, confused, as she stared into his eyes. 
 “So what, I’m not people? I’m people, trust me.” Her eyes flicked down to his lips and back up to his eyes. “I’ll have to remind you of that later.” 
 Then she shoved him away and pulled herself up, pointing back to the hauler. 
 “All right, then, if you like fighting dragons, let’s fucking fight dragons. Zoa? Get us ready to go. We’re tracking that thing down and killing it.” 
 Sorn stared at her in brief, arrested silence that was broken by Hail’s overly zealous enthusiasm. “Yes, Saint Herald!”  
 She even saluted, fist to shoulder, like some soldier in a play. It looked ridiculous, but Hail was the first back on the hauler as Zoa and Ren nervously got back into the cabin. The others followed suit as Isavel realized, in the foggy part of her brain that tried to be self-aware, that she was  angry . At the dragon, to be sure, but more than that. 
 Well, the dragon would have to bear the brunt of it. 
 She hopped up onto the hauler with the others. They were looking at her with a mixture of fear and awe. Maybe this was a privilege; any normal person would be called crazy for wanting to fight a dragon in the first place, but she was Saint Isavel, Herald of the Gods. She was not expected to fear what others feared. 
 She slammed her palm on the cabin. “Okay, Zoa, the dragon went north-east - hell, I can still hear it. Let’s move as fast -” 
 She frowned. Wait a minute, the roaring and wingbeats she was hearing… they were getting closer, not further. She looked up into the sky, peering through the dense needles of the canopy, and saw wings there. 
 Two sets of wings. 
 “Oh, shit, it’s coming back with a friend. There are two of them.” 
 Hail’s enthusiasm faltered again. “ Two  dragons?!” 
 She bit her lip. It was one thing to batter her angry muscles against a dragon, but two was more than she dared to handle. “All right, let’s get out of here.” 
 Zoa shouted something back that Isavel couldn’t hear, but her agreement was plain in the way the hauler suddenly thrummed to life, spun around, and headed right back the way it had come, dodging trees only barely enough to avoid a crash. Two dragons? This was worse than she had thought. 
 It also meant the ghosts were probably somewhere ahead of them. 
 As the hauler sped away and the dragons slowly caught up, she began to see them more clearly. To her distress, they  both  seemed to have all their limbs. Could dragons regrow limbs? She knew almost nothing about them. A few blasts of red-gold fire zipped into the trees, blackening trunks and soil around them and interrupting her thoughts. They had to go faster, but they couldn’t really - the dragons were gaining, and Isavel’s shield could only cover so much. 
 Could she shield them all, somehow? 
 She thought back to what little she knew of hunters, and something struck her. A travelling hunter had once shown her a dance, a slow and graceful thing where he turned his gift into something gentle and beautiful. Slow shots, drifting gently through the air and bursting harmlessly after a while into little flashes of light. 
 She was thrice gifted - surely, she could do one better. 
 Isavel closed her eyes, and reached into her gifts. The hunter’s gift could be slow and steady if she really forced it, and the warrior’s gift was powerful and protective. She could feel the threads taut next to each other, waiting to be woven. She could do this. 
 She pictured it, sculpted the shield-shot in the strange recesses of her mind that were home to her gifts. Two cultures and traditions, fused together to become something more than they ever could have been in isolation. It felt so natural, like they should never have been kept separate to begin with. 
 The shield in her hand was broad, and when she let it go into the sky above them, it tore energy from her - enough to weaken her, not enough to knock her out. They all watched as the white hexagon cruised into the sky and exploded above the canopy in front of the dragons, filling the air with slow, ponderous hexagons like so many shields. Dragonfire splashed against the floating shields but didn’t destroy them, and the shards blocked the dragons’ path, forcing them to swerve around, allowing the hauler to gain ground. 
 They were losing them, and the next time the dragons started to close she did the same thing, frustrating their attacks and their forward momentum. With a roar of frustration, the dragons turned and veered off, even as Isavel felt sweat starting to bead on her forehead, and her mind starting to swim. This was still too much exertion. 
 She collapsed back against the hauler’s cabin, and felt hands on her, checking and cushioning her. 
 “Food.” 
 Hail produced a ration and Isavel bit eagerly into it, tasting sweet fruit and dense nuts. Figs, almonds, walnuts, dates. Hail looked at her in awe, as though the mere act of her eating was a surprise. “How did you do that?” 
 Isavel wasn’t sure what she was talking about. How had she eaten? But Sorn glanced at Hail and her question. “She’s the Saint Herald - she can do all kinds of things.” 
 It wasn’t that far from the truth, at the very least. Her head slowed its swimming, the food settling comfortably in her stomach. 
 Zoa pushed the hauler out of the forest and back onto the more open road soon enough, and Isavel got back onto her knees, feeling better soon enough. People in the army spread out wide to let them pass, some even bowing when they made eye contact with Isavel, and it wasn’t long before they found their way back to Dendre and his guards. She was feeling her strength returning, now, and stepped off to meet the Bulwark’s eyes. 
 Dendre was smirking at her. “People saw flashes out there. Some hunter said he saw a dragon? Doesn’t sound like your mission was all that stealthy.” 
 Zoa and Ren stumbled out of the hauler cabin at that point, and Zoa briefly met Isavel’s eyes. The coder girl was red-cheeked and looked nervous, but when she realized Isavel was looking at her she smiled, letting out a tired sort of laugh. “Gods, Isavel, I guess you saved us out there didn’t you?” 
 Isavel smiled back, trying to bury the part of her that knew she had put them in danger first before pulling them back out. They either didn’t notice, didn’t care, or were too scared to bring it up - all unsettling possibilities. She turned back to Dendre. 
 “We met a dragon, I blasted the front leg off of it, and two more of them came after us. That means they have three dragons - which means we need more of Hive’s drones in the air, watching the skies. The ones with guns, too.” 
 Dendre’s smirk disappeared at the count of three dragons. “The ghosts can’t be far ahead, then. But we haven’t run into them, so either they’re about to approach us...” 
 He let the words trail off, but Isavel nodded. “Or they’re heading for the shrine too.” 
 Dendre scratched his beard. “If they know where it is, they must have spies.” 
 Isavel thought back to the scene in the Mayor’s home, to the fact that somebody - an angel, according to Aren - had already accessed information on the shrine before her. Of course it might have been Ada, but at this point, it might well have been a ghost instead. Ada wouldn’t have reason to share her information with the ghosts. 
 Still, the idea of spies seemed plausible enough that she didn’t debate him. “They might. We need to pick up the pace, or they’ll get there first. We can’t allow that.” 
 Dendre sighed. “I’ll get some real scouts together to see what they can find. In the meantime, Herald, keep poking dragons when you get the chance.” 
 She smirked despite herself at that, but when she turned to see the others, they didn’t look all that amused. If anything, they just stood there with anticipation, as though she were about to launch them off on some other mission. She was too tired for that, though, and the idea that the ghosts might somehow be connected to what had happened in the Mayor’s suite... 
 “I’m really glad none of you got hurt.” She glanced off into the army that was slowly marching past them. “I need to talk to Elder Tan right now - go off, relax, eat something.” 
 They started walking away, dismissed. Ren and Zoa were talking quietly and pointing to the hauler - hopefully because they were discussing the ancient relic, rather than how close they had come to death. Hail stood nearby, awkwardly shuffling around on her feet, while the others headed off together, drifting away in the press. 
 Back to whatever they had been doing before she took their time, and their safety, for herself. She felt the sting of that in her chest again, the surprising ease with which she had put them all in danger just to get a closer shot at a dragon. She needed to be careful - she didn’t want to become the person they seemed to assume she was, a Herald who would sacrifice anything for her cause. At her core, wasn’t she still just Isavel? 
 She moved through the army to the hauler where Elder Tan and Mother Jera were travelling, and hauled herself up. Venshi was there, too, that eyeless white face somehow staring at her intently. She sat next to Elder Tan, ignoring Glass Peaks’ religious representatives, and the elderly coder looked at her with a gentle smile. 
 “Elder Tan, I want to ask you something.” 
 “Yes?” 
 “The ghosts - it seems they know where the shrine is. The night the Mayor was attacked, somebody had broken into the Mayor’s home and found information on the shrine.” 
 Elder Tan was already frowning, nodding his head. “Ren told me earlier that you are familiar with Ada Liu, and that she was seen in the building last night.” 
 Isavel nodded. He seemed to be drawing his own conclusions. 
 “She is dangerous, and cannot be trusted. She would undo the very work of the gods, break it into pieces and destroy its value in the process. She tries to corrupt those around her - it would not surprise me if she somehow had a hand in this.” 
 “What, working with the ghosts?” 
 “Perhaps not, but who’s to say? She is reckless. She embraces mistakes and breaking rules. If she is entangling herself in this conflict, it would be no surprise to learn that her actions have somehow helped the enemy of all that is good.” 
 There was a dangerous glint in his eye, something angry. Like Ada herself might be one of the enemy. Isavel couldn’t imagine what Ada had done to these coders to inspire such dislike - yet Elder Tan was, well, her elder. To question him openly would be glaringly disrespectful, and she couldn’t afford to lose the confidence of her allies. “As you say, Elder.” 
 If she met Ada again, perhaps she should ask for her side of the story. 
 She looked past Elder Tan to Venshi, who was continuing to stare at her from the other side of the hauler’s flatbed. Venshi, who had been a servant of the temple in Glass Peaks for as long as anyone could remember. She did not retire - nor, it seemed, would Mother Jera, who was herself greying and rapidly approaching her final year. 
 Servants of the gods, it seemed, served until the end. Would Isavel be granted the luxury of retiring from their service, or would she be like them, a part of these things until the day she grew old and died again? 
 As night fell, the army settled into a camp - they did not want to risk clashing with the ghosts in the middle of the night on the move. Isavel had recovered already though, eating and resting on the hauler, and now she had energy she wanted to burn. She needed to remind herself that she was still just Isavel, at heart - still just a human. 
 Where was Sorn? She had told him, rather heatedly, that she wanted to see him. She should follow up on that. 
 She walked through the camp that had grown scattered out from the road into the woods beyond. Sorn usually camped with the guards of Glass Peaks, but even that was a large contingent in the army. As she approached, she heard the unmistakable sounds of nocturnal revelry. Laughing and drinking, to be sure, but the tents of the army were spread-out enough for more intimate ways of spending the night. With pathfinders and their ears about, people simply accepted they would be heard. 
 She cautiously put one foot in front of the other, walking along the edge of the area used by the Glass Peaks guards, until she heard an unmistakable voice. Sorn’s. 
 “I don’t know, I haven’t seen her. I don’t know what she wants from me.” 
 She froze. He was talking to someone else. 
 “She wants her lover.” That voice - it was Marea’s. 
 “But she’s the Saint Herald! I don’t get it. It’s like she doesn’t realise it. One minute she’s throwing me at a dragon and the next she wants me in her bed, and I just - I can’t stand it. This isn’t what I signed up for. I never realised she was going to turn into a - some kind of hero. It’s too much.” 
 Too much? Isavel felt anger well up inside her chest. What did he know of too much? He was talking like she wasn’t even a person - like she was something inconvenient, some wild bear crashing through the woods and ruining his day. And he couldn’t even talk to her? What was he doing here, anyway? 
 There was a short and soft wet sound, and Marea spoke again. “Shh. She’s not here. Don’t worry. Come here.” 
 More soft sounds. Kissing, rustling, quiet gasps. 
 The knot inside Isavel’s gut was punching the insides of her ribcage. 
 Of course. 
 The feeling radiated up her neck and into her jaw, and she clamped it shut, trying to burn and boil the feeling away. The heat and ash of it gathered in her fists, and she felt the ripple of energy coursing through her palms, a gift eager to be used. She caught herself, stepped back, bit down hard and suppressed it, eyes wide at what her hands were doing. He didn’t understand her - he didn’t care. He thought she was a burden, a duty, and now he was off cooling his frustrations with someone he could be himself with. 
 She could no longer escape this. This was it. Isavel knew, now, who she was in the eyes of others, and it was not the person she was in her own mind. She was their fearless commander, their dragon-fighting hero, their gods-blessed Saint Herald. She was no longer a lover, a companion, even a friend. She could expect no more honest warmth or intimacy - not from anyone who viewed her as their superior. 
 She turned and left. Hands flexing, lungs ragged. 
 So this was what she had become, then. Isavel the leader, not the friend. Isavel the Saint, the Herald, untouchable. 
 She left the camp, walked into the woods, breathing short and quick. Towards the ghosts and their fucking dragons. She had a duty to fight them, and that was all she was, it seemed. Nothing more. So she should fight them, get everything over with either way. 
 She had a duty. 
 She heard rustling and walking behind her, turned around. Hail stood there, not far behind her, looking caught. “Hail? What are you doing here?” 
 Hail froze for a second, then took a few steps closer. “Protecting you, Saint Herald. It’s my duty.” 
 Isavel looked at the hunter, softly glowing in the light of the ring and stars and moon. She was a pretty girl, golden hair and lightly bronzed skin, icy blue eyes glinting in the night. She was a murderer, broken by her past, her remains turned to sharp edges that were deeply stained with blood. She was lost and afraid, too confident in her faith and not confident enough in herself. Those icy eyes were home to some kind of kinship. Isavel stepped forward, put a hand around Hail’s cheek, and pulled her in, kissing her lips. 
 Hail tensed up immediately, briefly raising her hands as though in self-defense. Isavel let go, stared at the hunter’s face, and saw only flustered panic and confusion. Hail immediately started blabbering apologetically. 
 “I - I’m sorry, Herald - I don’t mean to -” 
 Isavel took a step back, eyes wide, gazing down at herself. Her heart was pounding, and she was shaking. What was she  doing? 
 “I thought… I’m sorry, Hail.” She took another step back, her legs shaking. “Of course not.” 
 Hail looked even more terrified. “It’s not - it’s - Herald - I’m just - you’re… How could I possibly… you’re an - an  angel  -” 
 Isavel felt something drowning her heart and her brain, a sloshing river of panic pulling her into herself. She was broken. She wasn’t doing anything right. She was too much for this role - too human. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t breath, her lungs were squeezed, her chest was cracking. 
 “Go away.” She tried to sound firm, but it came out as a croak. There was no room for words in her throat as she tried to breath. 
 Hail took a step back, then paused, took a step forward again. 
 She shook her head. She couldn’t do anything. “Go away.” She didn’t have the strength to yell. She called up a shield on her arm, shielding herself, trying to hide, but it was just too bright. She couldn’t breath. She was broken, this was what it felt like to be broken, she couldn’t even - 
 “Isavel -” 
 “Go away -” 
 The shield shattered in her face, sucking the life from her, and Isavel collapsed onto the ground. 
  
 Chapter 10 
 Ada sat on the grass, looking at her hands only faintly illuminated by the braziers on top of the geneforge. Sam was still inside, but Ada had been waiting for a while. She had no idea what was going on in there, or how long it would take. She had only the words written on the outside of the geneforge to keep her company. 
 “The lives we live need not be the lives we are given.” 
 Ada looked at her hands again. Coder’s hands - fairly delicate, all things considered, especially compared to a warrior’s. But the code etched onto her gun was so small it could have been carved with a needle, proof that even her delicate fingers were not able to make the most of her own gift. Code was a powerful gift, but it cost too much - a cost paid in time and space rather than energy, but a cost nonetheless. It was too slow and clumsy. 
 She looked to the geneforge. Geneforges could not create something entirely new, only change which kind of human someone was. Ada could change her body, could wear a different-shaped face and different-toned skin, could change the flat of her hair or the deep brown of her eyes, but she could not become a warrior, or an outer, or something else entirely. It seemed absurd, but for a moment the limitations pained her. 
 Cherry rested behind her on four fins, long grasses beating quietly against the ship’s black hull. Ada looked at her starfighter, a marvel of ancient technology with a powerful mind inside, and held up the gun, as though the ship had eyes to look. 
 “Cherry, why can’t I code this small?” 
 Cherry’s response, just for her, flowed straight from the suit.  What you know as the coder’s gift involves releasing compunanites from pores in your fingertips, which is a broad surface. The code on your weapon, however, was machine-etched. 
 Of course, that made sense. The ancients couldn’t have hundreds of coders running around coding all their artifacts. 
 Ada thought about the life she had been given. A coder’s life - a life of arduous, rote study, for years. Coders memorized what few ancient sigils had not been forgotten, or had been rediscovered in ancient ruins. Coders required time, deliberation, and space, and those requirements were rewarded by the complexity and power of their gift. They applied their code to hulking artifacts and occasionally special fabrics or smaller objects, but while code was powerful, it was no good in a fight. She couldn’t make snap use of her gift, they couldn’t escape or be tricky. Ada did not want to accept the tradeoff. 
 “Cherry - machines can code faster and smaller than humans, can’t they?” 
 Yes. 
 “Can I do that, somehow?” 
 Compunanite applicators were widespread as of last historical records. They were used in factories, tools, military vehicles, laboratories, and even for certain home entertainment uses. You could find a compunanite applicator somewhere, and use that to create smaller code. 
 Ada frowned. “Military vehicles? Like you?” 
 Yes, I am equipped with an array of compunanite applicators in my nose cone. They are useful for performing computational warfare against live targets, repairing damage to nanocircuitry, combat engineering, sabotage, securing perimeters, and whatever else my pilots deem suitable. 
 “Compunanites?” 
 Compunanites are the particles making up what you call code. 
 Ada nodded. So Cherry was a coder, just like she was - but could craft code far finer and denser than any human ever could. She had an all-out better form of the coder’s gift, then - why should Ada settle for any less? 
 “How do you control time? Slow it down?” 
 Cherry paused for a long moment.  I do not understand the query. I have no control over time in the sense you likely mean. 
 Ada frowned, climbing into the cockpit and interfacing with the ship. She felt the muscle there, like a gift of Cherry’s own, and squeezed time down to a crawl, the swaying of the trees and the flickering of the rooftop braziers becoming almost completely imperceptible. Then she let go. 
 “That. How do you do that?” 
 That is not time control.  Cherry’s correction was entirely matter-of-fact, free of any judgement.  That process is known as neurocognitive time dilation. Your brain activity is hyperaccelerated through computational assistance, meaning you perceive time as much slower than you normally would. 
 “So… it lets me think faster than the world is happening?” 
 Relative to outsiders, yes. 
 “Can I do that without you?” 
 No. It is not included in your suit’s capabilities. 
 Ada nodded. So Cherry - a ship run entirely on code, presumably - was coded to think faster, and code smaller and finer, than any human could. She had the coder’s gift the way Ada wanted it. 
 “Cherry, can you code both those onto me? The code applicators and the time dilation?” 
 There was an even longer pause. Was she was taxing her ship’s ability to understand what she meant? She waited, patiently, sitting in the cockpit and looking out at the geneforge. 
 Finally, Cherry responded.  I do not understand. 
 “You said you can code. I want you to code those abilities onto my body, so I can use them myself. Faster thinking. Finer code.” 
 Ada wasn’t liking all this pausing. 
 Embedding code into human skin has been experimentally attempted in a few recorded cases, but there were computational security concerns and health concerns, and the practice was highly controversial as of 2347. Records after that are unavailable; legal outcomes unknown. 
 “What health concerns?” 
 Consensus in the nanomedical literature is that the practice was safe for those with what you know as the coder’s gift, and probably safe for other individuals, though those were less-tested and had less live cases documented. There were reports of injuries or illness, but these generally turned out to be the result of criminal intent. The general public was more divided on the issue, however, citing issues such as dehumanization as well as biomedical side effects mostly unsupported by the literature. 
 Ada almost got a headache from all those words, many of which she didn’t know - but the gist of it, at least, remained accessible. “So it’s safe. For me.” 
 Nanomedical science as of the year 2347 suggests it is. 
 “So you can code your quick-thinking gift onto me, then, and the code applicators too.” 
 That pausing. 
 I can replicate the code in my databanks - the applicators, the neural interfaces, the language matrix, the motile spindles. I have never applied code to a biological surface, but I have run some basic simulations and do not foresee any risks. Please note that I cannot easily remove the code from your skin if you should change your mind. Removal involves deep burning, and possibly permanent scarring. 
 “Are you likely to make any mistakes?” 
 No. During application I can correct for your body’s natural swaying, within reason. 
 Ada’s heart was racing. If Cherry did this, she could acquire the powers of code to be used directly, at her own discretion. That would open up a whole new world to her. “Do it.” 
 Your request will require significant surface area. To a certain extent the code will self-repair if your skin is damaged, but if you ever suffer severe burns or other skin-removing injuries the code may be unable to repair itself and become useless, or dangerous. 
 Ada nodded. Fair enough - she didn’t want that to ever happen anyway. “How much surface area? Will it fit on my back?” 
 I can code it across half your back and neck, as well as a short length down your arms and along the back of your palms. 
 “Well, the code isn’t very visible anyway.” 
 There are multiple kinds of code. Which would you prefer? 
 Cherry’s comment sounded like a gentle reminder, but Ada’s world almost fell out from under her. “What?  Multiple  kinds of code?” 
 My understanding of your language leads me to believe you would like to refer to the primary forms as light code and dark code. Light code is clear or glowing, limited in its energy potential and draws from an energy source - initially your body, potentially also coded reservoirs. It was designed to become inert and harmless if left unattended. Dark code draws its energy from the environment and vacuum fields, and would not strictly require you to eat more. It will also never deactivate, which may have unforeseen consequences. 
 Ada looked at her skin, pale with very faint golden undertones. She wondered what it would look like covered in black lines, and she was immediately drawn to the idea. Like a kind of tattoo, but actually useful. 
 “Dark code, then. Do it.” 
 This will be a permanent change, unless you opt for a burning treatment. If you insist, please expose your back and arms, and place yourself in front of my nose cone. 
 Ada opened up the cockpit and jumped out, letting the suit she was wearing flow back into the spine-like collection of metal vertebrae. She put it in front of her and knelt down in front of the ship, back to Cherry, exposing her bare skin and raising her arms. 
 “All right, Cherry. Go for it.” 
 Without the suit, Cherry’s voice had to cross the air like any other. “This may sting.” 
 “Hey, you didn’t warn me -” 
 The ship thrummed into the air, billowing grass aside and blowing debris past Ada from behind. Then, quite suddenly, something hot and sharp seared into her neck. She bit down on her teeth and slammed her eyes shut, trying not to move. She couldn’t mess this up. 
 More and more of the hot little points started jabbing into her bare back, and she could feel them scouring lines and connecting across her spine, her shoulder blade, her skin. They formed incomprehensible patterns along her back, filling in the space along the right side of her back. She heard an unnerving hissing sound. A few of them darted off to the left and right, searing into her arms. She saw herself silhouetted against lights from the ship’s nose, two shadowy arms outstretched on the grass, swaying up and down against the lights, distorted and twisted in shadow like wings. 
 Then the searing stopped and she collapsed onto the cold, dirty ground. She hadn’t realized she was sweating or holding her breath, but suddenly she was gasping for air, and the soil and insects and twigs of the earth stuck to her skin as she got up. She tried brushing herself off as she reached back for the pilot suit, letting it flow back onto her body, but some dirt remained here and there. She would need a proper bath. 
 She turned around to see Cherry settling back down, and Ada tried it - she squeezed time, just like she did in the ship. 
 It slowed. Cherry became almost entirely immobile, the world around her slowed to a crawl, everything was just how she expected it. The gentle sting on her back was a constant throb in this slowed time, though. 
 She let it go back to normal, and grinned. Her hair was hanging in front of her eyes, and brushed it out of the way. And there, on her hands and arms, were black lines running up to her back, beautiful and intricate weaves of code across her skin, though they were surrounded by a reddish soreness. She hoped that would disappear in time. 
 “So, Cherry - this is where you tell me about some other problem you forgot to mention, right? What’s the price I pay for this?” 
 The ship’s response was quick. “Besides any aesthetic changes - as I said. The scientific literature suggests there will be no negative impacts on your health.” 
 “What about dehumanization? You mentioned that. What does that mean?” 
 As she put the suit back on, Cherry’s voice flowed straight into her mind again.  It was a philosophical objection suggesting that there is moral harm in using technology to augment the human body beyond its statistically normal range of functions. Similar objections were raised upon introduction of the gifts and other changes, resulting in significant civil unrest. 
 Ada raised an eyebrow. She picked up a small rock off the ground, threw it in the air, and squeezed time as it fell back. She saw where it was moving, and she moved her hand out - doing so was painfully slow, though. It really was just her mind that was going any faster. 
 She relaxed time, squeezed, relaxed, squeezed, again and again adjusting her hand’s position in real-time based on what she estimated in slowed-time. She caught the rock neatly between her thumb and index finger, without fumbling or missing a beat. It took some time, but felt as though she were plucking it from the air rather than catching it. The thought of no longer having to rely on her body’s own reflexes, which had always been fairly terrible, was deeply soothing. 
 Ada smiled as she held the rock in her palm. “That’s disappointing. Like resignation and stagnation were some kind of virtue.” 
 That new time-squeezing muscle was there in her mind, not at all unlike her coder’s gift. A whole new gift, in a sense - something a geneforge could never provide. And right next to it was another gift entirely, something wound up in her coder’s gift, something that tingled underneath her fingertips. 
 Holding the rock in one hand, she moved her other hand above it and tugged at that muscle. A tiny black line extended out from her finger, straight down, and it responded to her visceral sense of where it should go. She moved her hand a bit closer, the black connected to the stone, and suddenly she was tracing code on it - tiny black etchings that seemed to devour all light. 
 She smirked, and traced a light sigil. What would that look like? 
 The light sigil writ in dark code worked the same way, but with the code absorbing light instead of glowing, the point of light was sharper and clearer, and Ada felt like she was looking at a flower of starstuff peeking out from brambles, rather than some indistinct smudge of light. 
 She tossed the stone into the air, right under her hand, and squeezed time down to a crawl. And from here, with a bit of fumbling and confusion, she was able to code another light sigil, tiny but bright, on the other side of the stone before it even hit her palm. Unlike her body, these code spindles moved at a regular speed even as the rest of the world seemed slow. They moved in time with her brain. 
 She laughed as she let time flow normally again. She could code finer and faster than anyone else, now - and better, too, because she understood the code more than any other coder in the world. The life she was given was not enough - not for her, and not for the people who stood to benefit from what she was trying to accomplish. And that, she hoped, was almost everyone. She could fix this. She could fix everything. 
 She looked to the geneforge. Sam was still in there, but would hopefully wake up in a body more comfortable and true than what she had had before. Ada  could  help people. Why the Institute called her dangerous, she would never understand. 
 She grinned again at the thought of the power now at her fingertips, almost giggling. Well, until Sam was done in there, there was plenty of time to practice. 
 It felt like hours in time dilation, but it was more likely just minutes before Ada let go of the small rock a meter or so off the ground and watched it hover on the spot, dark code weaving the complex pattern that helped it shrug off much of gravity’s pull. It was glowing with bright lights, and she nudged it off to into the woods, like a candle on an invisible lake, blown about by the wind. 
 Ada smiled. It was more than she could ever have done before - on something that small, in so little time. 
 She needed to try even more, but she was beginning to tire. Her mind might work faster with Cherry’s gift, but it seemed she would need to rest all the more as well. Damn, there it was - some kind of price. Nothing was ever completely free. 
 Could she speed time up, so she could sleep faster, somehow? She tried to relax time past its normal speed, but it didn’t seem to work. Damn. She didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to practice. 
 So practice she did, keeping to time’s natural speed for now. She ran through every sigil she could remember, combining them in all the ways she could think of. Over the hours, a pile of code-covered rocks started growing all around her. One rock, covered; the next one disintegrated; the next one floating off into the woods again; the next one hot, then one cold, and those were all just the simplest sigils. It was fantastic, even without the time-acceleration aspect - her code was cleaner, smaller, and the dark code seemed ever so slightly more potent. 
 Ada, Sam has emerged. 
 Cherry’s voice interrupted her, but the pang of irritation was quickly overcome by a wave of curiosity. It was still dark, but the sun was slowly starting to tickle the eastern tips of the mountains. She turned around to see Sam padding through the grass towards her - or at least it must be Sam, but she looked very different. 
 At first Ada thought Sam’s body had changed radically, but at a closer look, she felt like she was simply looking at the sister of Sam’s previous body - not much else had changed. She was still red-headed, freckled, and pale; her hair was still just as short and messy. Less endearingly, her scars from being beaten by the Mayor remained. Sam smiled sheepishly, her clothes now a bit ill-fitting around the shoulders, chest, and hips. “Alright, Ada, this is me. If you’re going to be making any comments, let’s hear them now.” 
 Ada flashed a smile. “Your butt is way nicer like this, and I’m glad you don’t have the lice nest anymore.” 
 Sam laughed, rubbing her hands on her bare cheeks. “Gods, that thing was fucking terrible! I don’t know how they stand it.” 
 Ada looked behind her, at the geneforge, but didn’t see the old man out there. “He’s not coming out?” 
 Sam shook her head, taking a step closer and then looking back. “No, all he does is tend the geneforge and pray.” 
 “That’s a lot of dedication. He’s getting old, though.” 
 Sam shrugged. “He wasn’t who he needed to be when he was born either. The geneforge helps people, and there are others who will come to take up his watch soon. It’ll be okay.” 
 Ada wanted to ask - hell, she would have liked to have seen what happened - but she could tell in Sam’s fidgeting that this was a lot for her to process too. There was no need to interrogate her. She had surely had enough of that. “So how do you feel?” 
 Sam looked back at her and smiled. “Good. Or better, at least. Not wrong. Thanks, Ada. Even if I know you’re only doing this to curry favour with the ghosts.” 
 Sam leaned in to give Ada a hug, and as she hugged back Ada wondered about that. She could see why Sam would say that - her suspicion of the living wasn’t something to be willed away by a single nice deed that could fairly be construed as self-interested. 
 Still, even if nothing came of it and they never spoke of it again, this was right. It was what power was for - fixing things. Fixing lives. “It’s just a shame to know we have the power to change lives and we’re not using it.” 
 Sam looked at her again, half-frowning, and shrugged. “Yeah, I guess that’s true. But I’m guessing you’ll want to get back to the coast to start helping ghosts now, won’t you?” 
 Ada pursed her lips. “Start? I’m already doing it.” 
 “Yeah, but I like to think I’m a nice person.” Sam grinned. “Even as ghosts go. Meeting the others won’t be as fun.” 
 Ada laughed. “I’ll make my own fun.” 
 They climbed back into the cockpit, and as they did Ada saw Sam glance at the black lines now running up her arms to the back of her palms. She said nothing, and Ada kept just as quiet about it, settling into the pilot’s seat as Sam sat curled up by her feet. 
 She lifted them off into the night skies, leaving the pyres of the geneforge to fade in the dark, flying across valleys and snow-capped mountaintops barely visible in the starlight. Sam wasn’t a lot chattier on this flight than on the last, but she seemed more relaxed, her shoulders looser. Ada had a good feeling about this - things were going well, on an upward course. She could do this. 
 Then they found the battle. 
 Cherry’s scanners showed two large bodies of people, one twice the size of the other, both strung out in the woods heading north. Light and violence flickered through the space between them, sporadically, and the smaller group was barely in the lead. One of those must be the ghosts. 
 “Oh, shit. Sam, what are the ghosts doing right now, as far as you know?” 
 Sam looked up at her with a frown. “Well, the plan was to spy on the human army and figure out where they’re going, and beat them to it. Not that we know what to do when we’re there, though.” 
 Ada reached out through Cherry to Zhilik’s communicator.  Zhilik, you there? What’s the status in Hive? Does the army know where they’re going? 
 The response was quick.  Ada - yes, everybody here seems to know they’re heading north-north-east, roughly. There’s talk of an ancient ruin. 
 Shit, they knew. And if everybody in Hive knew, that meant the army knew, and that meant the ghosts knew too. They were racing to that old ruin, and none of them understood just how critically important and fragile it really was. Frantic anger welled up in her chest as she imagined what might happen if they reached the shrine and damaged it. 
 “Okay, Sam, we need to find your Master and get down there right now. They’re running from that army, but I need them to  delay  the army as much as they can.” 
 “Good luck with that. The Master’s not exactly one to take orders from the living, after what happened last time.” 
 “Well I’m no gentle flower either, so we’ll be fine. They’re strung out in a long column - where would this Master be?” 
 Sam pressed her face against the glass, looking out into the night. “I don’t know - surrounded by an entourage, probably as far from the enemy as possible. I can’t see anything.” 
 Ada looked through Cherry’s enhanced eyes to the front of the smaller column - there was certainly a bulge in people there, maybe protecting someone. She made straight for that shape. This was no time for subtlety. “Cherry, can you project my voice outside the ship?” 
 “Of course.” 
 “Okay, do it.” 
 As she approached the head of the column, letting the ship’s cloak fall, she spoke. “Hello there, ghosts.” She heard her voice outside the cockpit even as the people on the ground suddenly burst into panic and commotion. “I need to talk to the Master.” 
 Suddenly something large moved, and trees shook. 
 “Cherry, what was -” 
 Something golden-red struck the sides of her ship. The passive shields glowed, hard light hexagons shielding them from danger. A diagram popped up, telling her that the impact was damaging her shields, but not critically. She could survive a lot harder punches than that. 
 Still, what the hell was attacking her? 
 “Fuck! Flashlight?” Ada stammered, spinning the ship around in the air. She could see something large moving, but she couldn’t quite tell - 
 Cherry’s six fins all flared up as floodlights, and Ada found herself staring down a dragon, wings beating in the air as it opened its jaws. A seething mass of red-gold hexagons blasted out from behind its teeth and splashed against her shields, and Cherry’s response was a gentle warning light pulsing inside the cockpit. 
 “Cherry, audio off! Sam - a fucking  dragon?! ” Ada yelled, her heart was racing; dragons were terrifying creatures of story and legend. She had never seen one first hand, or even met anyone who had. What was she up against? She batted Sam on the shoulder with one hand, pulling the ship backwards with the other. “You could have mentioned that you had a gods-damned energy-breathing flying lizard in your camp!” 
 Sam reached up to shield herself. “We have three! I forgot to mention it, okay?” 
 Something hit the ship from behind, and she spun the craft around to see another dragon circling her. “Oh fuck me, another one? Sam, any reason I shouldn’t just kill these things?” 
 “They’re ghosts too.” 
 “They’re what?! You know what, nevermind. Cherry, warning shots?” 
 “You can fire any weapons at any desired intensity.” 
 Ada ground her teeth and squeezed time slow. Watching the movements of the dragons in time dilation was fascinating. She still saw smears of light telling her where they would be, Cherry predicting their movements mathematically, but those movements were so much more erratic and blurry than they had been for those starships in orbit.  
 Still, they weren’t safe from her. She squeezed off a pair of weak shots at the closest dragon, aiming a little off - she needed to scare it, not kill it. 
 She let time return to normal. 
 The shots snapped through the air and crashed into the dragon’s shield bubble. The golden filaments rippled and bobbed with the impact, but didn’t break. Shit. Back to time dilation. She fired harder, aimed truer, and let time flow again. 
 These shots did tear through the dragon’s shields, the golden shroud crumbling like paper. The dragon roared and swooped off, and the other one backed off too, apparently realizing Ada could harm or kill them up if she wanted. A few of the ghosts on the ground were shooting at her as well, but their weapons were so weak they barely registered on her shields. 
 She kicked the ship into reverse, knowing through her connection to Cherry’s sensors just where the other dragon was, and rammed straight into it. The dragon’s shield collided with her own, sparks flying, but the starfighter’s shields were far more powerful. The bubble of gold cracked with a thunderclap. Ada pulled back and spun around to see the dragon flailing to the ground, flapping helplessly. 
 She spun the ship around, but the supposed third dragon was nowhere to be seen. 
 “Turn the audio back on!” 
 The audio transmission was reestablished, and by now everyone on the ground had scattered. Shit, where was the Master? All she saw were scores of glowing human shapes that Cherry was highlighting for her. 
 She flexed the ship’s fins at them. “Okay you barbarians, listen up. I’m  not  here to kill you or -  or  your fucking dragons. Even if you send them at me, I won’t try to kill them. Against my better judgement.” 
 There was shouting and shooting, and a few more shots plinked harmlessly against her shields. 
 “Now I can tell you’ve got an army of the living hot on your tail, so we don’t have time for bullshit. We share a common interest - I can fix the afterlife. End the suffering that brought you here.” 
 The commotion on the ground quieted somewhat. The shooting stopped. They were stretching her patience to the limit, and she almost wanted to start shooting at them now, but she didn’t. “And I could use your help. I need to talk to the Master. So are we doing this, or am I going to fly off into the night? No second chances.” 
 Sam was looking down into the forest, but at night there was little to be seen, and she wasn’t benefitting from Cherry’s augmented vision like Ada was. Still, she could probably tell that someone was stepping into a small clearing in the woods. That man looked up at Cherry and shouted. “Who are you?” 
 Ada grinned. This was an opportunity for some flourish. “I am Dark Angel Ada Liu, Arbiter of the Gods. Oh, and by the way - if you try to possess me, not only will you lose my titles and my knowledge, but my ship will hunt you all down and burn you all to ash. It knows the difference, so don’t even think about it.” 
 The man in the clearing raised his arms, and Ada pulled Cherry a bit closer. Sam looked up at her and nodded silently as the Master spoke. “Why would any of the living want to work with us?” 
 Ada pursed her lips. “The afterlife is a broken hell. The coders fucked it up. You think I want to go to a place like that when I die? I intend to fix their mistakes, to give everyone Elysium anew, a paradise for the dead. And I know you’re here because that paradise for the dead is what you’ve lost.” 
 There was a long silence on the ground. 
 Should she try appealing to their better nature? “You’ve been doing monstrous things, but you don’t need to  be  monsters. You can be something different, now. More than you are.” 
 “What could  you  possibly need from  us ?” 
 “You’re rushing to an ancient facility you don’t understand and don’t know what to do with. I know exactly what I need to do with it, though - but if the human army gets there first and burns the place to the ground, I can’t help you. So I need you to stop racing the living and start bogging them down.” 
 The Master didn’t sound too amenable. “So you would make us into your own personal army.” 
 Ada rolled her eyes. “What? No. Look, if you’re not interested, I will firebomb this entire forest and take care of the problem by myself. I can handle it. But life would be a lot easier on me if someone was watching my back.” 
 “You, so-called Arbiter of the Gods, would trust ghosts to watch your back?” 
 “I would trust in your ability to see that we share a common goal. You’re not beasts.” 
 “And what about the gods themselves?” 
 “They haven’t complained to me yet.” 
 Suddenly the dragons appeared on the sensors, slowly walking through the woods. Why had they been invisible before in heat-sensing vision? How was Cherry tracking them now? The dragons looked up at her, cautiously, as the Master spoke. 
 “We may be interested. Come on down and talk.” 
 Ada bit her lip. She would need to come face to face with these people at some point, wouldn’t she? Best to get it over with. 
 Cherry, you’ll obliterate them all if they kill or possess me, right? 
 Yes. 
 Can the gods do anything for me if he walks me into the afterlife? 
 They do not have administrative access to the simulation. However, they do have debug access, for basic testing purposes. 
 Ada sighed.  That means nothing to me. 
 They can offer some means of protection. 
 Then warn them I might need help.  She turned to the Master, speaking out loud. “All right, then. I’m coming down. Don’t even think of trying anything.” 
 She slowly lowered the ship through the canopy, snapping a few branches aside as she did so. She tucked the fins back up in their landing position and felt the soft soil’s resistance beneath them as the ship came to rest on four of the fins. 
 “All right, Sam. If this is a setup, or if they’re not as open-minded as you say, everybody here is going to die.” 
 “They might be aggressive.” Sam sounded almost pleading. “Look, I know that if you can get them to take you seriously, they’ll believe you. I believe you, because I saw what you did in the Mayor’s tower, but they haven’t seen anything.” 
 “They’ve seen a ship!” 
 “Ships aren’t unprecedented, not over the thousand years we’ve been around. Invoking the name of the gods to take control of ancient artifacts, though? Just… give us a chance.” 
 Ada took a deep breath. The ghosts were people - they were dead people, sure, but people nonetheless. They could be reasoned with, insofar as people generally could be - which wasn’t saying much. They had to be able to see that something was in their own best interest. Then again, people in general were terribly short-sighted, and who was to say the ghosts were any different? 
 “I’ll give nothing but weaponfire if I feel I have no other choice, Sam. Come up, get up. Let’s go.” 
 The cockpit opened, and Sam scurried out. The ghosts started to emerge from the woods, and they weren’t bearing especially friendly looks. The Master stood alone, in the centre of the clearing, an average-built, pale-faced man with light brown hair and a scruffy beard. He frowned at Sam, at first, and then blinked. Sam cleared her throat. 
 “Master, I’m Sam. The last message you sent me was to wait in the wood-bar tavern off the city square for my contacts. The question was where are you from, and the answer was I’d rather not go back.” Sam sighed. “That was a terrible fucking idea, by the way. This lady here stumbled on it by accident.” 
 The Master frowned, and his look softened a bit. “Sam? Gods, where did you find a geneforge?” 
 Ada bit her lip, looking at Sam, and Sam glanced back at her. “She took me to one out east. Got me feeling a bit better.” 
 The Master locked eyes with Ada, and the softness was gone again. “I see. Buttering us up, I guess.” 
 He took a step towards her. Ada brushed her gun with her fingers, slowed time to a crawl, and thought out to Cherry through the suit.  Get up behind me and shoot anyone other than Sam who gets close enough to use the walker’s gift. 
 Back in realtime, Cherry suddenly came alive again and rose into the air, staring down at everyone around her. The Master froze. 
 Was this opportunity worth risking her life for? What was it worth, really, when she could just try to do everything alone? 
 “Master, wait!” Sam exclaimed. “She really means well. She was looking for the shrine location when she found me as the Mayor’s captive. She can invoke the gods’ name to control ancient artifacts, I’ve seen her do it it.” 
 The Master looked between the two of them, and lowered his voice with a nasty chuckle. “Really? Then how about you ask the gods something now, then, huh? Ask them what happened to the man who killed the Starshadow. I’ve always wanted to hear the truth.” 
 The ghosts quieted, and Ada looked up to the sky, the ring visible between Earth and the stars. She pursed her lips and reached out to Cherry, who could reach higher, all the way to the ring. “Gods on the ring - who killed the Starshadow? What happened to the killer? This is important information, and not telling me the answer could lead to violations of the zeroth law.” 
 The voice of the gods responded from Cherry, filling her mind and hers alone.  The Starshadow intelligence was deleted from the simulation several centuries ago by a human upload. Upload tracking suggests that upload is no longer in the simulation, but appears to have transposed into a human body. That body is currently standing before you, being referred to as the Master. 
 Ada blinked. She looked at the Master, at the creases around his eyes. He wasn’t afraid - at this point, he just looked filled with doubt. She glanced around the clearing, but though he was a few meters away, the rest of the ghosts were even further away. She stepped in closer and spoke a whisper, hoping they wouldn’t hear. 
 “You.” 
 Sam seemed to jump in her skin, and the Master looked like he had been struck. Ada smiled. 
 “Didn’t expect me to know that?” 
 Sam stepped closer to the Master. “How many people know? You said it was a secret.” 
 The Master held up a finger to his lips. “Quiet. I’ve only told you and the rest of my friends from the old days, Sam, and they’re all accounted for.” He turned to Ada. “So you may have the ear of the gods. Ada, you called yourself Arbiter? That’s an old title - so old even I barely remember what it means. Where did you get it?” 
 “It was given to me by the gods when I visited them on the ring.” 
 The Master glanced up at that ring. Everybody knew the ring as a mythical place, a palace of gods and angels, crown of the world. Everyone except Ada; she knew better. It was just one more cemetery of ancient culture. 
 The Master sighed. “Well then. If you truly  can  fix the afterlife… that’s more important than us going our own way. Far more important. It’s one thing to take the dues denied to us in the past, but to build a better future is something we should all seek out, above all else.” 
 He turned around to the other ghosts, shouting out to them. 
 “This stranger from the sky promises to repair the afterlife, and I believe she knows the words of the gods. I believe she can do what she promises. On this - on the hope of a true afterlife, one where we do not vanish or become monsters - I will help her.” 
 The ghosts exchanged glances. Would they follow their leader, who would do the bidding of another? Or would they strike out? 
 To Ada’s surprise, one of the first ghosts to step forward - if one could call it that - was a dragon. This one seemed injured, too, missing its front paw. It looked at the Master and then to Ada, and then up to Cherry. 
 “You, stranger. We have need of your help, in the now more than in the future. The White Witch stands toe-to-toe with dragons, but she cannot stand against your ship. Kill her.” 
 Ada shook her head. “I don’t know who that is and I don’t care. I’m not killing anyone unless I have to - I’m here to save the afterlife, and if you’re going to put up a fuss then I’ll do it by myself, and I’ll expect to find you on your knees thanking me when I’m done. You understand? I’m not going to put up with your demands. If I don’t get what I want, we all lose! Or are you all too ignorant -” 
 “Do not presume to command the  ghosts!  We must have the White Witch!” The dragon was snarling, huffing a red glow in her direction, stamping its three remaining feet impotently. “Her  powers -” 
 The Master turned angrily at the dragon and shouted. “She said no! Quiet down, or I’ll kill you and put you in a child. This isn’t the time to nurse your wounded pride.” 
 The dragon snarled, something red glowing behind its teeth, but it did nothing more except stare angrily at Ada. She really didn’t like the feeling of those eyes on her. Turning back to the Master, she pointed south. “That army is closing in, and I need you to distract it. Don’t get yourselves killed, obviously, but slow them down. Fight a running battle towards the ruins, lead them off, whatever you can do. Got it?” 
 The Master looked south. “You’d best head there now. We won’t be able to hold them for long - if we’re lucky, we can hold them off until this afternoon.” 
 Afternoon. That was far enough away that she could at least get a nap in - the extra thinking and coding earlier had been tiring, and she almost hadn’t slept in two nights. She really needed something. She nodded. “I need to sleep first, but yes, I’ll head there soon.” 
 The Master looked unhappy, and Sam still looked at him with some measure of distress. Apparently the Shadowslayer was a big deal, though Ada couldn’t see why. Clearly he hadn’t been all the hero they had thought he was, if this was what he turned to in his twilight years. 
 She heard the distant sounds of hunters and guns exchanging fire, and looked unsteadily over to her ship. “Cherry, get down here. Sam - you’ll be okay here?” 
 Sam nodded. “We’ll do our best.” 
 “I hope so.” The words from her own mouth almost caught Ada off guard. She shook her head and climbed into Cherry’s cockpit, rising up into the sky. She looked down at the ghosts and their dragons - how in the thousand worlds could the dragons be ghosts too? It didn’t matter, though, at least not now. 
 She leaned back against the pilot’s seat and sighed. “Cherry? I need to sleep, so just hover around those ruins and scan them, would you? Stay safe and see if you can figure out what’s in there, how it all works.” 
 Very well, Ada. 
 “And if Tanos or Zhilik call, tell them what’s going on. They should probably stay put.” 
 With that done and Cherry on her way, Ada settled into a nap. 
 When she woke up in the afternoon sun, with weaponfire sounding out below her, she realized she should have told Cherry to wake her up after just a few hours. Shit. 
  
  
 Chapter 11 
 Gunshots and shouting and dragonfire all woke Isavel up. 
 She was in camp, familiar faces watching over her with deep concern. Hail and Rodan were there, Sorn and Marea stood close to one another. What was going on? Why were they all here? 
 She looked up at Hail and tried to apologize again, but instead she found her mouth opening a sliver and then closing, silent. Hail looked stoic and shook her head, as though Isavel had done nothing wrong at all. There was a note of anger in her face, though, and it was gratifying for Isavel to see Hail was not completely hiding her emotions. She was right to be angry. 
 Then Isavel saw more of the shattered red-gold of dragonfire sliding across the sky outside, heard the heavy thrums and thumps of ancient weapons. Her senses were suddenly alive with colour and urgency and energy. 
 She spun around on the ground and pushed herself up, bumping into someone as she did. People around her reached out, as though to steady her or calm her, but she lashed out with her hands and swatted them away. She walked out of the tent and, without even needing to think about it, called up a shield across her back to prevent them from grabbing her again. 
 The night was cold and dark, but that was the very first thing in the world humanity had learned to change. Isavel reached into the air with both palms and let loose with bright, hot blasts that burst into shards of light in front of the nearest dragon. The dragon spun around in the air at the sudden attack, its massive wings contorting to turn and about to face her, and she pointed straight at its face. 
 “I am coming for you!”  
 The dragon roared something back, its threats weak enough to be swept away by the wind. Then it turned and fled, gliding towards another part of the battlefield, somewhere where it wasn’t in danger. It was afraid of her. It should be. 
 Sorn spoke behind her. “Isavel, please, you need to -” 
 She paused, turned around, and stared him in the face. The others were behind him, all looking at her with worry. Ill-played, unnecessary and disingenuous worry, as far as she was concerned. They were worried about the Herald, but probably not about Isavel. How could they be? She was an instrument to the gods first and foremost, and that might well be all she ever amounted to. 
 “Leave me.” She darted away from them, her hands blade-flat at her sides, looking for ghosts. They must be here too. 
 Those in the army were lucky to have their turquoise armbands - she might have shot anyone who surprised her or got in her way otherwise. Clever ghosts who had procured their own armbands might slip through, but at least she wouldn’t kill innocents. Running towards the woods, she saw two warriors job from the trees, no turquoise, and blasted them both from the side with her hands, careful, taut lances of light that cut them clean. They crumpled. 
 It was dark, but she saw clear. Isavel was a hunter; she didn’t need the light. The ghosts might think they were safer in the darkness, but they couldn’t be more wrong. There were people everywhere, and she looked at each one for a single, intense split second before her judgement fell. Turquoise was the only colour she didn’t light afire. One then another, buckler up to catch a shot, fire returned and forgotten. She flowed across the rocks and logs and they flowed under her, her unbroken and unstopped by all the ghosts could muster. 
 “Herald!” 
 She turned to see Hail. Still there, for whatever reason. Isavel couldn’t understand how loyalty could so quickly outweigh her own outburst. 
 “Hail, if you’re here to watch my back, watch yours.” 
 She darted into the forest. She didn’t flinch when dragonfire crackled through the canopy crushing lives, or when heavy weapons blindly firing felled foliage and scattered pines, a rain of needles and twigs that prickled skin but stopped not a thing. 
 Isavel was an instrument of the gods. One part of her that would not be denied. 
 Bodies dragged along by puppet strings held by evil spirits. They stood in the way of her reaching the shrine, toppling it, defending her people - but they did not have the backing of the gods. They couldn’t hope to compete. 
 The night was a chant of light and shadow, dragonfire roars that splashing off her shield, erratic yet steady drumbeats of light punctuating the darkness, flaming rumbles criss-crossed by silent human silhouettes. The ghosts recoiled from the cacophony, but they were slow to fall silent and truly exit the stage. 
 Isavel found herself fighting tree-to-tree. Warriors met her buckler or blade and thought they knew its nature, but whatever they thought they knew they didn’t. They died. She saw between their points of focus, moved between what drew their eyes, and broke them one after the other. Probing shots tried their luck and hit her more often than not, but she was shelled and moved and soon tracked down their hunters. They fell, or they fled. And all the while, on foot, she moved towards the dragons, trying to find one landing or getting too close for its own good. 
 The dragons, though, had long disappeared. They avoided her. 
 Then, so too did the ghosts. 
 All of a sudden, they were nowhere to be seen, save a few dying on the forest floor alongside fallen fighters from Glass Peaks and Hive. The rest were gone - there were not enough dead, so they must have fled. 
 When she finally realized they were gone, Isavel stood alone in the forest for several long moments, daring one last ghost to try to make a stand, one last dragon to drop down from the night to challenge her. She went unwitnessed, unless perhaps Hail was hiding in the shadows. She didn’t know. 
 Returning to where the camp had been, she found the core of the army, those elders whose knowledge and skills might yet help her carry out the will of the gods. She might have seen familiar faces along the way, but she paid them no more heed. A sweat had built up on her brow, and something was sore, but whenever she tried to pin down that soreness it fled to other crevices in her mind. 
 Venshi, eternally uncanny steward of the temple, was the first to greet her. Something about Venshi and her warbling voice made her seem like had been waiting much longer than just this evening for Isavel to return. 
 “Saint Isavel.” Isavel waved the title off. It was the most she could do, and Venshi looked unfazed. “You do the gods proud, but there is danger ahead. The ghosts must not be allowed to reach the shrine.” 
 “You think I don’t know that?” Isavel glanced around. She saw Dendre Han the Bulwark, Mother Jera, and Elder Tan standing in a tight-knit but agitated triangle, glancing over at her occasionally. A drone floated nearby as well. Venshi always seemed to like to get to Isavel first. “I’m guessing you have something to tell me.” 
 “Only what you already know. That the shrine must be destroyed, and that the ghosts will be trying to protect it. They have relics at their disposal that they have yet to reveal, artifacts of great power. Be watchful.” 
 “What kind of relics?” 
 Venshi inched closer. “Great wings in the sky, invisible and unseen, bearing something far more fearsome than a dragon.” 
 Isavel arched an eyebrow. “Something that flies but isn’t a dragon? I didn’t see any wings.” 
 “You wouldn’t have. They were invisible.” 
 Wings in the sky, invisible. Isavel knew there was no point in asking Venshi how she knew about any such wings. Venshi was her elder and a servant of the gods; it would be needlessly disrespectful for Isavel to pry too closely. “I’ll keep an eye on the sky, then. More than usual.” 
 “And you will destroy the shrine.” 
 “Why do you think I’m here?” Isavel had no idea why Venshi kept stressing this point. “I’m here to protect the people of this world. I’ll do whatever is necessary to achieve that.” 
 Venshi’s glossy white face said little, but she said no more, instead maintaining her posture, straight-backed and head only slightly tilted. Isavel turned and walked to the others. 
 “Dendre.” 
 He looked up at her, a frown in his brow. “Isavel. You were -” 
 “Killing ghosts.” She didn’t want to talk about anything else. “What’s the situation? Did that slow us down?” 
 “Doesn’t seem like it.” Dendre shook his head, like he was loathe to admit something. “You ran off the dragons. Bastards are actually  scared  of you.” 
 “I do what I have to.”  
 The Bulwark nodded. “Something else, too - word from Hive. Remember the distraction on the night the Mayor was killed, that helped the ghost assassins get into the hall?” 
 Isavel nodded. “I remember.” 
 “Well apparently your young little Mayor found drone memories that told him who helped them. Some guy, must be a ghost - but there was an outer with the ghost. They’re working together.” 
 Isavel frowned. Outers were strange alien beings, reclusive and little involved in the affairs of the world. Or so it had seemed. “What? Why?” 
 “I wish I knew. The coders tell me ghosts can’t possess outers, so it’s more complicated than that.” Dendre looked troubled, but had nothing else to say beyond that. 
 “Okay - well, we’ll keep it in mind. Thanks, Dendre.” 
 The Bulwark shrugged, but he didn’t snark at her. Improvement, it seemed. Isavel turned away and went to speak to Elder Tan next. 
 “Elder Tan, I think we’re going to have to race them to the shrine. How do you feel about taking your best coders with me on a vehicle, and getting ahead?” 
 The old man looked at his shrivelled old palms and grinned. “We are not fighters, and I am not young. I fear danger should we move ahead, and with all due respect to your favour in the eyes of the gods, if all the ghosts were to fall on us at once, you may not be able to protect us.” 
 “You’d be surprised. The gods have given me a remarkably singular purpose.” Tan was obviously not comforted by that statement. “But, of course, I understand your concerns. In that case - Aren, we need more drones over here. Can you send  all  of them?” 
 The drone responded only with silence. 
 Dendre shook his head. “He’s a child, Isavel, and it’s nighttime. He’s probably asleep.” 
 She shook her head. Of course. How could she forget? Children slept every night. “Okay. That’s fine. We’re wasting time, then. We need to reach that shrine before they do, and if they’re regrouping now we may have just bought ourselves the time to do so. I will do whatever you need me to do, but most of all, the gods need me to get to that shrine myself.” 
 As the others left, and Isavel turned to march to the forefront of the army, Mother Jera’s hand grasped at her shoulder. “Is everything alright, child?” The priestess looked concerned, in a gentle sort of way. “You seem troubled.” 
 She bit her lip. What would Jera care for her own upsets? “I’m troubled whenever the will of the gods is not being followed. I do look forward to a day when this fighting is over, and the gods see fit to retire me. But for now, what matters is that we are not yet done.” 
 “The gods do not let their servants fall into disuse.” Mother Jera’s warning sounded sympathetic, so Isavel responded with a polite nod. This was not the time to be disagreeing with her elders. And it was true - rest and reprieve might well sooner be granted by death in battle than by the gods. The gods were inscrutable, and there was nothing Isavel could do about that besides follow the path they laid out for her and trust they would take care of her. 
 While the medics and their wounded stayed behind, the rest of the army was soon on the move. Isavel made sure to tell the medics to hurry; there was no good reason to be short of fighters at this point. As the train of people marched through the night energized from the fight, the ring shone clear through the night sky. There were no clouds anymore, and she saw that silvery, glimmering arc above her, the moon just to one side. It looked like an embrace of the gods, arms stretched out to welcome her. Or reaching down to grab her. It was all the same at this point. 
 “Isavel?” 
 She kept walking forward, but Rodan appeared and kept pace with her. 
 “Are you okay? Sorn has been looking for you.” 
 “I’m fine. Tell Sorn to stop looking, and to go back to Marea.” 
 Rodan’s expression turned grim. “I thought you already knew -” 
 “It’s fine. I never cared to ask - we made no promises. And of course I’m the Herald. I’m an agent of the gods. I can’t have petty human needs, and I can’t burden others with my desire to be normal. This is good - I’ve been distracted from my purpose, but now I can focus. I need to get ready for the battle on the other side of the dawn.” 
 She looked him over, wishing he would leave her alone. Wishing she could elicit something in people other than respect and pity. 
 “You too, Rodan. Go back to whatever giggling girls you spend your evenings with, and tell them we’re good friends. I hope it helps.” 
 “Isavel, I’m not -” 
 “Go.” 
 Cowed, Rodan slunk away.  
 Nobody else approached her until she reached the head of the column. As she walked further and further, the sounds of conversation behind her started to grow a bit fainter, and she realized they weren’t keeping pace. She turned to look at them. 
 Hail was walking just behind her, and her face froze as the Herald’s gaze fell on her again. Isavel felt a twinge of regret, and her face softened. “You’re still here.” 
 Hail nodded. “I have a duty.” 
 “You don’t need to -” 
 “You did nothing wrong, Saint Herald.” 
 Isavel wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She turned around again, facing the darkness. 
 It was a long march before they reached the ruins, guided by Aren’s drones, and she marched it in silence. When they finally reached it in the early afternoon, it was unmistakable - a set of blocky concrete cubes that intersected in odd ways, vines hugging the sides and strange ancient markings overlooking the doors. The ravages of time had not been kind to this place, but they hadn’t been fatal either. 
 Isavel thought she saw shapes moving in the dark behind the windows here and there, but it was hard to tell, even with hunters’ eyes. Her gift didn’t draw her focus to any human shapes. Perhaps the shapes were tricks of the light, or of her mind. She was reminded of Venshi’s warning, and she looked up to the sky. There were no wings there. None that were visible, at least. 
 She set one foot too far, across an almost-invisible concrete rim in the ground, and suddenly something was shooting at her. She stepped back across the threshold, shield up and catching fire, and knocked Hail and herself over in the process. The shooting stopped, but she kept her shield raised, helping Hail up and getting her away from the line of fire. She saw the window the shots had come from, but still didn’t see a shooter. A drone, maybe? 
 She turned and looked Hail in the eyes. “Stay back. Tell Dendre to get everyone surrounding the facility, but not to cross that concrete line. I’ll go in alone and figure out what’s going on.” 
 “But -” 
 Isavel shook her head. “You can’t protect me here. I don’t want you dying on my account, not in here. The gods’ will is that I should go in there and destroy this shrine.  They  will protect me. It’s alright, Hail.” 
 Hail looked worried and hurt, but Isavel turned away from her. She didn’t want that woman’s death or despair on her shoulders any more than whatever hurt she had already inflicted. She just wanted to get her job done and get out of here. Escape. Disappear. She raised her shield, growing it to cover most of her silhouette, and darted across the ancient concrete towards the ruins. What the people behind her did was no longer her concern. 
 Shots flew down from a few windows, and the shape that ducked into the windows and out again, with terrifying precision, was fairly human-like. If not humans, though, then what else? Golems, perhaps, ancient constructs that resembled humans as unnervingly as they didn’t. They might be exceedingly strong and precise, but they didn’t have what she had - the favour of the gods. 
 She reached a door and pressed up against it, safe from weapons fire. She raised a hand, called up a short hot blade on her fist, and started jabbing at the door’s edges. It was no great automated portal, just a flimsy metal sheet on ancient steel hinges. She tore through it and was immediately greeted by weaponfire from inside the dark hall. One shot nicked her shoulder before she brought her shield up, and she wasted no time letting that shield loose and watching it sweep through the hallway, casting aside dust and debris and danger as it went, exploding far down the hall with an electric crash. 
 Isavel called another shield up and charged in. It was dark, but her thrice-gifted eyes had no trouble seeing heat, motion, faint drops of light splashing across the surface of the world. She could hear exactly where the golems were. She ducked into the nearest room she found; an ancient toilet under a remarkably low ceiling. She almost grinned; build what they may, the ancients were still human, still a rung below the gods. 
 A golem rounded the corner and Isavel lunged, double-bladed, cutting off both its arms and catching it in an embrace as it fell at the same time. She cast it down onto the floor, stepped on its chest, and kneeled down to look into its inhuman face, lights blinking where eyes should be, code shimmering across its metal-plated skull. “Who controls you?” 
 “Access to this facility is strictly forbidden.” The golem’s voice wobbled on a tightrope between solemn and prissy, its accent old and creaky and hard to follow. “Use of force is authorized to remove you from the facility.” 
 “Where is the shrine?” 
 “Vacate the premises immediately. This is private property.” 
 She stabbed down into the chest area, where a heart might be, but it didn’t stop struggling. The legs and stump arms continued flailing around, a sad turtle unable to right itself. She smashed its head in, and this time it quieted. 
 This was going to be tedious. She snapped out of the hallway, ready to shoot back and duck if necessary, but nothing threatened her. Not yet. How was she supposed to find the shrine? 
 Isavel glanced at the minor devastation she had caused just moments earlier, and saw how walls had been cracked and torn. While unleashing a warrior’s shield like a hunter’s shot was powerful, these walls also just seemed remarkably weak. Now that she really looked, she saw damage in other rooms too, scars that long preceded her arrival. She tilted her head slightly, in curiosity, and summoned a tiny shield atop her fist. She slammed her first into the wall, right through the outer layer and into something hard a few inches deeper. 
 She extended a palm towards the rest of the hallway and fired blindly into the walls, chipping off chunks of the crumbling, chalk-like material. If she wanted to destroy the shrine, perhaps she should just destroy the entire building. The further she walked, though, the more she saw more rooms and more branching halls. This place was huge. Destroying it all might take a while and, perhaps more concerningly, might trap the shrine intact under the debris. 
 Isavel took a deep breath, and clenched her jaw. 
 Another golem rounded a dark corner as she explored, grappled with her. They were incredibly strong, and she saw its weapon was, in fact, its arm - not unlike a hunter’s. As it tried to bring its arm to bear she fired her own shots to cut through its shoulders, blasting off chunks of metal as she did, disabling this golem just like the last one. 
 “Where is the shrine?!” 
 The golem responded with the same meaningless platitudes. “We are legally entitled to remove you with force. Please vacate the facility immediately.” 
 She dug a grave for the golem in its own skull and it fell silent. She had to think, to plan. From what she knew, the building was at least four floors tall, and could have any number of basement levels. It didn’t have any distinguishing features. Where should she look? Where might her predecessors have looked, five hundred years ago? 
 The shrine must be either in the basement or the top floor. She couldn’t imagine why it would be anywhere else; those were the two furthest options from the entrance, the most absolute and clearly-defined points. And if the ancients had been building shrines to the gods, they would have placed them skyward, as close to the gods as possible. That made sense, so top floor. She started looking for stairs. 
 As she explored the ground floor, opening or breaking down frail old doors, she stumbled across a closet filled with old, dusty skulls. These gave her only a moment’s pause before she returned to the hallway. She was immediately caught in a crossfire, and even as she twinned shields on both arms, a shot grazed her calf. She hissed at the sting, but it wasn’t any worse than the one on her shoulder. These golems, though, were clearly good shots. 
 She returned to the skull closet, slamming the door shut behind her, ignoring the crunch of bones as hard as she could. She turned right around and started tearing into the weak walls with her swords, bringing up a shield across her back in case they broke in. 
 To her great pleasure, she emerged into a stairwell on the other side of the wall, even as the golems calmly opened the door to the closet. They seemed intent on causing minimal damage, but Isavel had no such compunctions. 
 She darted up the stairs, and as the golems followed she aimed shots down the stairwell, knocking them down and blasting bits off of them. She ran head-first into another golem at the top floor, though, and slammed it up against a wall even as it was blasting her shield with its own energy weapons. She slipped, and it started raising its weapon. 
 Isavel was starting to tire. 
 She reached around the shield, stabbing the golem sideways through the head. It crumpled and she threw it into the stairwell, taking deep panting breaths as she listened to it tumble down the stairs. 
 Unfortunately, the top floor didn’t look much different from the others, except that there were skylights all over. It was much brighter here, though the gaps between the golems’ inhuman skin were still just as dark. She made it her mission to illuminate those, too, flinging more and more bundles of hexagonal light through the air as she ran into more and more golems, filling them with fire and light and destruction. 
 Where were the ghosts? Where was the shrine? What  was  this place? 
 Something struck her back shield with a heavy thud, and there was heat behind her. She turned around and blasted the golem, wondering how long it would be before one of them actually hit her. She rounded a corner, and there was an atrium that way, brightly lit and wide open. She started moving towards it, but more weapons peppered her from behind. She jumped into the atrium, ducked a corner, the soft white seats and a central black obelisk barely registering in her mind as something cracked underfoot. 
 Then a ray of fire and light swept past her from the atrium, cutting down the golems in the hall with a roaring hum. It left complete and utter silence in its wake, except… breathing. Isavel swiveled around. 
 That wasn’t an obelisk in the centre of the atrium. It was Ada Liu, clad in a snug black suit, loosely aiming an orange-etched, dull-grey gun down the hall. Glass was shattered all around her, like she had fallen from the heavens straight through the skylight. She was staring wide-eyed at Isavel, and Isavel returned the favour for a second or two before she could react. 
 “You.” That was all she managed to say. 
 Ada took a few steps forward, stopping just out of arm’s reach and smiling weakly. “Hey you.” 
 Isavel said nothing at first, trying to understand just what was going on. The gods must have sent Ada here. The coders insisted she was not to be trusted… but these coincidences could not be random chance. There was no such thing. The gods had a hand in this, and Isavel’s instincts told her this was what the gods wanted. 
 That was what those instincts were telling her, right? Deep breaths. 
 “Ada, we need to move. I haven’t found anything yet.” 
 Ada was looking her up and down, as though scanning her for weapons. “It’s in the basement. How many golems are there?” 
 “Less than when I started.” How Ada knew what they were looking for… of course she knew. 
 “Hm.” Ada’s eyes, bright and sly under her flat eyelids, flicked down to Isavel’s deadly hands with some measure of approval; it seemed she appreciated a boast. Then she pointed at the golems she had gunned down. “Still too many. They won’t listen to the gods, or obey the zeroth law. They’re protected, somehow. I think we’ll have to do this the hard way.” 
 Isavel nodded. Whatever the zeroth law was, she understood the sentiment. “I know. They attacked me without warning.” 
 “You’re hurt.” Ada reached for her shoulder wounds, but they were minor, and Isavel waved them off. Like everyone else, Ada was likely here to help the Saint Herald, not her. 
 “It’s nothing.” 
 “Nothing is nothing. Let’s be careful.” 
 An unexpectedly warm sentiment. Of all the things since Isavel had woken up earlier in the night... What in the name of the gods was going on here? Isavel’s faith had led her to the atrium, where the gods had delivered Ada unto her from the sky. The gods must have wanted this - or so spoke the whispers in the glass crackling underfoot as they left the atrium. There was no other explanation. 
 Isavel dragged her mind back to the task at hand. “There’s a stairwell. The one I climbed to get here. There might be more golems, though.” 
 “I don’t doubt it. There were almost a hundred of them in here. Have you seen anything of interest yet?” 
 How Ada she possibly know how many golems there were? “The walls are flimsy, and there are skeletons in the closets.” 
 Ada laughed. “I guess there are. I didn’t take you for a comedian, Isavel.” 
 It took Isavel a second to realize she had made a joke by accident, and yet she caught her own mouth already trying on a grin. “It’s not a joke. I crushed actual skulls.” 
 Ada’s wide-eyed stare held only a moment before being broken by an amused snort. “You’re terrifying.” 
 “Maybe that’s why I’m here.” 
 Ada’s eyes flicked away, to the ground, as though seeking refuge in the cracks and ancient halls. There was none to be had. “Maybe. I -” 
 A golem crossed into the hallway ahead of them and raised its arms. Isavel called up her shield at the same time and caught two shots, while Ada reached around it with her gun and fired off a devastating ray of hot orange destruction that charred the golem and knocked it into the ground, leaving a streak of ash and hot embers in the walls near where it had stood. 
 “Nice shot.” 
 Ada smirked. “You like my gun?” 
 “I’ve seen bigger. I won’t be impressed unless it can shoot through a dragon’s shield.” 
 Ada was thoughtful for a moment as they headed towards the stairwell, eyes scanning Isavel as though looking for clues. “Sorry to disappoint, but I doubt this gun can manage that.” 
 “Be lucky you’ve never had to try.” 
 “And you have?” 
 Isavel shrugged. “I didn’t use guns.” 
 “Right. Warrior.” Ada’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute, are you saying you went head-to-head with a dragon within  biting range? ” 
 Isavel shrugged and said nothing, but a smile slipped out of her mind and fell in Ada’s direction. She wondered if she could allow herself that. 
 Ada grinned back, briefly looking to the sky. “Well, this stairwell doesn’t go down to the lower basement, but it gets us close enough. Let’s go.” 
 Isavel looked up at the ceiling, but she saw nothing. Were the gods speaking to Ada directly, in that moment, or was it perhaps just a tic that she kept looking up? Isavel felt a sudden pang of… something like embarrassment. 
 She sucked it up, held it, and let out a quiet breathe as they descended the stairs. “Do the gods speak to you?” 
 Ada laughed. “Not unless I’m lucky. Things would be a lot easier if they were always available and willing to chat.” 
 She breathed a sigh of relief, even as she felt selfish for doing so. What did she know of Ada’s relationship to the gods? What did she even know of her own such relationship? “I can sympathize.” 
 Something was off here, though. Isavel couldn’t tell what it was, but there was something both of them were not talking about. Something just over the horizon. Something living in the dark corners of Isavel’s mind, scurrying briefly into the light before darting back into the shadows. 
 She reached out and put her hand on Ada’s shoulder. She pulled her close, out of the firing line of the golems at the bottom of the stairwell, and brought her shield to bear. Their shots plinked off it harmlessly, although she was starting to feel how each impact sapped a little of her strength. She really ought to rest. 
 Isavel drew up a sword and jumped down the stairwell to the golems across from them, tearing into them and shattering their metal bodies. It was simple. Cut, slice, slam, shred. Ada blasted something further down the stairwell, and together they made their spiralling way down the stairwell. When they got to the second-lowest flight of stairs, Isavel found that the bottom flight had not done well under the fighting, and had collapsed entirely. 
 She glanced at Ada and shrugged. “It’s just one floor. We can jump.” She did immediately, and the impact was fairly minor - it wasn’t all that much further than she was tall. Ada looked more hesitant, and they locked eyes for a moment before she sat down on the ledge. After a moment, Isavel extended her arms, ready to catch the coder, but Ada shooed her away with a gesture and shoved off the ledge a meter in the other direction, landing a bit more awkwardly and with a grunt. 
 “I’m fine.” She stood up, wiggling her legs as though to make sure they still worked. She seemed to have done well enough. 
 “You do look fine, especially for a coder.” 
 “I  am  fine.” She smiled in a puzzled sort of way, though she looked hurt at the same time. 
 What was going on here? What secret were they both in on? Isavel wasn’t even sure she wanted to know. The scurrying in her mind continued as they scurried down the halls. 
 Had Ada not known that Isavel knew that Ada was a coder? Isavel knew she could easily drown in that flow of thought, though, so she hauled back out onto the shore. 
 “What are we looking for?” 
 Ada drew something boxy in the air with her fingers. “Some kind of fancy, armed, locked door. I can handle it. Well… I can open it. I might need you to cover me while I do. It’s what the golems are protecting.” 
 “We can’t break through?” 
 Ada laughed. “No. Are you really  that  much of a warrior? We can’t just smash everything to pieces.” 
 Isavel bristled. “That’s not my solution to  everything . Just walls and doors.” 
 “And skulls, apparently. I think - look out!” 
 Ada raised an arm and lit up one of the side corridors with fire and violence. Blue lightning struck out from the clouds of dust and ash, and Isavel was on hand to greet it with her shield. The golems were wearing on her, but she stood and held her ground. Something in her was scared of revealing her other gifts to Ada, and she didn’t shoot back. She would play the warrior, unless that nagging feeling went away. The gods’ mission was the core of her being, and so she could trust her instincts on this. Trust Ada, but not with everything. 
 Besides, Ada could shoot fine. For a coder. 
 They crossed through the dark corridors, and Ada did something to her gun that turned it into a giant flashlight, illuminating the dark. Isavel heard something behind them, spun around to catch shards of light on her shield, and Ada fired back after a moment’s fiddling with the gun again, knocking down the two golems that had moved in on them. 
 “Good ears.” Ada nodded approvingly, but Isavel shrugged it off. 
 They stalked the corridors, keeping in cover as much as they could, until they found what Ada said they were looking for. It was a great, silvery-white door that looked quite out of place in the fairly square architecture of the rest of the building. Ada approached it and ran her hands along its edges, looking for code. 
 Red lights and blaring alarms flooded the air around them. Isavel spun around, looking for danger. The sounds were so loud she winced and raised her hands to her ears. It  hurt . 
 “I’ve got this!” Ada was shouted over the alarms. “But it’s going to take me a bit. I need to convince it that I’m allowed to be here.” 
 “You figured that out after looking at it for two seconds?” 
 “Well… I’m a quick thinker.” 
 “You’d better be a quick worker, too!” Isavel looked around. There was a single hallway that cut through the small antechamber, two avenues of approach. She turned around to see Ada doing… something to the door. Ada appeared to have grown black spider legs on her fingertips, and they were frantically tracing tiny, incredibly fine code into the doorframe. Whatever was going on was utterly incomprehensible to Isavel, so she turned away again, only to see shapes appear down both halls. 
 “Incoming!” 
 Ada bumped her with something. “Take my gun.” Isavel grabbed it. She had never really used a gun, but she knew the idea. There was a trigger, and - 
 Fire exploded out the end of the weapon, an inferno corralled into an arm’s width. The gun itself hummed, barely audible under the roar of fire, and Isavel aimed it down the hallway. Her hunter’s gift seemed to work on this just as well, and she knew exactly where to aim, knowing instinctively how to adjust her arms.  
 The shield on her left forearm thrummed with impacts. She turned to look, and she saw something different down there, something less like a golem and more like a drone, buzzing red with rage. Isavel aimed the gun down the hall, and while it cut down the golems, it splashed off an invisible shield around the drone.  
 The geometry of the room wasn’t kind to them. If the machines got too close while she wasn’t looking, they might be able to hit Ada. Isavel backed away from the centre of room, the depths of the corridors disappearing but Ada now within shielding range. 
 “Can you hurry up?” 
 “No.” 
 “Something’s coming.” 
 “Something’s always coming. Give me that.” 
 Ada snatched the weapon from Isavel’s hands and briefly tapped and stroked it before handing it back. 
 “Fill the halls.” 
 “With what?” 
 Isavel aimed the gun at the hallway. Something sticky and solid and flaming burst out, and she almost jumped back. Whatever it was coated the entire hallway entrance in flames, and she turned and did the same to the other hall. 
 She shouted over the roaring fires and alarms. “Please tell me we can shut the door after we get in!” 
 “Of course, it’s a door. I -” 
 The drone hummed through the flames unbothered, and a massive blast of force cracked her shield. Isavel almost buckled under the impact, a sudden exhaustion seeping into her mind. She almost dropped the gun as she brought yet another shield to bear. When she heard the door behind her hiss and snap open, she kicked back and slammed Ada through the doorway along with her, and they both fell over under the drone’s red glare. 
 The door didn’t shut behind them. 
  
 Chapter 12 
 Ada swore as Isavel toppled onto her. The door was still open! She twisted towards the frame, extended her mind through the code on her skin, and squeezed time down to a crawl. 
 Okay, okay. This was going to be fine. 
 She inspected the code she could see, picking through the hidden layers like Cherry had shown her, and quickly found the locking mechanism. It was much easier to take control of from the inside; apparently nobody had ever thought intruders would get this far. 
 Isavel was still on top of her now, and Ada couldn’t shove her off in time dilation. She let time flow normally again and squirmed to get out, but Isavel slammed down shields on both arms as some giant red machine blasted them again, heat rippling past the edges of the shield. Apparently Isavel didn’t even notice she was sitting on Ada. 
 “Get off!” 
 Isavel didn’t react, though, and she looked like her arms were trembling. She was barely holding it off as things were - it might be best not to distract her. 
 Ada slowed time again. Okay, okay, what could she do from here? 
 Real-time, she reached out with her hand towards the doorframe. Slow-time, she tried reaching the coding spindles out that way, but they fell woefully short. They weren’t even as long as her own fingers. 
 What were the coding spindles, anyway? 
 She felt around in the code involved in them, the code embedded in her skin, and wondered if she could push it further somehow. She didn’t know the details of what Cherry had done to her, but she could tell the spindles were flexible. What if...? 
 Ada tried getting the spindles to code onto one another, and, to her great surprise, she found she was able to disconnect some with others, with a bit of force, and stretch them out further. She summoned up more of the spindles, disconnecting and reconnecting them and passing them up a chain through the air. All on her own, incredibly fast time, as the suffocating haze of red light just outside the door slowly grew brighter. She felt Isavel’s weight shift on her, very slowly, and heard the infernal whine of that machine rise in pitch. Nothing was happening, not yet, but it was close. 
 When her gnarly black chain of spindles reached the doorframe, sweat slowly wrung from her brow as she struggled to keep track of them all mentally, she went straight for the locking mechanism. She connected the spindles to it and, being dark code and filled with energy, they activated it. She saw the light code in the frame brighten, and slipped back into real time. 
 There was a sudden hiss and slam as the door bolted up from the ground and sealed itself again. Isavel awkwardly rolled off her. They were both panting, and Isavel looked at her, wide-eyed. “How did you close the door?” 
 “Code.” 
 “You couldn’t reach.” 
 Ada didn’t want to go into the details. She sure quite how much of herself she could safely share, so she went for snark instead. “Magic.”  
 She hoped that snark covered up the fact that she was almost telling the truth. Who knew any of this was possible? Ada certainly hadn’t. Isavel grinned, though, and stood up, extending a strong warrior’s arm to help her too.  
 Ada shook her head and clambered to her feet alone. She didn’t need help, and she didn’t want to be indebted to this strange woman who kept appearing at the oddest moments. She tried to avoid thinking of how she might be asked to pay back such a debt. 
 Isavel was looking at her, as though she were trying to figure her out and finding it tiring. Ada wasn’t sure she was comfortable being figured out, but the exhaustion provided an direction way to steer the interaction. 
 “Are you okay, Isavel? You look beat.” 
 Isavel looked back at the door.  “Fine. It’s just... been a busy day.” 
 Ada nodded. It it had been busy enough for her, too, before she fell asleep and then ended up having to break in here at the last minute before the army arrived. Gods, dragons? Either way, they needed to hurry now, while the ghosts distracted the army outside. Ada didn’t want a legion of religious fanatics picking the place clean. 
 The distraction seemed to be working so far. Nobody else was in here, except Ada and Isavel. 
 Who  was  Isavel? 
 “You said we needed to find the basement.” Isavel broke an awkward silence Ada had barely noticed. “Well - is this the one?” 
 “Oh, yeah. There’s a stairwell back here that leads down. We’ll find the archives there.” 
 “Archives?” 
 Ada’s eyes met Isavel’s, and there was gentle consternation written in her brow. Ada didn’t want to elaborate. “Yes.” 
 Isavel nodded. “Okay. Lead the way.” 
 As they descended into the lower level, Ada subvocalized, not looking up this time. Isavel had almost caught her out on that last time. 
 Cherry, how are things outside? 
 The dragons and ghost weapon teams are performing well enough. The human army is arrayed around the facility, but they are refraining from crossing the edge of the property, or approaching the ghosts. They appear to be waiting. 
 Ada glanced at Isavel, this unassuming warrior. She looked worn and tired. 
 What can you tell me about Isavel? 
 Please allow me a few moments to perform a full biometric scan. 
 “How do you know what you’re looking for?” Ada froze up at Isavel’s sudden question. Did Isavel know it was her who had killed the mayor, and raided his archives? How could she possibly know? 
 “It’s just knowledge I’ve picked up. I like discovering things, and I discovered there are archives here that could help me.” And probably help Isavel, too. Whether they were helping each other was more of an open question. 
 Isavel nodded. “Not everyone likes to discover for its own sake. It’s admirable.” 
 “Not all coders would agree.” 
 “Why not? Do they think you’re a heretic?” 
 Ada stumbled over herself as they turned a corner. That word. How could Isavel choose the word  heretic  if she didn’t already know? 
 This time Isavel caught Ada in her stumble, without giving her a chance to weasel out, and straightened her up. She was strong; of course she was. Ada had noticed it writ in her posture and her shoulders the first time they had met, and every time since. She was a warrior - at the very least, but Ada was starting to have other suspicions. 
 She tried to quip away the nervousness. “See, this is why I can’t dance. I’m clumsy. And I’ve... lost touch with those coders, so I don’t know what they think anymore. Good thing you ran into me, though, or we’d both have a mess of a time in here.” 
 Isavel smiled. “The gods must want us to succeed.” 
 Ada chuckled. Now  that  was quite a question. “I sure hope they do.” 
 Cherry’s voice suddenly sounded in her mind.  Ada, I cannot tell you much about Isavel that would interest you. She is a healthy human woman, around twenty years old, currently experiencing emotional stress and moderate exhaustion, along with an accelerated heart rate. The most unusual thing about her is that her… gift readings are unusually strong.  
 Ada’s eyes flicked over to Isavel as they headed down that last hall.  How so? 
 It appears there are several types of gift within her body beyond what one might expect, and they are locked in an intense immune response state in an attempt to eliminate one another other. Unsuccessfully. They are in a strongly stable equilibrium, in fact, which may give her multiple enhanced abilities. Besides this, though, I detect nothing unusual about her. 
 That sounded pretty damned unusual already. So unusual that Isavel might well be the White Witch the dragons were so afraid of. 
 Which meant… well. Time for that later. 
 They stepped through a doorway onto a gridded metal platform hanging high above a room containing a vast screen and a complex array of ancient machinery. As she walked through the doorway, her anxious attempts to piece together the Isavel puzzle gave way to a more immediate concern. “This is it! The archive.” 
 “And what do you hope to discover here?” Isavel asked. 
 Ada shrugged. “Information. The location of the place we’re looking for.” 
 She watched Isavel’s face to see if there was any reaction, but Isavel just nodded, a stoic and determined expression sanded down with weariness. 
 They descended the stairs, and things started lighting up. 
 “Welcome.” A male-sounding voice spoke in the ancient dialect. “What can I do for you today?” 
 They both stood still, and glanced at each other. 
 “You’re not going to ask us for our security clearance?” Ada asked, but the machine didn’t respond as she had hoped. 
 “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” 
 She repeated the question, and put on a dialect and voice she hoped would sound more ancient, more familiar to the machine. This time it responded. “No. User feedback has indicated asking for clearance at point-of-use causes friction, given the strictness of our security protocols. What can I do for you today?” 
 Isavel was squinting, and she cocked her head towards the screen. “Ada, you speak the language of the ancients?” 
 Ada tilted her head. “It’s sort of the same language, it just sounds different, with some different words and meanings. It’s not hard to pick up after a few weeks.” 
 “It’s confusing.” 
 “I can translate.” She thought out to her ship.  Cherry, make sure you’re getting all this. 
 “No, that’s fine - translating all the time can be a hassle.” She was shaking her head, leaving Ada wondering how Isavel might know such a thing. 
 “Fair enough. Hey, machine, can you show me the location of the Kronos Project simulation control centre?” 
 The voice replied almost immediately. “Yes. Here is a map.” 
 A map immediately splashed across the screen, showing the coastline and dozens of names, presumably the ancient names of the cities in the area. Two large dots flashed, one white and the other blue, with an arrow pointing from one to the other. 
 “This is the location of the Kronos Control Center, relative to our current position. Here is an external view.” 
 Another image flashed across the screen, a spike of stone and snow jutting out of the forest in the background. Ada recognized the mountain, and it seemed Isavel did as well. 
 “That mountain’s southeast of Glass Peaks, isn’t it?” Isavel asked. “I’ve seen it. We passed it on the journey southwards.” 
 “I think so.” Ada eyed Isavel. Who was  we ? 
 The machine spoke up again. “The facility is built near the mountaintop, minimizing airwave interference with the Kronos orbital, and is accessible from the northeast highway approach.” 
 “It’s on the northeast side of the mountain.” Ada translated. She was slowly realizing that they hadn’t explicitly discussed what they were looking for. 
 “That’s a fair few days’ journey.” 
 “Yes.” Ada knew full well that she could cross the distance in less than an hour with Cherry. “This is it, then. I think that’s all we need to know.” 
 “I see. Thank you for your help, Ada.” There was an edge to Isavel’s voice that made Ada’s ears heat up, as though she were being yelled at. She had done nothing wrong! But she knew Isavel wasn’t yelling, or speaking curtly. Still, there was an edge. 
 “And yours.” Ada sighed, and looked up to the ceiling.  Cherry, what’s the fastest way back to the roof? 
 You will need to exit through the same basement access doorway. I can lead you to a service elevator a few halls away you can use to reach me. 
 Are the golems still outside the basement entrance? 
 Isavel bit her lip. “Ada, you’re not travelling with the army, are you?” 
 They are still there , Cherry confirmed. Ada’s mind was racing. 
 “No, I’m not.” Her eyes met Isavel’s.  Cherry, can you blast them? Through the walls? 
 Yes. This will result in severe damage to the facility. 
 Do it.  She had to stall for time. “You  are  travelling with the army, aren’t you?” 
 “Yes.” Isavel’s tone threw Ada off. She thought it would be dangerous, but she sounded… sad. Ada sighed and opened her mouth to say something, but found she had nothing to say, so she pursed her lips and looked away. 
 Thunder and lightning sounded from above, a storm vibrating through the bones of the ruins and up their spines. Isavel turned to stare back the way they had come, and then to Ada again. “What was that?” 
 “Some help. We should go.” 
 Isavel nodded, and together they left the archives behind them. 
 When they re-opened the door, sunlight was trickling down through the layers of concrete that had been shredded by Cherry’s precise strikes. Dust, ash, and steel littered the room, as did the shattered and smoking bits of golems and drones. 
 Isavel looked around in surprise and shock, looking up to the sky through the collapsed floors, and Ada tried to put on a smirk. “It seems the gods are on our side.” 
 Isavel turned to look at her, giving her a sad smile. “So you’ve told me before. I believe it’s time we part ways.” 
 A pit was forming in Ada’s stomach. “Yeah. I’m sure we’ll find each other again.” 
 “It’s a small world, apparently.” Isavel backed off, but didn’t turned away. Not yet. 
 Ada knew she had to say something. If Isavel was the White Witch, then she might be able to stop the army from destroying everything Ada was working towards. Something in her was frantically trying to avoid the topic altogether, though. She couldn’t possibly talk to Isavel about this. She couldn’t dare. She had to. “It could be even smaller. If we didn’t have the afterlife.” 
 Isavel’s eyes widened. “But we do.” 
 “Sort of. It needs to be fixed.” 
 “Repaired.” 
 Isavel looked skeptical, but Ada nodded. “That’s why the ghosts are back. The afterlife is broken, and it needs to be fixed for them to stop.” 
 Isavel’s eyes travelled to the ground. “You should leave, Ada. Fly away, if you really can.” 
 Ada swayed, bit her lip. She tried to speak, but nothing came out. She turned and left. 
 She didn’t know if Isavel believed her, understood her, or cared. All she knew was that blood was rushing past her ears and the drums of war were pounding in her chest. The world seemed to swim around her as she went. 
 Cherry, where’s that stairwell? 
 To your right. Third door to your left. 
 She picked up the pace. There were no golems to cross her path. She found the stairwell, slammed the door open, and rushed up the stairs to the roof of the building. She went too fast, too suddenly, and when she reached the top her muscles suddenly started screaming and she staggered to her knees. She realized she was panting, but she wasn’t just tired. She was scared. 
 “I don’t want to do this.” She was muttering to herself, but gusts of air answered by telling her Cherry was just in front of her, on the roof. The subtle distortion of light became obvious moments later. 
 Your biometrics indicate emotional distress, Ada. What is wrong? 
 Ada pulled herself up. “Nothing. We just need to get to that facility as soon as possible. Open up.” 
 Cherry’s cockpit slid open, suddenly visible in the air, and Ada hauled herself in, scrabbling for the controls. She interfaced with the ship, and it felt safe in here. She felt like she was in control again. She must be. She calmed down, taking a few deep breaths, and flew. 
 The dragons were firing shots into the woods surrounding the facility, and more weaponfire crisscrossed under the canopy. She gave them their signal, a blast from Cherry that immediately burst into floating red shards, and suddenly the fighting stalled, ghosts and dragons fled, and Cherry sped off to the east towards the rally point. The ghosts were listening - the Shadowslayer trusted her. Good. Things were about to get a whole lot more difficult. 
 Cherry kept prodding.  Your brainwaves and heart rate indicate agitation, and your hormone composition is highly unusual. What did you discover? 
 “The face of the enemy, I think.” Ada replied aloud. The interface with the ship couldn’t completely take her away from the sense of dread she was feeling. But why? What was wrong? Isavel may be a thrice-gifted soldier of the gods, if the dragons were even telling the truth, but what did that matter? She was just another gifted peasant, wasn’t she? 
 Something wasn’t right about that assessment. Ada didn’t know what was going on. Her hands were shaking. 
 She did know that she needed to get to the mountain as soon as possible, and that she would only have a few days’ head start at best before the army arrived to destroy the control centre and end life after death. 
 She cruised above the treetops towards the rally point, and saw a cluster of highlighted human shapes in the area, as well as a few haulers and heavier weapons. Good. This would have to be quick. 
 Touching down on the ship’s fins in the small clearing, Ada hopped out of the ship just a few steps from Sam and the Master. The Shadowslayer looked grim. The ghosts had lost people - bodies, whatever - and they weren’t exactly sure what they were getting out of it. She could see why that would trouble them. 
 “Ada. Were you successful?” 
 She stared at him. “I know where we need to go. Cherry, pictures?” 
 The ship projected a crisp, true colour image of the mountain top Ada and Isavel had found in the archives. It floated in the air, made of a billion little points of light, hovering between her, Sam, and the Master. 
 “This shrine - it’s on the northeastern slope of this mountain. The big white one.” 
 Sam squinted at the image. “I know that mountain. We passed it on the road south.” 
 “So did that army.” Ada said, and the Master gave her a strange look. 
 “Do they know the shrine’s location?” 
 She sighed. She knew it was true. “They do, yes. The details aren’t important, but they’re heading the same way. We need to leave immediately.” 
 “And get there at the same time as them?” Sam asked. Ada was still getting used to hearing that more feminine voice. “Didn’t you say you have work to do there before you can fix it?” 
 She pointed at Cherry. “I can get there right now, with my ship. I just can’t take more than one other person with me - and to be honest, I don’t think there’s anyone I need to bring along. That should give me a few days to figure out what I need to do and do it.” 
 “Will that be enough?” 
 “It will have to be.” 
 The Shadowslayer frowned. “And if it’s not?” 
 She bit her lip, and hesitated for just a moment. “I’ll blast that entire army to ash with my ship and keep trying. But I’d rather send as few people to hell as possible.” 
 The Master grunted. He looked to Sam, and then sighed as he turned back to Ada. “And you require us to delay them again, I assume.” 
 “Yes. You don’t need to get yourselves killed, just slow them down as much as humanly possible. Or, er, ghostlily possible.” She glanced between them, and at the other ghosts skulking further away. “Whatever. Peck away at them. I’ll need all the time you can give me - I’ve never seen the kinds of technology I’ll be working with.” 
 And Ada really, really didn’t want that army to catch up with her. 
 Sam reached out and put an arm on her shoulder, surprising her. “You’ll manage.” 
 She blinked, and saw cool approval in the newly reforged woman’s eyes. The appropriate response was probably to smile, so she tried that, but she wasn’t sure whether it made things better. That gnawing in her gut hadn’t stopped. “Thanks. I know I will. But right now, do whatever you think is best. Hell, even if you abandon me entirely, I’ll still have a few days’ head start given how they can’t fly anywhere.” 
 The Master looked on impassively, but Sam shook her head. “I think you’re our best shot.” 
 Ada could tell there was personal gratitude playing into that sentiment, but she was loathe to challenge it. Perhaps it was fine for personal gratitude to play a role. If that was how the world worked, her next meeting with Isavel might not be a throwdown. 
 “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sam.” She wasn’t sure how else to respond, so she left it at that. “If only we had some bigger guns to beat them back.” 
 “There are many ancient weapons still in storage in ancient military bases, tended to by walkers.” The Master looked like he was speaking from personal familiarity. “It can take time to find them, though.” 
 Ada sighed. “Yeah, and it’s not like we have archives or anything.” She blinked, and smiled. “Oh, wait. Actually, I think I have just that.” 
 The ghosts looked at her with confused expressions, but she glanced up into the air where Cherry floated, awaiting her commands.  Cherry, I need help. I’m looking for something big, with lots of firepower, that doesn’t need people who can read to make it work. Any piece of military equipment, anywhere in the world. 
 Cherry’s voice responded immediately.  I have access to public and low-level classified documentation as well as up-to-date satellite imagery. I will cross-reference these to locate an asset matching your description. This may take a few minutes. 
 Ada smiled, genuinely this time. Her ship continued to impress her. “Okay, my ship is searching. I’ll let you take care of this, but I think I need to go prepare. If I find anything we can use, I’ll let you know. Cherry, get down here.” 
 The ship descended, splaying its dark fins out like feet to land on, and settled down in the clearing. Ada hopped in and let the cockpit snap shut again, giving her a sense of safety that she rarely felt on the ground. She glanced outside to see the Master already walking away, but Sam still stood there, raising a hand in goodbye. Ada raised one hand in return. 
 “Cherry. Can you contact Zhilik and Tanos again?” 
 Contacting. 
 It was only a few seconds before Tanos’ voice filtered through the transmission.  Ada? We’re still watching Hive - people are making runs to the army with horses, bringing them food and supplies and medics. Are you okay? 
 “Thanks, Tanos, I’m fine. Listen, I’ve got an idea. I’m asking Cherry to search for old relics we might be able to use to help stall the army. Maybe you two can help me lock something down.” 
 Zhilik’s voice filtered in now, sounding skeptical.  You know that most advanced technology, especially the military kind, was designed with biometric controls. My people will not be able to use it, nor would unauthorized humans. 
 “Cherry can override -” 
 Cherry’s voice broke into the conversation, apparently audible to everyone.  I have identified the most suitable candidate based on your parameters of size, firepower, and automation. The submersible assault cruiser  Chengdu  is currently floating on the open ocean a few thousand clicks west of your location, in low-power standby mode. It is stabilized, but seems unoccupied. It is by far the largest such object I was able to find by searching all available databases. 
 Ada’s eyes went wide. “It’s a boat?” 
 It is a warship. 
 She grinned. “Hell yes. What do you think, you two? Feel like commandeering an ancient warship?” 
 There was a pause on the other end that worried her, but when Tanos finally spoke it was with some measure of enthusiasm, or at least interest.  I’ve never piloted a warship, but it sounds… impressive. 
 If it helps us prevent further conflict between ghosts and humans, it is worth investigating.  Zhilik’s academic caution and curiosity seemed inseparable.  I wonder which war it was built to fight in. 
 Ada shrugged. “Petty bickering between cultures that died long ago. Let’s give it something new to chew on. Cherry, can you override the ship from here?” 
 Yes. It will take some time, as the cybersecurity measures on the ship were state of the art when it was launched in 2319. I can request a coordinated command injection from the ring that will allow us to take control of the  Chengdu  and pilot it towards this region. 
 “Send it towards Campus. Tanos, Zhilik - when that ship gets there, see what you can do with it, okay? Be ready.” 
 Cherry tempered the urgency, though.  The ship may take a day to arrive after control has been seized. 
 “Or, you know, wait for it.” 
 We can head back to Campus.  Zhilik sounded like he agreed.  That might be the safest option. There have been more eyes on us than usual lately. 
 That didn’t sound good - all the better if they left. Ada was guiding Cherry through the air, watching the ghosts pull away from the enemy and turning towards the mountain, which was already visible in the distance. It was true - Tanos and Zhilik could easily go back to Campus now. It would be safer. She felt a pang of guilt at that, especially at sending Tanos away, but she couldn’t think of an articulate reason why she should feel guilty. 
 “All right. Do that, and then just wait for that warship. I -” 
 Weapons suddenly burst to life in the woods, snapping out from cover to strike at the ghosts. The ghosts dodged and ducked, and Sam fled the scene unharmed, but this was far too close for comfort. 
 “Shit!”  
 Ada? What’s going on? 
 “There’s fighting! Hang on, wait a second!” The ghosts were returning fire. Ada called up her ship’s sensors and spotted the offending humans, a few shapes in the underbrush. Some were firing, others were not - pathfinders and hunters, she assumed. 
 She brought her weapons to bear and aimed straight at them, but then she paused. She couldn’t just gun them down. She had no idea who they might be, and she didn’t want to hurt - well, anyone really. Wasn’t that the point? 
 Still, the ghosts knew she was there. They expected her to be on their side, and to help them. She readied Cherry’s weapons and aimed false, in front of the attackers, sending angry hexagonal shards of light into the ground and churning up dirt and vegetation. 
 The threat seemed to work - the people firing on the ghosts immediately turned and ran. All except for one - a single body lay in the woods, unmoving, its glow slowly fading. A sudden, cavernous pit appeared in Ada’s stomach, and she fumbled around trying to close it. 
 “It’s just an enemy, right? There’s no way… Cherry?” 
 Yes, Ada? 
 “That body, the one we just hit. Can you… do you know who it is?” 
 Scanning.  Brief pause.  Their biosignatures do not match any individuals I have scanned recently. 
 Ada was flooded by a sense of relief, one she immediately knew was misplaced. It didn’t matter who she was killing - killing was not what she was here to do. It shouldn’t matter at all. 
 She angled the ship at the ghosts and started moving above them, and saw Sam running, occasionally glancing back up at her from between the tall, straight redwoods and firs. Perhaps that had done it, then. A little bit more trust established. 
 Ada? What happened? Did you shoot someone? 
 She had completely forgotten that Tanos and Zhilik were still listening to her. 
 “Yes, Tanos, that’s what happened. I’m fine. The ghosts are fine too, not that that’ll make you happy.” She looked out across the rolling forests and hills, towards the great white mountain in the distance. “I need to get going. Take care of that ship if it shows up, okay?” 
 Got it. Take care of yourself, Ada. 
 As the transmission clicked out, she rolled her eyes. Of course she was going to take care of herself. Who did he think she was going to take care of? “Okay Cherry, let’s just talk, you and me. You have scientific and historical archives, right?” 
 Yes. The state of human encyclopaedic knowledge, as of the year 2347, is stored in my databanks. 
 Ada angled the ship towards the mountain and started moving it forward. 
 “Good. Can you start running me through how these simulations work? And can you do it in fast-time? How much can you teach me before we reach the mountain?” 
 Using cognitive time dilation, we will be able to cover several hours’ material in the twenty-four minutes required to reach our destination. I do not have access to the specifics for Kronos simulations, unfortunately, but similar computational simulations have hundreds of years of technological and social development that I can share with you, beginning in the twentieth century with systems known as videogames that were - 
 “Alright, sounds good. I need all the information I can get, so start teaching.” 
 She squeezed time to a crawl, her eyes firmly fixed on the mountain ahead, as Cherry started from the beginning.  
 Chapter 13 
 “What happened?” Isavel had heard the sounds of battle tapering off as she emerged from the archival facility, and by the time she reached the others things seemed to have calmed down entirely. She was sweating and tired and nervous. Trying to fight wasn’t something she even wanted to think about right now. 
 Dendre Han was scratching his head. “The ghosts attacked, but they were pretty conservative. The dragons were pelting us but even they keeping their distance, and everybody suddenly bolted a few minutes before you showed up. Some kind of fireworks in the sky above the facility was their signal to leave, I think.” 
 “Saint Isavel.” Elder Tan’s voice tried to offset with apologetics the suddenness of his approach. “Did you uncover the shrine? Did you destroy it?” 
 “The shrine isn’t here.” She saw their dismay right away, but she wasn’t sure how to soften it. It had been extremely clear to her, inside the facility and indeed still now, that she and Ada were looking for the exact same thing. “It’s buried in the northeastern slopes of the great white mountain we passed on the road south. We need to go there, as fast as we can.” 
 “You need me to send the drones?” 
 She almost jumped hearing Aren’s voice from one of the drones overhead. “Can you?” 
 “I don’t know if they can go that far. I don’t think dad ever sent them that far.” 
 “Can you find out? It’s very important. We’ll need as many as you can send, to keep track of the ghosts.” 
 “Sure, I can try. Should I send the shooting drones out front?” 
 “Uh, yes, send those ones too. Get them harassing the enemy.” 
 “So, shooting, but not too much?” 
 She grinned slightly. “That’s right. Don’t let the drones get destroyed.” 
 She saw Hail’s eyes widen, and when their eyes met Hail pursed her lips. “I had heard rumours, but I didn’t actually know he had armed drones.” 
 Isavel nodded, remembering the oddly quiet drones suspended in the air in the Mayor’s home. “From what I saw, there definitely are.” 
 Aren’s voice broke through again. “Isavel, the ghosts are moving away from you. I think they’re going towards the mountain too.” 
 Dendre and Elder Tan both looked surprised. “Do the ghosts know? How can they know?” 
 Isavel felt her heart sink in her chest, but she tried to straighten her shoulders. She knew the answer. “They know. We have to stop them from reaching it before us. Go! Get everyone moving, stop standing around.” 
 Tired as she was, she started walking. They could use an example. 
 She heard gentle running behind her after a few moments, and she turned to see, to her surprise, Venshi. The steward had already stopped running when Isavel laid eyes on her, but Isavel wished she could have seen Venshi run. She had never seen Venshi move at anything but a leisurely and slightly creepy stroll. 
 Venshi started her warble with a title. “Saint Herald Isavel - did you destroy the shrine?” 
 “No, it’s not here.” Isavel watched Venshi as she said that, but the steward didn’t seem to react at all. “Come on, Venshi, we need to keep up with the ghosts.” 
 She started walking again, and Venshi managed to keep pace with unusually long strides underneath her gown. “You seem troubled. What is wrong, child?” 
 Isavel gazed back at the facility. She thought about what Ada had said, her strange claim that the afterlife needed to be fixed. She thought back to the time she died, to the terrible world she had seen there, the same one that had engulfed the guardians of Glass Peaks outside the city walls. Everybody had assumed it was simply one of the more terrifying of the thousand worlds, but Isavel knew otherwise. “Is the afterlife broken, Venshi?” 
 Venshi’s ceramic white face didn’t change, her voice as composed as ever. But something in her nevertheless spoke of sudden anger. Her posture? The direction of her gaze? “Who told you that? Who would claim to know such a thing?” 
 “A woman I met in the facility.” Isavel knew that the coders didn’t like Ada, so though Venshi had never mentioned her before, avoiding the name might be best. “She said it needed to be fixed.” 
 “Who would dare assume to fix the work of the gods?” Venshi demanded. “How could one who had not died know the nature of the afterlife?” 
 “I died, Venshi. You know that.” 
 Venshi’s pause was brief. “And did it look broken to you?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “That’s because you didn’t reach the afterlife.” Venshi waved dismissively. “There is a desolate pathway between this world and the next, and the gods snatched you back from the beyond before you crossed it. You died, but you did not see what ultimately comes after death.” 
 Isavel nodded. She couldn’t know either way, so it was certainly possible. She was too tired to worry about it. “And the ghosts? It seems like they live in that pathway.” 
 “They are evil spirits who themselves cannot cross into the beyond. They hate us so much that they will come here to take our bodies, to try and ride them to the afterlife when they die. Normally the gods protect us from them, but at times the spirits grow more dangerous than usual, and the gods see this as a chance to test our strength. To rouse us to heroism.” 
 Isavel nodded again. It all seemed plausible. “Why would the gods send someone to lie to me?” 
 Venshi made a strange hissing sound. “Who was this woman you met? Was it Ada Liu?” 
 Isavel was taken aback. She didn’t remember telling Venshi about Ada, ever. “Did you talk to the coders?” 
 “I did. They say you danced with the woman in Hive.” 
 She nodded, though in truth she had danced and Ada had stumbled along next to her. 
 “You should not dance with the devil.” Venshi shook her head. “It is her mission to subvert the will of the gods and bring ruin to our society. If she seizes power, the world will forever be changed, unrecognizable, and the society we have built under the watchful eyes of the gods will shatter. Do  not  trust her.” 
 What had Ada done to deserve all the scorn these people seemed to place on her? To suggest that Ada might seize power seemed… Well, after a moment’s thought, she decided that it didn’t seem so unreasonable. The rogue coder was ambitious, that much was clear, and she had an uncanny knowledge of how to manipulate ancient relics. Beyond that, she kept appearing again and again in Isavel’s life, without explanation, and now in the most significant of places. There was certainly  something  about her. 
 Some invisible current had swept Isavel away, changing her life and carrying it to strange waters. Ada, it seemed, was floating in that same current. Isavel knew that she herself was protecting the world - that was what she was meant to do, tasked by the gods. That didn’t leave much room for another saviour, did it? Surely the gods wouldn’t choose two for the same task. 
 She had to concede that. “So much about her is… suspicious. Maybe you’re right - I shouldn’t put too much stock in her words.” 
 Venshi nodded smoothly as she kept apace. “I am relieved to hear you see reason, child. That shrine must be destroyed for the natural order to be restored. This is the truth.” 
 “I’m sure you’re right.” Be that as it may, though, Isavel was growing tired of talking, and she wasn’t keen on continuing to exhaust herself trying to piece together the Ada puzzle. If only she had asked… well, they might have ended up having to fight. She didn’t want that. “Venshi, you can return to Mother Jera. I’ll lead for a bit.” 
 Behind them followed the disorganized mess of the army, and its trains of equipment and supplies. Hail was at the forefront, almost looking like a leader if she hadn’t been such a devoted follower. Venshi made a sighing sound. “Very well, Saint Isavel, Herald of the Gods.” 
 There was a peculiar stress on the title. Venshi had nothing more to say, though, and let herself drift back into the crowd. 
 And so Isavel marched ahead, alone at the front. She shouldn’t be trying to figure it out - she should focus on walking forward - but she couldn’t help but wonder. What had led Ada to work with the ghosts? It was clear that this was happening, and she realized in a horrible moment that she had no reason to believe that Ada was not actually a ghost herself. There would be no way to answer that question. 
 In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she realized that might explain a great deal. The coders, and now Venshi, had nothing but bad things to say about Ada - and yet the Ada that Isavel had met seemed entirely pleasant and strangely magnetic, if slightly rough around the edges. Possession by a ghost - a ghost who was trying to lie to and manipulate humans - would explain the disparity quite neatly. 
 And how else would she have such an expansive knowledge of ancient technology and relics? Venshi had said, after all, that some of the ghosts were thought to be ancients themselves. That might just be the best possible explanation. 
 Ada must be a ghost. 
 Isavel was suddenly startled out of this realization by two men stumbling out of the woods, wearing turquoise armbands. She raised her palm nonetheless.  Anybody  could be a ghost, armbands or no. 
 “Herald!” They put up their hands, as though in surrender. 
 “What?” 
 “We - our attack on the ghost walker failed.” The blue-haired one was stammering, as though in shock, “But we saw something incredible.” 
 She turned to see the army catching up, and she pointed them forward. “Tell me what you saw.” 
 “The ghosts have a flying relic, a great thing of massive power, greater than a dragon in size.” The dark-haired man was gesturing to the sky, but the blue-haired man shook his head and cut him off. 
 “It’s worse than that. It has wings made of skylight, barely visible.” 
 Isavel felt the hackles rising on her neck. She had heard of wings made of midnight before, invisible wings as well - whose wings were these? “How did you see it if it was barely visible?” 
 “It shot at us! It killed one of our pathfinders, and tore up the forest. I - we ran away before it could kill the rest of us.” 
 “I see - thank you. Please tell Dendre Han, he’ll want to know. The dead - were they your friend?” 
 They blinked, and after a moment the blue-haired man answered, looking at his feet. “Ny cousin.” 
 She walked up and briefly rested a hand on their shoulders. “I’m sorry.” 
 They looked up at her with gratitude far out of proportion to the weight of her words. She walked past them, keeping moving in the hope the army would do the same. Wings made of sky, protecting the ghosts. Killing the mayor. No doubt carrying Ada to the ancient facility where they had last met, too. Isavel needed to know what the gods were planning, but no answer was evident. If a ghost had made Isavel a target, why not kill her outright? Why toy with her, appearing again and again like some kind of rival? It made no sense. 
 There were sounds in the distance. Snapping, crackling, rustling. The sounds of movement. Isavel slowed down, raised her shield, and spoke to those she heard behind her. 
 “They’re waiting for us. Keep your eyes peeled.” 
 “We’re attacking?” It was Hail.  
 Isavel nodded, without turning around. “We need to reach that mountain as soon as possible, Hail. We can’t wait.” 
 “Herald, you’re trembling. Are you tired?” 
 Hail wasn’t wrong. Isavel had been drained by everything that had happened since she had woken up, and even before. But she needed to make sure everybody kept moving. She needed to keep going. 
 “You can rest, Herald.” 
 Isavel turned to look at Hail and wondered, again, why the woman was following her like this. She sighed. “How? We need to move, and there could be enemies up ahead.” 
 “All the more reason for you to rest. You’ve been fighting and on your feet all day, and you didn’t sleep well last night. If you want to accomplish the will of the gods, being exhausted isn’t going to help.” 
 Isavel looked up to the sky, the ring peeking through the clouds here and there. “What do you suggest?” 
 “Whatever you know is best.” 
 Isavel sat down on her knees. There was a brief pause in the movements and footsteps behind her, so she turned and waved them past. They hesitated for only a moment before continuing onward. Nobody bothered to ask her what she was doing, kneeling as though about to kowtow to the gods. Perhaps it seemed an entirely normal thing for a Saint or a Herald to do. Hail stood by her, still and quiet, her eyes on Isavel’s back. 
 She watched as people walked by, leading horses and hovering weapon platforms, dogs and haulers. They gave her a wide berth. Why? They were normally fawning over her. What was it about their hero, knelt down and quiet, that made them avert their usually constant attention? 
 The ways of others were strange, and Isavel was starting to feel like she might never understand them again. 
 There was a strange moment of silence - not true silence, but noisy silence. Isavel heard voices, footsteps, the breeze in the trees, the gentle hum of ancient relics, but her ears picked up nothing important or notable. It was as though there was nothing worth hearing. She might finally be feeling just how tired she really was. 
 But she had slept through much of the night. Why was she still tired? 
 She finally did kowtow to the gods. She pressed her forehead against the cool grass, in a gesture she hadn’t performed in many days, and held the position. She searched her mind for the part of her that followed their divine will, and found it in the shape of her life, in the curve of the mountain path that led her through the crags and gullies of her world. Whatever had come naturally to her so far was a part of that path, and her failures were stumblings of recklessness as she tried to stray from it. 
 Mountain paths didn’t always lead anywhere. Isavel knew that people had wandered the mountains to the north, or to the south, for weeks or months and never found a way out. To the west was the coast and the ocean, and to the east was a vast wasteland of howling winds, tall grasses, wandering caravans - but those were only two of the four directions. Which way was this path leading? Was she headed to a lush and vibrant coast, or a wasteland? Or would she never stop wandering at all? 
 The gods did not speak to her. They rarely did, and even when they did their words were not usually what she hoped. They did not show her the way, but simply pushed her further along this winding path. 
 She wanted to know where she was going, but it seemed she was fated to ignorance, at least for now. She wanted to know why she was here, and where her gifts had come from, but again it seemed she was fated to ignorance. All that was left was the present moment, the present concerns, and the need to put one foot in front of the other. 
 Isavel had lived and died under the gods’ watch, and now she lived again. Surely the gods would continue to take care of her. That was the conclusion she kept coming back to. But why was she so tired? Why couldn’t she keep fighting, forever, if that was their will? 
 Sounds up ahead made their way into her ears, shouting and shooting and the wingbeats and roars of dragons. They were distant and far-off, beyond her reach or concern. She tried to focus on the gods, on their presence permeating the world, guiding events around her. 
 She saw Ada’s face. Her eyes, a white flare around a nearly black iris, swept back towards her temple like open wings. A broad and pale face with golden undertones. Her jaw set, feet planted in the ground, a shard fallen from the sky and dug into the earth. It stirred something frantic in Isavel, fleeting but vital memories of a future yet to come. The gods kept putting this person in her life, again and again - why? Why were they so clearly enemies, and yet somehow not? 
 She understood the old stories of the gods, the ways they tested their followers. Was Ada a test for her, a rival? Or... Was Isavel a test for Ada, perhaps? Was her life hollowing out because it was no longer needed? That thought terrified her. The gods would take care of her, even in death, but she didn’t want to believe they would do so much to her only to have her play a fatal role in someone else’s journey. 
 Ada would allow the ghosts to cross into this world. She would help them do so, claiming to protect the afterlife from destruction - as though such destruction were possible. As though the gods would allow it. As though death without afterlife were even conceivable. A person’s mind couldn’t simply stop, not without dreams or thinking or feeling in some way. So Ada, it seemed, was either insane or lying. 
 Isavel hoped they didn’t meet again. 
 She watched patterns swirl in her mind, a dance of blades and shots through the air, fire splashing against ancient ruins, the spinning of a watcher’s plates as it grew and attacked. There was a swirl in everything, a curve, a whorl of dark and pale joining and separating. A whirlpool of light and shadow, swallowing her sight. 
 Something happened. Someone was tapping her shoulder. 
 “Herald?” 
 Isavel slowly lifted her head up, rose back onto her knees, feeling stiff. There were footprints everywhere, but there was nobody nearby except Hail, staring at her with concern. Isavel found the sun somewhere unexpected behind the ring. 
 “Was I... sleeping?” 
 Hail shook her head. “No. But it has been some time since the last of the army has passed.” 
 Isavel looked around, confused. It couldn’t possibly have been that long. “Are you sure I wasn’t sleeping? I feel like it’s only been a minute.” 
 “You were praying to the gods. Not very loudly; I couldn’t hear clearly. But praying.” 
 “Praying?” It was rather more likely that she was muttering in her sleep. 
 “Yes, Herald. Unless... you were communing with them in some deeper way.” 
 Was such a thing possible? She certainly hadn’t received any guidance. “Maybe. Hail, I thought I heard fighting up ahead.” 
 Hail looked ahead, biting her lip. “I saw some flashes, but I don’t really know what happened. I think they’ve moved on.” 
 Isavel stood up and immediately felt tired again, wavering on her feet. She reached for her pockets to find rations, but was empty. “Do you have any food?” 
 “Of course.” Hail handed her a food bar, simple nuts and fruits cooked into an easily portable form. Isavel took a bite and chewed, looking around. Those now gone had worn a great path into the woods, but she was tempted to go sideways instead. Something about the water in the distance called to her. 
 “Did anyone stop to wake me?” 
 “I wouldn’t have let them.” 
 Isavel’s smile was weak. “Hail, you’re too dedicated.” 
 Her self-appointed bodyguard said nothing, watching her with her cool blue eyes and a concerned smile. Isavel stood up, looked around, and found the west was calling to her - the sea. It wasn’t far, and soon they had left the army’s tracks behind. 
 Whatever it had once been, Isavel found herself walking, stumbling, strung along by the scent of salt and seaweed until they descended a short drop down to a simple rocky beach. Not far from them was a solid, angular outcropping, something ancient long since forgotten and abandoned. Just like everything else in this old world. 
 She walked up to the water, tiny crabs scuttering away from her feet, and let the cold ocean lap at her toes. She smelled the salt here more than she had in the cities, its notes not overwhelmed by humans and animals and food. She looked up the shore to this ancient port, or whatever it was, and started walking towards it. Hail followed in silence. 
 “Have you always been a devout follower of the gods?” Isavel asked her. “Even in your days as a bandit?” 
 Hail’s brief silence was palpable. “No. Not until the dreams. That was when I knew I had crossed them, and needed to repent. Otherwise... What if the afterlife was nothing but those dreams, over and over again? All my mistakes played before me, endlessly.” 
 Isavel looked over at the bodyguard. “Is that what you think happens after death?” 
 “I don’t know. It’s been so long since anybody communed with the dead, it’s hard to know what to believe. There are no shamans anymore.” 
 Isavel smirked. “I died, remember. I don’t know if what I saw was the final place, or if it was just… the crossing. But while I was dead, I walked the realm of the ghosts.” 
 Hail blushed. “And you did it again, I heard, even as you lived.” 
 “Yes. It was my duty.” 
 “You have a role to play in the gods’ plans.” 
 Hail said that as though it was the same thing, but the notion made Isavel uncomfortable. She had a duty to fulfil, certainly, but her role… It felt diminishing, somehow, to think that her entire  being  was dedicated to the service of a single role. Even as it also felt like a creeping reality. Perhaps believing it would help her find peace. 
 “I’m tired.” She nodded towards the ruins. “If there’s shelter in this place, I need to sleep. Actually sleep. Can you keep watch?” 
 “Of course, Herald.” 
 She flinched internally a bit every time Hail said the name, but there was no point in asking her to stop. This was what Isavel had become, and to insist on her birth name was… anachronistic. 
 The ancient pier was dominated by a mound of soil and concrete rubble, overgrown with dense scraggly plants, that didn’t look much like a building. Still, Isavel had seen enough of these to know it was a ruin of some sort. To her satisfaction, there was a door leading into one of the sides, and they opened it up to find the hallway beyond had collapsed just a few meters in. A red panda chirped and squawked when it saw them, so they stood aside to let it run away before entering. 
 It was hard ground, but Isavel didn’t care. She lay her head down and fell asleep almost immediately. There was darkness, nothing, and she wasn’t even aware of it. Then there were faint glimmers of awareness, and she saw things - motion, colour, but strange in ways that would have violated her sense of reality if they hadn’t all seemed so utterly normal. 
 There were drones in the sky, and they were talking to her, saying things she couldn’t hear, or perhaps wasn’t paying attention to. People were looking at her, staring at her, through her, as though there were a fascinating empty space exactly where she was standing. What was wrong with them? She shook someone and he backed away, but he didn’t understand what was going on. 
 She left them, climbed a tree with her blades, and at the top she found the ring. It was huge and flat, and she hauled herself onto it and saw the vastness of the Earth below her. There were voices on the wind, but when she turned to the sky to find their source, all she saw were sharp eyes in a pale face, framed by black hair and pale pink lips. A fire burned behind the face, an inferno to envelop the world. 
 As she woke up, she was briefly aware of memories of the dream slipping away. In a dazed mockery of wakefulness, she was convinced they were worth remembering, and tried to replay them in her mind, but each moment of the dream decayed and rotted into a mulch of impressions that slipped through her fingers, and soon everything was gone. Isavel was left with the sense she had just forgotten something important, with no idea what it might have been. 
 Then she realized that Hail was lying down behind her, facing her back and with a curled hand nestled against Isavel’s neck. She was snoring lightly. It was dark, and Isavel heard the sounds of rain outside. Sleep always seemed much shorter than it really was. She spent a moment in the darkness, her bodyguard’s body shifting slightly. 
 She knew what she had to do. She had not been given the gift of the medic, or of the walker, or any of the other, more mythical gifts. Everything she had become was a weapon of war. Weapons were not returned to their holsters until their job was complete. 
 She stood and stepped over Hail, who stirred awake. 
 “Isavel?” 
 Isavel stopped, for a moment, watching and hearing the drizzle smattering into the seawater just beyond the shore. She saw shapes out in the salt, round little dog-like heads heads poking out of the water, catching a breath and looking around for a bit before diving back into the deep. Others emerged elsewhere, though she couldn’t tell if they were the same after the dive. But dive they did. 
 She took a deep breath. “We need to go, Hail. The ghosts are waiting.” 
 Hail rose up and nodded. “Yes, Herald.” She was looking at her with something like care, and it unnerved Isavel enough that she looked away again. 
 There was no way of knowing how far the army was, but she knew she could follow them, the smell and the footprints and the snapped branches. Isavel dove into the forest. She would find them, and she would put an end to this. She had to. She had no choice anymore; the gods had thrown her in this river, and now she had no choice but to swim. And maybe, if she made it to the end, she might resurface something new. 
  
  
 Chapter 14 
 The mountain’s first name was lost to time and the technophage, but Ada was sure it must have been something grand. It stood as a great white sentinel lording over the fir forests, visible from Glass Peaks and Campus and no doubt Hive as well. And here, on its north-eastern slopes, was… nothing. 
 Ada had briefly considered that Cherry might be wrong about the location. There was nothing here to indicate any kind of ancient facility. No ritualistic offerings, no shrines, nothing at all. But the ghostly images of the facility’s interiors that Cherry painted in her vision were clear and steady, and so she started firing gentle blasts at the rock face that seemed closest to an entrance. 
 Of course, Cherry wasn’t wrong. As her weapons carefully picked away at the rock and snow, a door started peeking out, as though it had been buried by some landslide in ages past. That fairly unremarkable door was now all that stood between her and… well, probably more doors. The words etched above it read  Equipment Storage.  Innocuous-sounding, though the door seemed rather suspiciously far from any place that might require equipment. 
 Ada hopped out of the ship and walked up to the door’s control console, and as her hand grazed the edges, two sets of code began to light up - one the intricate, beautiful etchings of ancient machines, and the other the clumsy and ignorant smears of much more recent coders. She marveled that her ancestors were able to do anything at all here; the outers must have helped more than she had thought. 
 It seemed her work was already done, though. She touched the command console, code of both styles lit up and pulsed with new life, and the door hissed open. The walls inside were dimly lit by ugly sigils, smeared in place by coders hundreds of years ago, and she was frustrated to see there were other lights, ancient lights, that they apparently hadn’t bothered to use. She even saw the tiny trigger for the lights. She activated them and grinned as the soft, bright lights in the ceiling lit the entire space up. The coders’ bluish scratchings were just feeble shimmers in comparison. 
 As Ada walked through the ancient halls she mentally ran through everything Cherry had taught her. The concepts were bewildering and strange, but she was beginning to understand the basics. The afterlife, like all the other thousand worlds, was a vast set of rules building dreams of other worlds inside machines. The gods projected these dreams onto Earth wherever a walker or something similar requested it, but in the absence of such a request the dreaming continued unhindered, simply invisible and intangible to humans. The thousand worlds really existed inside the machines, and to their inhabitants - spirits, ghosts, dead ancestors - they seemed just as physical and real as anything else. 
 And so Elysium was its own set of rules and information - a configuration of natural laws and space writ in code. It needed to be installed, explained to the machines so that they could perform the necessary rituals and keep it separate from the rest of the thousand worlds, but her ancestors had apparently botched that process. The rules of Elysium had been corrupted, and the gods were instead dreaming a nightmare so dark and terrifying the dead themselves were fleeing in despair. 
 From the sounds of it, reinstalling Elysium might not even be so hard. Assuming she could figure out where it was, and what installing even involved. 
 Her foot crunched on something, snapping her back into reality. There were bones underfoot, old and brittle - human, from the looks of them. Many, many bones, some cracked and splintered, many more evidently ground to dust. 
 What the hell had happened here? 
 Ada looked around but found no further explanation. Maybe they had died defending the place, or maybe they were ghosts slaughtered as punishment. Whatever the details, she wouldn’t like them. She was here to put a stake in the madness, and this was just more proof she was closing in on the heart. 
 Cherry, where is the installation centre? 
 I can show you. 
 Through the pilot suit Cherry was able to project lines and arrows into Ada’s vision, and Ada followed them. The facility’s ancient grandeur was marred by code and cracks and damage throughout, and she saw pain and anger etched into the ruined walls in every hall she walked and every room she saw. This place had been a stage for plays of enormous frustrations and violence in the past. 
 She reached a cylindrical elevator that seemed remarkably untouched. She walked in and looked down, following Cherry’s directions. She was going to the lowest level of the structure, it seemed, a few floors deep. 
 “Please state your destination.” 
 The ancient dialect was crisp and only slightly warbly, and Ada smiled. “Bottom floor.” 
 “Sublevel three, confirmed.” 
 The door slid shut, and the elevator eased into descent. How much time had been wasted, how much blood had been spilled, by those who had come here without the guidance of a ship such as Cherry to know where they were going? 
 The elevator gently slid to a stop, the door opened again, and Ada stepped out. She didn’t have her gun ready; she didn’t feel the need. There was nothing active down here - everything had been laid to ruin hundreds of years ago. There was only dormant technology, Elysium, and herself. It was a nice, simple world without all the people. 
 She stepped into a broad, two-story-high room lined with stone pillars. The pillars seemed to serve no function in and of themselves, but ancient machines and consoles were nestled between and behind them. Artificial lights still glowed here, and weeds had sprung up through cracks in the corners, reaching towards those eternal white lights. At the end of the room she saw a small staircase that rose up to the second floor; the trail Cherry had traced ended somewhere up there. 
 Ada climbed the steps, reached the end of the path, and saw something more beautiful than she could have imagined. A smooth, translucent white crystal half again as tall as herself stood in the centre of a circular room, and around it filaments of light slowly coursed up and down its length. Complex blue patterns of something like code floated around the crystal in the air, arcane sigils alive of their own accord, and thin beams of light gently crisscrossed the shard’s depths. It was glowing and sparkling, galaxies of code swirling within. It was Elysium - the beating heart of the world after death. 
 She stared at it, mouth agape. “Woah.” 
 This is a holographic storage crystal. It contains all the necessary information to run Elysium from the the ring’s simulators. 
 “What’s with all the floating lights?” Subvocalizing didn’t even occur to her. 
 Holographic storage, while long-lived, is not infinite. What you see around the crystal are maintenance code strands designed to detect unexpected changes in the data and correct it, to prevent information degradation. Without this maintenance, Elysium would have been lost several times already. 
 “And there would have been no afterlife anymore.” 
 After the mandated redirection of uploads to Elysium, yes. The uploads likely would have been discarded instead. 
 Ada sucked in a breath of cold, dry air. That was not a pleasant thought. “There’s no backup copy?” 
 Unknown. There are no other holographic storage crystals that I know to be active, at least none that would be large enough and well-maintained enough to house a copy of Elysium. This project’s financial, logistical, and bureaucratic details are all impossible to find in any public records. All signs indicate this was an unfinished prototype by a private organization. If there were more, they would be similarly undocumented. 
 “So there might be a copy, but nobody knows where, and it’s probably not being used. So we can’t mess this up. Hey - any idea how anybody found this facility in the first place? How did they know to look for those archives?” 
 Unknown. 
 “Great. I’ll need to ask the outers about this when I - holy shit! That’s disgusting.” 
 Ada had only just noticed that the walls of the room she was standing in were covered with scratchings of code, haphazardly lighting up and clearly etched by hand. It was a horrible mess, with no cohesion or fluency, like it had been copied off a stone tablet by someone who could barely code while they were ducking weapons fire. 
 Come to think of it, maybe that was exactly what happened. 
 “What is this mess?” 
 A code analysis is inconclusive. The code appears to make multiple references to an unknown interface that I do not have on record. There is a self-scanning portion to it that feeds into the console to your right. 
 “Self-scanning? Oh. Wait a minute. Is this how they installed Elysium? They wrote shit on the walls?” 
 It’s possible. 
 “Gods damn those idiots, that’s now how this was meant to be used!” Ada took a deep breath, running her hands through her hair. “Okay, any other insight?” 
 The systems in this facility use a highly idiosyncratic and hardened shielding system on their data nodes. I can scan functional code, but I can’t read the data stored anywhere nearby. Cryptography matches the type shielding the automatons at the previous facility. It’s reasonable to believe the two locations were operated by the same organization. 
 “How did the outers even know what to do in the first place? Why haven’t they told me?” 
 I cannot speculate. 
 “Can you ask the gods?” 
 Sending request. 
 Cherry was silent, and after a moment Ada decided there must be some kind of negotiation going on. She started examining the code, not getting too close to the crystal for fear of damaging it somehow. There were so many symbols and patterns here she had never seen before, so much of it tangled together in so many strange ways. Even the elders of the Institute could never have coded such a thing on their own.  
 Suddenly Cherry’s voice filled her head again. 
 It appears that there was a break-in at Campus data storage facilities approximately three years after the initial Elysium installation attempt. A golem of unknown ownership broke into the facilities, destroyed rare equipment, and there was a firefight that resulted in damage to the golem and several outers killed. The gods did not view the event as significant to human welfare as no humans were involved, but suggest that it is the most likely cause for lost data on this subject. This was all the information they provided me with. 
 Ada groaned. “A rogue golem? Why is everyone is always destroying shit?” She looked around, clenching and relaxing her fists. “Gods damn it. Okay. Can you help me figure out what this code does?” 
 My code analysis was - 
 “No, I mean help me with individual parts. If you can’t figure this out, maybe I still can, with your help.” 
 Very well. What would you like to know? 
 Ada walked over to the console where Cherry had said the self-scanning code fed into. “Can we start with this?” She turned it on, and words began appearing on the screen. 
 Ada started diving into slow time to keep up the pace. Cherry’s explanations were blunt and simple, on the surface, but they assumed much that Ada had to keep asking about. The console was the main interface that monitored and managed the connection between the holographic crystal and the gods on the ring, and it seemed clear that the coders of centuries past had done something with it to provoke the separation of Elysium from the rest of the thousand worlds. 
 The more Ada and Cherry perused the code, though, the more Ada began to realize that there was too much left unsaid for them to know anything for certain. Ada could only venture guesses as to what the code might have done. Some kind of exception was being established, some special rule written on the walls and passed into the code alongside Elysium’s own code, but she didn’t understand what that rule said or why it was important. Was it the separation of Elysium from the thousand worlds? Was it the installation process? Was it something else entirely? She didn’t know. The only people who might were the outers themselves. 
 “Cherry, can you communicate with Campus directly?” 
 I can hail them. 
 “Do it. Tell them I want to know everything they know about the code that runs this place.” 
 I have sent the query. Please note that they may take some time to respond. In the meantime, there is a situation outside. 
 Ada felt like she had just been hit by a brick. Were the enemy here already? Was Isavel here? Was she already out of time? “A situation? What kind of situation?” 
 A hauler is approaching the facility. It is being piloted by Sam. There appears to be an injured child aboard. 
 Ada frowned. A child? What did a child matter? And what could they possibly be doing with a child, anyway? Any child who got anywhere near the ghosts or the army… 
 “Oh. Shit. Do I - Cherry, do I have time for this?” 
 I cannot prioritize for you. 
 “Damn it. Can you guide them in here? And -” 
 Very well, I shall provide them with verbal directions. I also have established a connection to the outer’s command room. 
 The alien voice that followed was Elder Kseresh’s.  Ada? You’ve found the control centre? 
 Her mind was off in too many places, and switching focus yet again took a second. “Yes, I have, and I’m baffled anybody in the past was able to understand what the hell is going on here. My ancestors made a mess of this place and they obviously just barely had enough help to get the job done. What can you tell me? Make it quick.” 
 Unfortunately, we have few records of the architecture. We are not sure why. 
 “Because a golem broke into Campus a few decades after the initial attempt and wrecked all your archives?” 
 The pause sounded fairly guilty.  That did happen, yes. 
 “Did you actually lose everything? Come on, Kseresh - I can’t afford to waste time here.” 
 We have no further records on this. Believe me, we have been looking for weeks. What makes you want to get into contact with us just to check this again? 
 Ada was staring at the code on the walls, and she heard voices and footsteps in the distant halls. She could guess, but she didn’t want to be wrong. 
 “I’m staring at a… holographic storage crystal? Look, do you know anything that could help me figure this out? Any kind of information at all?” 
 I apologize, I really do. When our ancestors assisted in the initial attempt to create Elysium, we had access to more information about the code involved than we do today. We cannot help. 
 Ada set her jaw, staring up at the code. “Have you heard from Zhilik?” 
 Yes. Apparently you told them to commandeer an ancient warship when it arrived at Campus?  The elder sounded confused.  We do not have the time or facilities for a ship of that - 
 There was whimpering outside, in the antechamber, and Ada knew something was expected of her. “Sorry, Elder Kseresh, but I have to go. Figure something out for that ship - it’s already on its way. Cherry, end the call.” 
 Ada took a wistful glance at the crystal before stepping out of the room, her brain quietly picking at all the questions in the back of her mind. 
 What she saw in the antechamber was exactly what she had expected. 
 A young boy, probably no older than ten, was sweating, swollen, simpering on the ground as a few people she recognized as ghosts were tending to him and trying to pat him down with wet towels. He was overwhelmed, and he was going to die. This was pointless. What were they even doing here? 
 “There’s nothing I can do about this!” She stared at Sam, who looked back up at her with a mixture of pleading and frustration. 
 “You go on and on about being special, Ada - about being an Arbiter.” Sam looked more distressed than Ada could understand. “You have to be able to do something!” 
 “I really can’t. It’s… there’s nothing I can do.” Even as she shook her head, though, Ada reached out to her ship.  Is there, Cherry? 
 I am unfamiliar with these symptoms. 
 Ada stepped closer and kneeled down. “Where did you even find him in the first place? How did he get overwhelmed?” 
 “I found him in the woods.” 
 Sam was breathing heavily. Ada locked eyes with her. “And what do you care? He’s too young for one of you to take.” 
 That comment drew glares at her from all three ghosts present, but she wasn’t about to back down. 
 “I’m serious. What do you care?” 
 “You know where we’re from! You think we’ve never met the souls of dead children?” Sam had a haunted look in her face. “They don’t age, Ada - they never have, not before the Ghost War and not since. Their minds are trapped as children, forever; their memories are short and weak; they can’t even possess human bodies, they don’t understand how. The afterlife is bad for us, but at least we can  think . They’re hurt, lost, confused, scared, and they never,  ever  get better.” 
 Ada’s eyes widened. That was something she had never even considered.  
 “Ada, you said you want to help people. Real people.” Sam reached for her. “I know you meant it. I think you can fix this.” 
 Ada flung her arms in the air. “But I  can’t!  It’s in his  blood . I can’t - I would need way more time, and I don’t have it!” There was nothing to be done about this, nothing she understood or could even begin to approach. She felt like an untrained child all over again, and it stung, curling hot around her spine. “Why are you even here? Get out of here! I have work to do, and if I can get it done at least he’ll be an eternal child in an Elysium worth living in!” 
 “I don’t think you’re as hollow as you pretend, Ada.” 
 Ada blinked. “What? I’m not putting on an act! This is serious!” She pointed towards the room with the crystal, knowing that what happened in there would affect far more than the few children getting overwhelmed on a regular basis. 
 Sam stood and pointed at the child. “But what happens when you’ve restored the afterlife? What then? Is that it? It won’t help him any! He’ll still be a child, too young to understand or take advantage of what’s been given to him.” 
 Ada looked down at the boy and sighed. “Of course that won’t be the end. But I don’t have time to worry about that right now. Gods, surely you can see that I don’t have time for this!” It was true, but even as she said it, she started puzzling out the implications of trying to fix the technophage - the consequences of failure, the promise of success. 
 What would happen if she failed to protect Elysium from the forces of destruction? Then, quite suddenly, everything would become a race against the clock to recreate the afterlife in some way, lest she be consigned to the void on death. 
 She reached out to her ship.  Cherry - the technophage is something in the blood? 
 I am not certain. The traits you know as gifts all are. 
 How can I see them? 
 Electron microscopy would be the most efficient way of doing so. 
 I have no idea what that means. 
 Some machines are coded with the ability to examine extremely tiny objects. These primarily had medical uses. There is such a machine in the small medical facility in these ruins, in fact, and it appears to be intact. 
 Why in the world would there be an intact medical facility in this place? What interests did the ancients have in examining their own blood, aside from the gifts? 
 “Ada? Are you here?” 
 Sam was waving a hand in front of Ada’s face, but it was the words that startled her, even as Cherry started tracing a path in her sight. A ghostly image of the machine she should look for appeared too, superimposed over Sam’s face, so Ada shifted her eyes a little. 
 “I’m fine, I… Okay, I can try, just for a few minutes. But I need you to get something for me. There’s a machine - it looks like a weird box with a cylinder cutting through its width on one end. It’s white, and it’s in a room that’s one floor above us, that way.” She pointed to the location Cherry had identified. “Get me the box, and anything nearby that looks useful, and bring it back. No promises.” 
 The ghosts exchanged glances, and Sam seemed almost relieved, squeezing Ada’s shoulder. “Thank you, Ada. We’ll be right back.” 
 She scowled and shooed them. “I really don’t have time for this. Go!” 
 They rushed off into the facility, giving Ada some time to look the boy over. He was sweating, pale, and his skin was cracking to reveal raw pink underneath. It looked like his nose and eyes were bleeding slightly, and his breathing was ragged and uneven. Once the whelm set in, there was nothing to be done to stop it. 
 He opened his eyes, just a little, and made eye contact. In a moment of nervous surprise, Ada squeezed time to a standstill. She didn’t like the eye contact; inspecting him without needing to return his gaze felt much more comfortable. 
 Then she remembered, to her great frustration, that her eyes were a part of the real world just like everything else. She couldn’t move or avert her gaze in any way, only think about things faster. Their eyes were locked, frozen together, and she suddenly felt even more uncomfortable than she had before. She let her mind slip back into the normal flow of time, and looked away. 
 “Who are you?” 
 The boy’s question was tattered and bloodstained, and she didn’t want to touch it, but she felt little choice. “Ada.” 
 “Are you an angel?” 
 “Depends.” She bit her lip. 
 “Can you fly?” 
 She smiled. “I love flying.” 
 “Are you here to take me to the gods?” 
 Her smile faded again, and she glanced up at the door at the end of the room, hoping to see Sam arrive with something she could make use of. She wondered how to answer that question for a long moment, then realized she had been silent for so long that there was no point in trying to answer it anyway. 
 She looked down at his frail form and cracking skin and sighed. “This shouldn’t happen, you know. This is cruel. It’s pointless.” 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 She felt a sad sinking feeling. He sounded pathetic and wistful all at once, and it was all completely and utterly pointless. She felt an urge to reach out for him, but that wouldn’t help. “It’s not your fault, kid. Somebody killed you. Somebody killed every child who’s ever been overwhelmed. I want to know who, and how. Maybe one day, in the next world, you’ll find out too.” 
 “What’s the afterlife like?” 
 She looked back at the crystal room and sighed. “Not great. I think -” 
 “Ada! Is this it?” 
 It was Sam, carrying the exact object Cherry had shown her. On one side was a command console, and the cylinder on the other end was a hollow space.  
 “Yes - give me that. Just let me -” Ada set the object down on the ground and squeezed time close to a standstill, and set to work. The spindles of dark code emerged from her fingertips, apparently unconstrained by time, and she connected them to the command console like fingers. With some poking and prodding she found the connection that turned the machine on, and it lit up quick enough to feel instant even in time dilation. It displayed a strange, slightly frayed grey image that she couldn’t make sense of, along with a fair amount of text. The hollow cylinder in the machine lit up with a blue light. 
 She read the words on the console, parsing their ancient meanings and figuring out what needed to happen next. It all seemed simple. She let time slip back to its normal speed. 
 “- do this.” 
 “Holy shit, that was fast.” Sam’s eyes went wide. “I’ve never seen code like… was that  magic?  What did you do to it?” 
 “Not magic.” She started fiddling with the machine with her hands. There were three controls on the side, and when she turned them the view moved, and everything she saw through the console seemed to change in size. She made it shrink and shrink until she realized what she was looking at - the flat surface on the inside of that hollow cylinder. “Oh, I see. Okay, er, we need blood. Sam, got a knife?” 
 “What? Um - here.” 
 Ada took Sam’s knife as the other ghosts watched, mesmerized, as though she really were performing magic. Sadly, it would be nothing of the sort. Ada kneeled beside the boy and took his hand. “This is going to hurt.” 
 He winced as she cut into his palm, spilling blood and, more importantly, getting it on the blade. Then introduced the bloodied blade into the cylinder; droplets of blood began to stream off it, collecting suspended in a tiny sphere in the air, and something new was visible on the console. She set the blade down and experimented briefly with the controls, and then started zooming in. Soon everything became alien and strange, a world of lumpy, shapes that looked rather like seaweed. 
 What am I looking for?  She subvocalized, zooming further and further. 
 Cherry’s response was flat.  Increase magnification.  She did, until Cherry spoke again.  The smooth, round ring shapes are human red blood cells. 
 Blood cells? 
 Cellular biology is not immediately relevant here. There are smaller, irregular shapes between the cells - try to magnify one of them. 
 She saw what Cherry was talking about, and carefully guided the view towards them with the controls on the sides, increasing magnification. She noticed several clusters of small objects that, in an eery way, looked remarkably like small starships. 
 Is that the technophage? 
 You will notice four different kinds of nanites. One is what you would call the hunter’s gift. Two of the others are similar to gifts, but less easy to explain to you. They are known as the immunosupplementary and cellular maintenance… gifts. The final kind is unknown to me. It may be your technophage. I will document it and run nanomolecular simulations. 
 Cherry, through the suit, highlighted the one she was talking about. It was a bit smaller than the rest, and looked remarkably smooth in comparison to the others, like a child had tried making a sculpture of Cherry out of mud. 
 That must be it.  That’s the thing that’s holding human civilization back? 
 It may be. I have no records on it and cannot yet be sure. 
 “What is that?” 
 Ada jumped. Sam was staring at the screen, so Ada pointed at the technophage. “That’s what’s killing him. This one.” 
 “Can you do anything about it?” 
 Ada frowned.  Why isn’t it killing me? Can you analyse my blood? 
 Not in such detail from this distance, no. 
 Ada signed. She reached for the knife, then suddenly stopped, pulling her hand away. She didn’t suffer from the technophage right now, but if she cut herself with that bloody knife she might suddenly get it in her blood. She might suddenly and traumatically lose her memory, her ability to read - it would be monstrous. She didn’t dare. She was almost afraid to touch the hilt of the knife, even though there was no blood on it. 
 “Get me another knife.” She extended a hand, trying to keep her expression neutral, and another ghost handed her once. Ada pricked the inside of her left palm, introduced the sample where it floated into a separate bead alongside the first, and took a deep breath. It was the moment of truth - did she hold the weapon within herself, too, or had she eluded it? 
 She aimed the view at her own blood and counted. A strange new gift - probably her coder’s gift. Two more that were identical, no doubt those strangely-named ones Cherry had mentioned. And finally… nothing else. 
 The different gift in your blood is your coder’s gift . That much had been obvious, but Cherry said it anyway. 
 “So… I really don’t have the technophage inside me?” She saw the ghosts stare at her, as though she expected them to answer. 
 Not in this blood sample, at least . 
 She looked over at the dying boy - dying, or was he already dead? Being killed by something she didn’t have in her body. What if she touched him? Would an agitated technophage kill her as well? 
 She looked at the ghosts. Gods; they, too, were infected. Every human had this tiny poison in their blood, every one except for her. She took a sudden step away from the machine, from all of them and the weapon in their blood. A cold chill seized her heart. 
 Sam’s look of alarm grew as Ada stepped away. “Can you help him?” 
 Ada looked back to the room with the holographic crystal. She could help him - by giving him a place to go when he died. But she couldn’t save his mortal body. She didn’t want to go anywhere  near  him. She whispered. “No.” 
 “What do you mean, no?” Sam demanded. “You know what’s killing him -” 
 “I can’t get it out of him, it’s in his blood.” Sam stood up and reached out her hand, as though to grab Ada. A hand infected. Ada flinched and stepped back. “Don’t touch me!” 
 Sam’s eyes widened. “What’s going on?” 
 “You’re infected!” She was shouting. “All of you! Everyone except me.” 
 “What? Infected? We’re not animals, Ada, we don’t -” 
 “This is  our  disease. Trust me, I - I can’t help. Get away.” 
 The boy’s voice broke through the rushing chaos, despite its frailty. “Water?” 
 Ada shook her head. She looked away, raised a hand. “Get him out of here. Get him to the woods. Let him remember the woods after he goes, not some basement. Go.” 
 “Ada -” 
 Ada pulled out her gun and, in a snap, fired off an incendiary shot directly at the ceiling. Fire bloomed and roared. It died quickly without anything to cling to and burn, but it still got the point across. She lowered her gun and aimed it straight at the infected. 
 “Get out of here now! If you want me to help you, to make sure he can go to a good place after he dies, get out of here. If you come any closer -” 
 “Okay!” Sam raised her hands in obvious alarm, the scowl on her face now twisted with fear. “Okay, get the boy out of here. Ada - don’t shoot - it’s fine. We’re leaving. We’re just -” 
 “ Go! ” 
 She watched them scurry out of the room, leaving the two bloodied knives side-by-side on the floor, alongside the machine and its perfectly suspended beads of blood. 
 Ada breathed heavily, waited a few seconds with her gun pointed to the door, and started stepping away. She couldn’t be too careful - gods, the number of times she had exposed herself to other humans already! Across twenty years! She couldn’t imagine how she had escaped infection. 
 “Shit.” 
 She ran her hand through her hair, turned towards the stairs, and climbed back up towards the holographic crystal. Exposure. She had exposed herself to humans so,  so  often. 
 “Shit, shit, shit.” 
 Ada had always been whatever she was. There was no traumatic break in personality or mood or memory. And yet she had bled in this world; she had shared kisses and beds with other humans, all of whom were presumably infected. She had drank the world’s water, eaten its fruit, breathed its air. The omnipresent technophage, in everything and everyone around her, was continually failing, every second of every day, to infect her. 
 Ada was not pure or untainted; she was immune. Untouchable. 
 She had had nothing to fear from them. 
 She keyed the door shut behind her and threw down her pack. The boy was going to die, and she had cast them off with rage and fear. She slammed her back against the door and breathed heavily, trying to forget it, trying to pass it off, dragging her trembling fingers through her hair, squeezing her temple. It was fine - she wasn’t here to save people or make them feel good. She was here to rebuild the afterlife. What did it matter if she chased a few people off at gunpoint? If she lost her cool? 
 Focus. She tried to focus on the task at hand. They were tiny, the gifts - tiny little shards of power, tiny little curses. Here, instead, she was staring down a massively complicated tangle of code, and she wondered just how many tiny little bits of her gift were lining these walls. 
 She had sent the boy off to die. Of course she had - there was an afterlife, he would go there, she would fix it, all would be well. That’s the way it had to be. She couldn’t fix the whelm. Save the infected. 
 And once she had fixed Elysium, if she even managed that… humans might destroy it anyway. She slowed her breathing, looked up at the ceiling, and started thinking. She needed to get this crystal somewhere where ignorance could never touch it. She needed to get it off of the Earth, away from people. 
 But first, she needed to fix Elysium. 
 She whispered between breaths. “Cherry.” 
 Yes, Ada? 
 “Help.” She blinked, straightened herself out, and walked over to the command console that controlled the afterlife. She tied her hair up above her head, keeping the jet-black strands from getting in her way. She looked where her ancestors had started their work, and put her finger on that old, inert code. “I need help. Let’s start from the beginning.” 
  
 Chapter 15 
 Isavel could tell the ghosts were doing their very best to stall for time. They were neither approaching nor letting up. Their hunters and guns were pelting the army from as far as humanly possible, and heavy weapons splintered trunks and branches between the two forces, their operators barely able to see their targets. The dragons were firebombing the area from so far away that anybody could step out of the way of their shots, though that still allowed the dragons to corral people into the ghosts’ lines of fire. But despite the conflict, the ghosts were playing it safe. 
 That unsettled Isavel. She remembered looking into their eyes as they died, and seeing how little they feared death. So why play safe? 
 She and the others fired back into the woods. The ghosts were stalling for time because Ada needed that time. There was no way around it - that was the only explanation for all of this. Everybody who knew anything had warned her about Ada, and it was clear as day she was working with the ghosts. Ada probably was a ghost herself, for all that she might not be as rabid. And now they were all keeping Isavel from the mountain. 
 Or rather, they were trying. Reluctant to get too close, the ghosts folded and retreated when pushed hard enough. Isavel’s forces - they were hers, she decided, insofar as they were an instrument in accomplishing her divine mandate - had chased them to a broad valley, carved into the world by an inconspicuously small and winding river. 
 And it was here, it seemed, that the drones from Hive finally lost their usefulness. Here, in the foothills of a mountain Isavel would have to scale under constant fire, the majority of the drones suddenly turned around to retreat. 
 She shouted at the nearest drone. “What’s going on?” It was resting on a hauler, unmoving but still apparently active. 
 “They’re out of power.” Aren’s voice came the drone, sounding irritated, tired - bored, most likely. Children were not meant for managing military campaigns. “They have to come back or they won’t make it home. I can keep one here to talk, but I can’t fly it around, and it’ll have to go soon.” 
 “Can’t we give them power somehow?” 
 “I don’t know.” The young Mayor sounded exasperated. “Maybe.” 
 Isavel gritted her teeth. She didn’t strictly need the drones, but they were useful, especially the ones with guns. She looked up at the mountain foothills infested with ghosts, and the great white peak looming beyond. That peak stared right back down at her, daring her to climb. She pointed at it, hoping the drone could see. 
 “I need to get to the northeast face of that mountain. Aren, your drones can carry me up there.” 
 “They don’t have the energy -” 
 “I’ll find something to power them.” 
 “Okay.” 
 Thankfully, if nothing else, Aren would do more or less as told. 
 She caught herself and frowned. She took a deep breath, held it, and let it go. She wasn’t that sort of person. Not really. She was just focused, completely dedicated to the task at hand. There would be time for sympathy after… everything. After whatever would happen had happened. Until then, of course she wasn’t her. She was who the gods needed her to be, so she could win. 
 She looked around for someone who might know more about ancient relics than she did, and waved the elder coder over. “Elder Tan, can you power these drones?” 
 Ren and Zoa stepped in behind him, looking curious, but Elder Tan just looked baffled. “We can’t just do whatever we want, unfortunately. I don’t know of any sigils that would do such a thing.” 
 “Do you have any ideas as to where we might start?” 
 “Hm.” He walked in closer to inspect the drone, its stocky body flanked by four disk-like protrusions. Those were, as far as Isavel could tell, the things that made it fly. “Many ancient relics are powered by lightning. Electricity. Some are powered by light.” 
 She frowned, but Zoa spoke up quietly. “You could try shooting the drones. Your gift is light.” 
 “You want me to shoot them?” 
 Elder Tan glanced at Zoa and Ren, then back at Isavel. “Could you?” 
 Isavel shrugged. “I have no idea. I suppose I can shoot weakly enough that it shouldn’t damage it, at least. Let’s see.” 
 She raised a palm and hit the drone with the most feeble shot she could manage. The drone immediately responded, bouncing into the air with a hum, light flaring beneath those disks. It didn’t go very far, though, hovering a few feet above her head. 
 “What happened?” Aren sounded surprised; the drone must have reported being attacked. 
 “I tried giving it some power.” Obviously that wouldn’t work. She reached into her pocket and pulled out rations wrapped in a leaf, stuffing everything into her mouth and chewing as fast as she could. As she chewed, she noticed something on the bottom of the drone - two grooves running in parallel along its belly. 
 “Aren, can you get the drone to flip over?” She tried to speak, anyway, but through the food in her mouth it came out sounding more like “Aahn, ga-oo ge ve vona viboba?” 
 Ren grinned nervously. “I don’t think he heard that.” 
 She swallowed, speaking clearer now. “Flip the drone over.” 
 “Can I do that?” 
 “Can you try?” The harshness in her own voice only hit her a second later. “Er, I’m sorry, Aren. I mean… can you ask it to flip over, please?” 
 “Okay.” 
 After a moment, the drone flipped, the disks bending unexpectedly around to face downwards even as the rest of the body was upside down. It landed on its back, belly exposed to the world, and Isavel climbed on top of it. 
 There were two long, silver plates, slightly inset relative to the rest of the drone’s underside. She had no idea what they were, but they looked like a better place to start than anything else. 
 “Is there any code on this you can understand?” She looked to Elder Tan and the two younger coders. The old man approached, his wrinkled touch illuminating tiny etchings of code all over the drone’s body. His reaction was almost immediate. 
 “I have never seen anything like this. This sigil must give life the drone itself. It is incredibly complex.” He paused, considered, and smiled at Ren and Zoa. “I wonder if the Mayor would allow us to take a drone back to the Institute, to learn its sigil.” 
 Isavel shook her head. Wise in the ways of code though Tan may be, it was clear that he wasn’t going to be a lot of use here. She turned to the machine itself. “Aren, when the drones aren’t flying, what are they doing?” 
 “They rest in the drone room.” 
 “What do they rest on?” 
 “Hm.” The boy’s musing hum crackled through the drone’s voice. “It kind of looks like a square with two bumps on it.” 
 She nodded, eyeing the two silver insets. “Okay, I’m going to guess this is how it gets its energy. Sound reasonable?” 
 The coders exchanged glances amongst one another and shrugged. Fine, they had no idea. She spoke to the drone instead. “Aren - do you know how much energy this drone has right now?” 
 “Yeah, theres a… a bar. It’s orange. It’s green when they’re full.” 
 “Good enough.” She spread her fingers, aiming one had at each of the inset silver plates. “Stand back everyone.” 
 Electricity. Lightning. She was familiar with thunderous spears of energy from the sky, bolts that could crack wood and cloud and flesh alike given half the opportunity. Could she user her hunter’s gift to create such a thing? 
 She started feeling around in her mind at the things she knew how to do - fire and explosions, energy and light, distance and power. Lightning was such a different beast, though. 
 Isavel watched tiny hexagons of light percolate on her forearms and fingers, collecting in her palm, and she looked at them very closely. There was light connecting them to her skin, as though they were being guided by something in her blood. By her gift, of course. Perhaps it wasn’t lightning the drone needed at all, but rather some of that powerful light. She let the hexagons melt back into her skin; she didn’t want to damage the drone accidentally. 
 She started by shining light onto the plates; light was a trick she had learned many weeks ago, on the battlefield. She intensified it as much as she could, melding the pathfinder and hunter gifts to pour bright light from the palm of her hands. The plates glowed in reflection, but the drone didn’t seem to react. 
 “Is this working?” 
 “Is what working?” 
 “Okay, I guess not. Hm.” 
 She stopped shining light on the drone. It occurred to her that perhaps it was a very slow process, but she didn’t have time for slow. It was also possible that the light that powered code might not be ordinary light. But if so, how could she replicate it? 
 She looked at her hunter’s hands. She might not have to. 
 “Okay, trying something different.” 
 She knelt down on the drone, placed her palms on the inset plates, and called up her gift as weakly as possible. The tiny hexagons percolated down her forearms like sweat, and… disappeared into the drone, sucked in as though by an invisible current. 
 The drone beeped. 
 “There’s a light on the front, Isavel!” Zoa sounded excited, and was pointing at something. “It’s orange.” 
 “Aren?” 
 “I don’t see anything...” 
 She pushed harder, pouring more and more energy into her gift. She couldn’t feel the shot, even though she was feeding it with as much power as she could muster - it seemed the energy was leeching right out of her hands. She reached for fire, and light, and power above all, and she broke out a sweat. 
 “The light is yellow.” 
 Aren’s voice crackled through. “Isavel, it’s working!” 
 “Good to hear. Let’s get this thing off the ground!” 
 Weapons zipped through the trees, some landing close but none hitting anything vital. She doubted the ghosts had any idea what she was doing. She kept focusing, kept pouring energy into the drone. 
 “Green.” 
 “It’s not done yet.” 
 Isavel was building up a sweat. She had thought she might be able to do this for all the drones, but she was starting to reconsider. One would have to be enough to get her up to the mountain. One would be enough. She knew it, she felt it; a forest filled with ghosts wasn’t going to stand in her way. She was on another plane. 
 “It’s done! Isavel, how did you do that?” 
 She took her hands off the drone’s charging pads and ran her fingers through her hair, dragging a thin sheen of sweat with them. She wolfed down the rest of her rations. “I stuck my hands on it. Okay, Aren, can you get the drone to carry me?” 
 “It’s not a carrying drone.” 
 Of course the one drone she charged up wasn’t a carrying drone. Shit. She hopped off the drone as it flipped up to right itself, remaining hovering around shoulder height. It was still huge, though, and looked more than capable. She crouched down on the skid and jumped up, clambering onto the drone with ease despite the slight feeling of tiredness the charging had left her with. 
 “Okay then - can just you send this one to the mountain?” 
 “Um, okay.” 
 She gripped the drone’s shell. “Be careful - I’m on top of it.” 
 “I can only tell it where to go. The drone decides how to get there. Be careful.” 
 Isavel swallowed her fear and mistrust of the machine. She could only hope it had some kind of self-preservation instinct. If not that, surely the gods would protect her, as they always did. That was enough for her. It would have to be. 
 “Isavel!” 
 She turned to see Hail, looking up at her from the ground. The guardswoman looked frustrated, thwarted in her duty yet again. There was something more familiar to her bearing now, though. Isavel looked at that pale face; was she felt comfortable risking someone else’s life in this? She looked at the woods, peppered with the flashes of fire and light, and hung her head. The gods would guide her towards her destiny, but Hail? Anyone else? She wasn’t convinced the gods took much interest in anyone Isavel knew, except perhaps Venshi. And the ever-elusive Ada Liu, of course. 
 “I don’t want you following me, Hail. Stay here, stay safe. The gods will do your work while I’m away.” 
 Hail bit her lip and nodded. “Isavel, I will -” 
 Whatever Hail had wanted to say was lost in a sudden rush of air past Isavel’s ears. The drone was ascending, bearing straight towards the great white-capped mountain. She should have expected as much, but now Isavel found herself powerless, almost completely surrendered to the drone’s machinations. It thrummed towards the mountain, a solid weight underneath her, guided by a purpose only loosely connected to her own. 
 The fact that she was suddenly hundreds of meters in the air wasn’t comforting either. 
 She gripped onto whatever she could, but the drone’s smooth shell didn’t offer much purchase. It cruised over the firs and tall redwoods that would soon give way to more rugged little pines, bobbing about as ghosts took offense and started shooting at her. Isavel risked a few wild, incendiary shots down into the woods, more to send them running for cover than anything else. So long as she got past them - 
 Wingbeats. There were wingbeats behind her, masked by the drone’s loud humming. Golden-red flashes of light suddenly bloomed around her, threatening to hem in the drone even as it swerved to avoid the dragonfire. 
 She tried to turn and see what was going on, but only caught glimpses of the dragons following her, enough to know that she was far from being inside their bubble-like shields. She couldn’t attack them, and standing on the drone to invite them to a melee seemed deeply unwise. 
 Then all three dragons fired at her at once, and she knew - through some subtle insight of the hunter’s gift, that uncanny ability to know almost exactly how things were moving and where they would collide - that the drone was going to take a hit to the back. 
 She had a second or two, and her pathfinder’s gift giving her the reflexes she needed. She laced her hands together around one of the drone’s flying arms and slid off the top, dangling from the drone in mid-air. Moments later the dragonfire struck the drone’s back, and she felt the machine lurch and heave, careening sideways towards the trees. In its dying motion the drone managed to dodge the last piece of dragonfire, and then, suddenly, Isavel was clinging to a rapidly falling hunk of metal. 
 She had no other options. She looked down, saw the rough and spiny treetops not far below, let her hunter’s gift guide her. She let go of the drone at the right moment, even as more dragonfire streamed towards her. Isavel did what she could - she brought her shield to bear and aimed it at the rapidly rising fir tree. 
 The first impact was catastrophic - the force of the impact burst her shield into nothing, the explosion throwing her back up into the air by a meter or so and knocking the wind out of her at the same time. The second impact was another kind of terrible - most of her speed was gone, but the tree’s needles punctured her flesh, its bark scraped and shredded the skin on her arms and legs, something caught her tunic. Isavel suddenly found herself strangled, hung by her own clothes in a tree, flailing and unable to breath. 
 Then the tunic gave way, tore, and she fell down again one final time, throwing herself against the tree’s core. The fall was over. She ripped off the shredded remains of her tunic, pathfinder’s brace still intact underneath, and threw it down to the ground. She melded into the tree’s textures and colours so quickly that she almost thought she had lost her arms in the fall. 
 “Where are you, little thrice-gifted?” 
 A dragon’s voice. She looked up, wondering if it was the one she had amputated earlier. It was not. 
 “I promised you I would have your body.” 
 Isavel was trying very, very hard not to make any sounds. There were fresh pine needles jutting from all over her skin, and she was bleeding from wounds on her shoulders, legs, ribs, and forearms. Everything hurt, she was tired, her plan had failed, and now, if she didn’t think of something extremely quickly, she would be killed, or taken away for her powers to be claimed by the enemy. Duties unfulfilled either way. 
 “Show yourself, and I will make this easy.” 
 She looked up to the blue sky, the lacy clouds separating her from that silvery arch that stretched from one horizon to the other. The ring, the seat of the gods. They never made anything easy, did they? 
 She counted her breaths. The dragons truly couldn’t see her, it seemed - she was alone, briefly, in a strange way. She felt blood dripping down her skin. The gods were not here, her friends - what friends she had thought she had - were not here, Ada was not here. It was just her, and ever-inescapable fate. 
 The branches swayed around her as she stepped forward. 
 She let the pathfinder’s gift fall, despite all her instincts, her natural olive skin no longer a match for the tree around her. The dragons saw her, and the largest of them descended. 
 “This will be over quickly, White Witch.” It spoke that mocking title in an eerily familiar voice. She saw its inhuman features, and the strangely human eyes they framed, as it bore closer and closer. The shell around it rippled gold with a few stray shots as it approached. Isavel offered no resistance, meeting its gaze. 
 Why the dragons hadn’t learned their lesson yet? 
 As the shell enveloped her and the dragon extended its scaly claws to whisk her away, Isavel jumped, meeting its talon with her own gifted daggers. The dragon roared and kicked back, but she was already on it, tearing in as she climbed. Blade in, blood out. Blade in, blood out. Deep regal red gushed onto her ragged arms, and where the dragon blood met her open wounds she could feel every nerve suddenly light on fire. 
 Her sense of balance was completely gone as the dragon spun around and roared, its twisting body her sole point of reference, and so she dug on as it twisted and beat its wings. Suddenly she was on its back. She was on the verge of throwing up or losing consciousness, or both, when the dragon turned upside-down. She wrapped her arms around its neck, dangling to avoid the fall, grip hardened by a sudden rush of adrenaline. 
 She called up a great blade on her left arm, holding it against the dragon’s throat. “Drop me and your head comes off!” 
 “I will live again! In your corpse!” The dragon was snarling, but it did right itself, and with a thump Isavel was suddenly riding the thing’s back. She took no chances as it continued to twist and shake and coil. 
 Of course death threats wouldn’t work. Nothing worked. Everything was always going wrong, and this dragon thought it could just deny her what she needed? She felt impatience and frustration boiling inside herself, and leaned down to yell into its ears. “I’ll cut off your arms and legs! I will gouge out one eye and rip out your tongue and all your teeth, but your ghostly friends won’t put you down because you’ll still be able to fly and shoot! How about  that ?” 
 The dragon flipped over again, but this time she was prepared, and her arms and legs were both wrapped around its surprisingly narrow, almost human-sized body. Then it righted itself again. It couldn’t actually fly upside-down. 
 “Stop that!”  
 Before anything else could happen the amputated dragon was diving towards her, bubbles collided, and she turned with her warrior’s shield, flinging it off without thinking straight into the creature’s gaping maw. 
 The shield shattered into a cloud of blue-white shards of light, the second dragon’s head cracked into a spray of blood and bone, and everything was flung away from the blast, including the dragon she was on. Coated in dragon’s blood, all her wounds searing at the contact, she swung her fist back with another dagger in place of that shield, digging into her mount’s shoulder and roaring into its ears even as it turned to see what had happened. 
 “Take me to the mountain’s northeast and I  won’t  mutilate you!” 
 The flying was somehow not so dizzying anymore. She wasn’t disoriented or confused, even as the dragon twisted and turned. It all seemed… natural. She felt the energy of her gifts shimmering underneath her skin, begging to be let out. Something was burning in her veins, and droplets of dragon blood, tangy and spicy, were trickling into her mouth from her face. As the dragon moved towards the mountain - it was actually obeying her - Isavel felt a strange rage building in her chest. 
 “Fly faster! Fly or I’ll burn your scales off and -” 
 Something flashed behind her eyes, something painful and infuriating all at once, and then she heard the wingbeats of another dragon in the air. She turned and roared, one hand raised, and all around her field of vision there was light and heat. She could feel her gift awakening, without her calling upon it, and suddenly her shout was a feeble, crackling gold-and-red fireball that splashed against the incoming dragon’s shell. The attack was weak, but the dragon veered around and fled. 
 What had just happened? She hadn’t used her gift on purpose, and it had not come from her hand. 
 Why wasn’t she nauseous anymore, as the dragon twisted and turned towards the mountain? 
 She hugged the dragon’s neck closer. 
 “Fly faster if you want to live!” She noticed red-gold light glimmering on its scales as she growled at it. She could feel a gift at work in her core, feeble and tenuous, but it was not one she recognized. She kept threatening. “Nobody’s coming for you.” 
 The creature beat its wings faster and faster, bringing her closer and closer to the mountain peak. As it did she started feeling around inside her mind, trying to pin down this strange and alien sense of gift that she hadn’t ever noticed before. Her arms and legs and body were still coated in blood, both dragons’ and her own. She had not been this bloody since…  
 Since the day she died. Covered in the blood of her neighbours and family and friends. 
 Had the gods given her her gift through the blood of others? Was she taking the dragons’ own gift now? 
 “Here!” The dragon’s rumble came moments before it dropped fast towards a rocky area halfway down up snowy peak. Isavel saw something down there, a door leading into the mountain. She knew that was where she would find the shrine - and more besides. 
 Whatever this strange gift was, though, it felt weak and incomplete. That wouldn’t do. She would need all the strength she could get, and it seemed the gods were providing her with a perfect opportunity. It would be rude to decline. 
 “May we never meet again, Witch.” The dragon set down. Isavel jumped forward, hauling herself past its head, hexagonal white shield already blooming on her forearm. The dragon looked poised to pounce on her, but she would have none of that, and in a brief moment the creature’s eerily human eyes were filled with fear. 
 She unleashed the shield, impossibly thin and strong and sharp, directly at the dragon’s face. It cut through like a razor, splitting the neck halfway open down to the shoulders and severing most of a wing with a crunchy splatter of blood before passing back into the air behind the body and disintegrating into tiny shards of light. 
 Isavel wasted no time. She rushed forwards towards the dragon, thrusting her own wounded arms into its gaping, bleeding corpse. The contact burned. She let the still-oozing blood pool in her hands and brought it to her mouth to drink, the bitter, spicy taste reminding her only a little too much of the blood she had vomited out all those months ago, after her rebirth.  
 Power. Power came from blood, and blood came from the heart. It only made sense. She called up hooked, claw-like daggers of hard white light in her hands and tore into the dragon’s warm body, cracking through the ribcage and pulling out the heart. She bit into it, tore at it with her teeth, chewing and swallowing the tough muscle as it gushed blood into her mouth. 
 Before she realized it, the dragon’s heart was gone. 
 Gods. 
 How could she be doing this? How could she ever explain this? 
 But the promise of power was too great, and clearly the gods had given her this opportunity on purpose. The gods provided in challenging ways, and she was strong. She couldn’t refuse. 
 She staggered back, her throat convulsing at unwanted blood and raw meat, but she kept it down. She fell to her knees, closed her eyes, turned her face to the sky, and swallowed at nothing, forcing it to stay down. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. Something hot and smoky and angry curled under her skin, under all the nearly-boiling blood. 
 She reached to her arms and her legs and started yanking out the pine needles and bark scraps lodged in her flesh. She found where her limbs and ribs had been scraped open - blessedly shallow wounds, all things considered - and tore the loose skin off, feeling only a slight pinch. 
 Her wounds, her bruises, everything would heal. It was already healing. 
 Something floated in her chest, near her heart, a strange sensation of lightness. Like she was hollow. She hauled herself to her feet, without the need for her arms or jumping at all - she simply stood up, more easily than ever. And there was… steam, all around her. She finally looked down at herself, only to find her entire body covered in blood hot enough to steam in the cold mountain air. 
 It was appalling. She couldn’t be seen like this. 
 Her powers were gods-given, but their nature was nightmarish. She suddenly didn’t want anyone to know, and in a panic she dashed towards the snow, throwing herself into it. It dug into raw flesh and bruises and cuts with a nasty chill, but she grabbed at it, crushing it flat in her hands and smearing it all over herself, scrubbing off the blood. 
 She was not a monster. She shouldn’t look like one. 
 She scrubbed the snow over her face, through her hair, all over herself, trying to get it off. Each time she wiped clean a wound, she found that it had stopped bleeding already - courtesy of the warrior’s gift, no doubt. She could see the heat in her own body and the quick cooling of the dragon’s blood, by some strange machination of the hunter’s gift that she could barely articulate. She heard nothing at all, not the sounds of war nor the beating of wings, nor even the trickling of blood; for all her pathfinder’s senses, she heard nothing but the sounds of snow against blood-slicked skin. 
 She looked back at the dead dragon - her second dead dragon today, she realized hazily - and felt a rage building in her throat. It felt… not unlike her other gifts. She let it build and, with a shout, let it snap. A golden-red fireball of light burst from her jaws and struck the steaming corpse. 
 Dragonfire. 
 Isavel had the dragon’s gift. 
 A lightness in her chest and her shoulders was pulling her skyward. She hugged herself, running her hands along her back, checking for wings - but she had not grown any. So what was  that? 
 She stood up again. Standing up had never been easier in her life. She looked around herself, and felt that lightness like a gift as well, one she could… she squeezed at it, and it felt like it was almost gone. Then she pulled at it, and it expanded as far as it would go, until she suddenly felt dizzy, like she were barely holding onto the Earth. 
 She turned to run towards the door, and with her first great step she flung herself off the ground, misjudging her stride and landing face-first in a snow bank. 
 She flopped over on her back, breathing heavily, staring at the sky. 
 “What am I?” 
 The gods didn’t answer, sitting on high on their ring, that grand silvery arc that stretched from one horizon to the other. She could see more of the ring from this mountaintop than she ever had before. 
 “What have you  made  me?” 
 Nothing. She kept breathing heavily, trying to fathom what it all meant. 
 “Is that my true gift, then? To steal the gifts of others?” 
 Still no response. The gods had decided she didn’t need talking to. 
 Her eyes drifted around in shock for a few moments as she slowly pulled herself back up. No. It didn’t matter what her own nature was, right now. What mattered was that she, Saint Isavel Valdéz, Herald of the Gods and many other titles besides, stand up and do her duty. 
 She stood up. She felt around, let that emptiness in her chest contract, felt the weight of the world returning to her. The lightness was just another muscle, just another part of the dragon’s gift. She looked over at the door to the shrine below. 
 Her duty. The gods had told her to protect the people of Glass Peaks, and so she had done. She had beaten off the ghosts, had led her people into an alliance with the fighters of Hive, had chased the ghosts to this very mountain in the hopes of stopping them. She would descend into that ancient ruin and destroy their shrine, and with that, the people of Glass Peaks would be safe. And then she would be free, wouldn’t she? 
 Wouldn’t she? 
 She didn’t like the doubts scurrying around her mind, from shadow to shadow, but each time she tried to pin one down and crush it, more ran to and fro like roaches. What if this wasn’t the end of the ghosts? What if there was a different threat? What if the gods’ plan for her was to die as a martyr? 
 She should be happy to martyr herself for her gods. None before, not in legend or myth, had been granted so many gifts and such direct guidance by them. She would be remembered forever. 
 But she had seen the world beyond death, and despite Venshi’s promise that the true afterlife was not so dire, Isavel was not convinced. Not now, not anymore. She didn’t want to die. 
 She looked down the mountainside, to the shorter, wooded mountains. She could leave, she could flee the ghosts and the war, and let the gods sort it out. If she didn’t, another of their servants surely would. They were the great overseers of life and history on Earth, after all. There was no escaping their power. 
 She looked back at the ruins. She could also venture inside and do what needed to be done, with only uncertainty to give her hope. And if she went inside… well, she knew who she would have to face down there. 
  
 Chapter 16 
 Ada Liu laughed as the truth of Elysium’s corruption lay bare before her. It was ridiculous and shameful in equal measures. It was a complete disgrace. Even Cherry agreed that it could only be the result of “ignorance or gross negligence.” 
 It was simple, really - her studious, pious ancestors had missed or misplaced a few strokes of code here or there. They were in no position to understand why any of those missing strokes mattered, being trapped in their ways and no doubt following some questionable old scribbles as a guide. Ada had spotted two herself, three more she had puzzled out with Cherry’s help after the ship’s return, and another six Cherry found independently, looking for repeated mistakes of the same kind. Each was laughably easy to correct. 
 Ada had been here for what felt like but was not a week, poking and prying with her ship patrolling the outside of the mountain, but it had been a long time - hours, or days? - since she had discovered anything new. So here she stood - finished. Done. Laughing. 
 Cherry decided this could be an educational moment.  The ancients would have referred to these issues as “bugs.” 
 “Bugs?” Ada snorted. “This was a catastrophe. Did they have bigger, nastier bugs back then?” 
 A group of blood-sucking insect species collectively called mosquitoes were the deadliest animals in the world to humankind for much of history, and were at times responsible for millions of human deaths each year. They were effectively eradicated in the year 2042, saving countless lives. 
 Ada gaped. That sounded horrible. “Holy shit. Maybe bugs was the right word, then. Those things must have been huge.” 
 They were not. 
 Ada shook her head, trying to rid herself of the idea of blood-sucking insects biting into people’s necks and sucking them dry. It was an unpleasant thought. 
 She found her way to the main console, glancing across the rows of ancient symbols. She was starting to understand what it all meant, now. It was time to try this out for real, to recreate Elysium the way it was meant to be. 
 “Maintenance.” She read the word aloud, without even touching the console, though that would have worked as well. “Re-install.” Installing was apparently the word for whatever process had first hooked up Elysium to the gods on the ring, allowing them to create the afterlife. 
 The machine’s voice droned in response. “During re-installation, the simulation will be unavailable. Data will be restored upon successful re-installation. Do you wish to continue?” 
 Ada furrowed her brow, felt her mouth around the awkward ancient words. “The simulation will be unavailable?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “What if people die during that time?” 
 “I do not understand the query.” 
 Cherry’s voice piped up in her ears.  Deaths while the simulation is offline will likely not be uploaded. 
 Ada took a sharp breath as dread washed over her, setting her hands trembling. No afterlife for anyone who died during the process. “How long will the installation take?” 
 “Estimated duration of the installation: twenty-seven minutes and thirty-eight seconds.” 
 “How many people will die at that time?” 
 Cherry was quick to reply.  Given the latest population data maintained by the Kronos Project and a current estimated average annual mortality rate of 5.7 per thousand, I anticipate an average of 26 deaths during that timeframe. 
 “Average?” Ada repeated aloud. “There are thousands of people outside of this mountain trying to murder each other  right now , all at once.” 
 Even statistically correct averages may poorly represent specific contexts. 
 “Gods. Okay, well - I don’t have a choice, do I? Yes, I wish to continue.”  
 Luckily, the console seemed to have no difficulty knowing when it was being spoken to. “Installing. Please note that the procedure will take approximately twenty-eight minutes to install.” 
 “What? You said - oh, fuck it.” 
 “Please allow thirty minutes for the installation process to complete.” 
 Ada threw up her hands and walked away; whatever amount of time it took, she had done all she could. People would die and disappear forever, and she could only hope there were as few of them as possible. And that she was not among them. Who would be dying right now, falling into the darkness instead of the afterlife? How many people was she destroying? 
 She shook her head and walked away. She had more immediate concerns. She couldn’t let that quiet horror drag her down, not until she was finished. And she was never finished. She had to keep going. 
 The crystal in the centre of the chamber suddenly became much more active, and she stopped to stare. The lights and patterns that had been lazily humming around its surface up until now were suddenly in a state of frenzy, multiplying and pouring light into the crystal and sending thin beams of energy pulsing into a great tear-drop-shaped shell of floating code all around the crystal. The pointed top of the code, impossibly written into the air, was pulsing like a lighthouse. Code written in the air - what an interesting idea. Could she do that, too? She’d have to try. 
 She stepped out of the chamber and looked around, knowing what her next step would be. This crystal wasn’t safe. Even if the installation went well, anybody could come destroy it - and life after death, one of the greatest human achievements in history, would be lost forever. Ada needed to put it somewhere they couldn’t reach it - somewhere no ignorant human could. 
 The bottom of the ocean had occurred to her, but she knew tales of the swimmers, gifted people who could breathe underwater, and she didn’t doubt that there were those amongst them who were too curious to be trusted with something as precious as the beating heart of Elysium. The alternative was a bit less risky - the ring. There were drifters, to be sure, which meant that Elysium would need to be guarded. Luckily, Ada already knew one thing drifters couldn’t best in a fight. 
 Cherry, how are things outside? 
 There is a great deal of fighting down by the lake. It appears that the ghosts are ceding ground. At this rate, the opposing side will be here by the end of the day. Shall I intervene? 
 Ada thought of the people she knew were down there. “No. Cherry, I’m going to need to send you on a mission.” 
 Yes, Ada. 
 Ada took a deep breath. “I’m going to send the crystal up into space. To the ring. And I’m going to need you to weld it into place there, in the safest spot you can find, and guard it against anybody and anything - golems, drifters, space rocks, I don’t care. Can you do that?” 
 I can. This is not a mission with a clearly designated end point. 
 “No. It will be… indefinite. Once I free the crystal -” 
 Cherry interrupted her.  I am unable to carry the entire crystal chamber to the ring safely .  I do not have an external cargo carrying capacity. 
 “You… great.” 
 She had stopped, two bloodied knives at her feet again, sitting close to the machine. The scene from earlier, the boy dying and her confronting the technophage in all its tiny horror, flashed before her eyes. She felt a physical pain as it did, winced, and kicked the machine out of the way. 
 Your neural activity just spiked. Are you alright? 
 “What does that - I’m fine. I just… How am I supposed to make this thing float up into the sky? I can’t just -” 
 Trying to escape the image of the dying child in her head, her mind stumbled into some other memories instead, beads of blood suspended in mid-air. A light suddenly went off in Ada’s head. She  could  just make things float. She had done it before. 
 “Oh, gods. That’s going to be a really big sigil.” 
 What are you planning? 
 “Remember the sigil I used in the Mayor’s tower, to go up the elevator shaft? Can I make a really,  really  big one to float the crystal room into space?” 
 You could. It would require a great deal of energy - far more than you are able to provide, or indeed than there is available in this facility. Vertical thrust ascent is expensive. 
 “Where can I get more energy?” 
 All matter can be converted into energy. 
 Ada blinked. “What.” 
 All matter can be converted into energy. This includes rock. 
 Ada looked around the room. “Wait, we’re in a mountain. Are you saying I should turn the  mountain  into energy to do this?” 
 It is the most readily available and powerful source. 
 “Well, okay. How do I turn rocks into energy?” 
 There is a sigil that will obliterate solid matter and convert it into energy. 
 “Of course there is. There’s a sigil for everything, isn’t there?” 
 No. For example, despite over forty years’ research into the subject, code has proved unable to completely prevent fabric stains. Active cleaning solutions remain necessary. 
 “Forty years? You know - fine. Just let me figure out how to use this. I’m going to need to get the levitation sigil underneath the room. And… I’m going to need to reinforce the room itself, too.” 
 Ada smiled. That was something she knew how to do - reinforcement sigils were fairly elementary, even if the coders of the Institute didn’t truly know how to make the most effective use of them. With a spring in her step and a curl on her lip, she returned to the crystal room, where the holographic storage crystal that was Elysium continued to hum and pulse with frantic light and energy. 
 Of course, she couldn’t reinforce the room from the inside, could she? The walls here were already covered in glowing etchings, and she didn’t yet know the trick used on her gun to add multiple layers to the code. She had to reinforce it from the outside, somehow. 
 “This room isn’t directly in the rock, is it?” 
 No. If you break through the walls outside the doorway, you will find that it is a modular cylinder rested in a much larger room containing ventilation and plumbing systems. 
 “Containing what?” 
 Water and air machines. 
 “Oh good. The crystal won’t be needing those where I’m sending it.” 
 She went back to the doorway again and set up a quick disintegration sigil on the wall, and it crumbled as she pushed through. The area behind it was dark, so she reached out and traced a quick light sigil onto the wall - one of the simplest of all the sigils, though etched in dark code it was a bit more complex looking, a flower of light blooming from a dark bramble of code. 
 Everything in here was humming quietly, machines and pipes and even a single small watcher floating through the space. She looked to her left and saw the shape of the crystal room, quite clearly defined. It almost looked like it had been added in as an afterthought. 
 “That’s the whole thing? I can reinforce that?” 
 Reinforcement would be prudent. I will highlight the key areas necessary for maintaining broadcast capabilities. 
 “Alright then - here goes.” 
 She extended an arm towards the wall, slowed time, and set to work. Tiny black spindles of dark code extended from her hands, building onto one another and extending their reach until they found the walls, where she started tracing. Cherry helped her see where everything had to go, and she sped up time only to let her eyes or head turn here and there to improve her view - everything else could be done far more quickly. As she circled the cylindrical crystal room, she threw more light sigils onto the walls, each of them lighting her way as she worked. 
 She enclosed the outer walls of the room in a large, cage-like sigil, and all the lines in the room connected in a cramped but accessible centre under the room’s floor. That was where she traced the core reinforcement sigil, holding together all the code and, by extension, the room. Then, for good measure, she doubled up the density of the spiderweb of code that now enveloped the entire room.  
 Parts of the code glowed, briefly, before fading to their usual matte black. 
 Ada next turned her attention to the floor below the crystal room, and began to trace a massive version of the levitating sigil she had used in Hive, tiny dark spindles etching darkness in the light of even more code she placed wherever needed. Couldn’t she just hold the light source, somehow? Like a flashlight? That would be something. 
 Levitation required a complex sigil, and twisting it around the pillars and machines underneath the crystal room deformed it even further, but she managed to make it a fair bit larger than the room itself, and she stepped back to admire her handiwork with a smile. 
 “What do you think, Cherry? Will that hold?” 
 Yes, the room should be able to reach orbit intact. Energy for the launch is still the primary challenge. 
 “Okay, well - let’s get started on that rock eating sigil, then, shall we?” 
 Uploading the schematics to your suit. Ada, the situation outside has changed. 
 Ada felt a chill go down her spine, and the smile fled her face. “What do you mean?” 
 One of the dragons has been killed. 
 Ada let go of a ragged breath even as Cherry nonchalantly threw up the silhouette of the energy sigil into her vision. “Killed? By what?” 
 The woman you encountered in the archive facility a few days ago, Isavel. Her nanobiological readings have changed somewhat since then. I anticipate she will kill another dragon. Should I intervene? She is no threat to me. 
 “Isavel.” 
 Ada’s eyes flicked to the ground, hoping to find an easy solution there. All she saw was Isavel’s face, warmly drawn from memory. By all means, she knew what she should do - tell Cherry to blast Isavel out of the sky. And yet something was holding her back, a kind of warmth to the woman that Ada couldn’t face down. 
 Ada swallowed her instincts, looked back up at the ceiling, into the darkness beyond which she knew Cherry was circling the mountain peak, and decided to make the call. The future of humanity was at stake, and Isavel couldn’t be allowed to endanger that, especially not without a very good reason. A very good reason that Ada understood. She would have to be stopped. 
 “Leave her.” 
 Ada said the words but, for a moment, didn’t realize what she had said. Then her eyes widened. 
 “I mean - wait.” 
 Who was Isavel, and why in the thousand worlds did it matter? Ada had no time for this. She had a civilization to rebuild. 
 “Just… I don’t think it will be a problem.” 
 She will reach the mountain soon. She has just fought off a second dragon, and is grappling with the remaining one. 
 “Well… Let’s finish this code fast, then.” Her heartbeat had accelerated, and an uncomfortable chill had settled in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want Isavel to walk in while she was on her knees in the dust and wreckage, scratching away at code like a madwoman. She didn’t want to be seen like that; she needed to be done, be ready, be composed when she greeted her… adversary. 
 Ada stretched out a hand and launched tiny spindles of dark code from it, slowing time for as long as she could manage, the snake-like chain of dark code scratching and clawing into the hard floors to carve out the sigil Cherry was showing her. She tried not to think of what it would mean for Isavel to waltz in here before everything was done. 
 The  Chengdu  has arrived at the coast. Tanos and Zhilik are boarding it. Should I relay any orders to them? 
 She had almost forgotten about them. Ada shook her head, trying to avoid the distractions, and thought back at Cherry.  Uh, sure. Help them figure out a way to signal to the ghosts they’re there, without being seen. Give them suggestions, maybe? If the ghosts want to run away after we’re done here, they’re welcome to ride the ship. Just don’t let them control it. 
 Acknowledged . 
 Oh, and Cherry, how do I make sure this sigil doesn’t consume the crystal room as well? That would be a fucking mess.  One of many that might be about to happen. 
 The sigil I am highlighting for you contains directionality guards on the inner edge, to both channel the flow of materials into the energy nexus underneath the room, as well as to ensure that the structural damage to the mountain and surroundings only occurs around the crystal room. The crystal and its chamber will not be damaged, and when the chamber reaches orbit I will guide it to a safe location on the ring. 
 Ada sighed - extremely slowly, as her mind and code raced along at hyperspeed - while tracing code she didn’t understand. One day, she would have to sit down and properly study the entire enterprise, rather than just ape bits and pieces when convenient. She already understood it was a system, something like writing, for moving and manipulating energy - but so many details were missing, and so much practice and experience remained to be had. 
 Isavel has killed a second dragon. 
 The words startled Ada and broke her concentration. She let out grumble. She was still halfway through tracing a vast, mottled circle through the underground chambers surrounding the crystal room. “What about the other one?” 
 It fled. She is just outside the door to the facility; I can pick her off without risking damage to the structural integrity of the facility, or the mountain. 
 Pick her off. The words sounded dirty, dismissive, and Ada bristled at them. “No. It’s fine.” 
 Very well. Without her knowing how to reach you, I estimate you have another ten minutes. She will likely track you by scent. 
 “Scent? Are you saying I stink?” 
 What you know as the pathfinder’s gift also confers a heightened sense of smell. 
 “Oh. I’ve heard people say that. I always just thought it was a joke.” 
 The information their senses give them are designed to be felt as intuitions. This was a conscious decision during the crafting of the gifts, especially for hunters and pathfinders. 
 So much lost knowledge; it would be a pity to die here and not understand any of it. Ada would just have to get around Isavel to get out. But Ada could do anything - escaping couldn’t be too hard. 
 “The installation will be done by the time she gets here, won’t it? How long will this levitation take?” Ada slowed time again and continued her work, trying to do as much as she could without slipping back into real time again.  
 The energy increase will likely be non-linear. It will take eighteen minutes and thirty-seven seconds once you make the final code connection. 
 “I have no idea how to track that amount of time right now, but it doesn’t sound that bad.” She rushed to finish the sigil, a massive work the likes of which she had never even seen before. It put even the most dangerously complex, master-level sigils at the Institute to shame - but just as with those, she would not fail here, either. Energy would flow throughout the dark code like water through channels and canals, bringing light and power to her plans. 
 If she was lucky, her plans might actually meet with success, and she might be able to escape. And if not… 
 Ada wasn’t about to roll over and die. She felt the weight of her gun and her shield at her side, listened carefully to the silence in the chamber beyond. That silence would end soon enough, and she would be ready. 
 Isavel has entered the facility. Shall I update you on her progress? 
 “Obviously.” Frantically, Ada clawed at the ground with talons of dark code, etching the last hope for life after death into the cold concrete. Whatever happened outside was not her concern. 
 She has found the elevator. Should I jam it? 
 “Yes.” 
 Done. 
 Not her concern. She needed to finish this. She traced the final lines of the sigil. 
 She cut through the floor of the elevator and dropped down. She is following the same route you took. 
 The code hummed to life, and Ada heard a creaking under the ground. Nothing much happened. “Did that work?” 
 Yes. Eighteen minutes and twenty-one seconds remaining. You should consider vacating the area. 
 Ada shook her head. She couldn’t leave - Isavel might just arrive and destroy everything. She needed to make sure that didn’t happen. But how could she… 
 The gods. She remembered Isavel talking about the gods. She had seemed pious. If Ada could get the gods to talk to her… “Cherry. Can we get the gods talking in this room?” 
 We can open a channel, but they may not respond. 
 “Do it. I want them to pay attention here, at the very least.” 
 Ada strode down the stairs, into the large room outside the crystal chamber, and stopped a few meters short of those two bloodied knives, still lying in the middle of the room. Her eyes widened - what a mess. She froze up, looking around. She couldn’t just leave those - 
 “You.” 
 Ada’s eyes snapped from the random corners of the room to the doorway, to the pillar of olive-brown muscle that was Isavel, standing in the doorway, posture askance and eyes locked onto hers. Isavel was a complete and utter mess. Fresh pink scars laced her arms and legs, her pants were torn and scuffed, a battered and blood-soaked pathfinder’s brace was the only thing she wore on her chest, and she was barefoot. Her brown hair was a wiry tangle of blood and knots. She looked like she had been killed twice over. 
 And yet, she also looked like she was completely and utterly unharmed, underneath the chaos, and that strength nailed Ada in place. 
 “Yes, me.” Ada tilted her head to the side, trying for bravado, also just trying to breath. “Funny now this keeps happening.” 
 Isavel didn’t look amused. She looked… sad? “It would be funny under other circumstances. What are you doing here?” 
 “I bet you have a good idea.” 
 Isavel bit her lip. “Something that will help the ghosts - something that does  not  destroy them. That’s what it comes down to.” 
 “If you’re here to destroy the crystal - the shrine - you’ll do more than defeat the ghosts, Isavel. You’ll destroy life after death.” She glanced up.  Cherry, is that link to the gods working? 
 Yes. 
 Isavel looked like she thought Ada was crazy. “That’s not possible. The afterlife is our birthright, and the gods would not rob us of that. Get out of the way, Ada. I don’t… I don’t need to hurt you.” 
 Ada pulled her gun out and let it hang in her right hand. “I’m not afraid to fight you, Isavel.” 
 A feeble smile crossed Isavel’s lips as she took a step forward. “You should be. I know how well you dance.” 
 Ada’s face got hot. She really needed a way out of this. “I think the limits of the gods would surprise you, Isavel. Listen - once I’m finished here, the ghosts will stop the war. This is about fixing -” 
 “You can’t presume to fix what the gods have laid down for us!” Isavel responded. “The gods’ whims are life, death, and transcendence. I know it firsthand.” 
 “Really?” Ada remembered that old saying from her mother’s mouth. “Okay, I’ll let you hear it from them. Gods on the ring! As Arbiter, I’m asking you to tell Isavel exactly what’s going on here. If she doesn’t understand, the continued prosperity of humanity is -” 
 Dozens of voices suddenly boomed into the room in unison. “Arbiter Ada Liu, we cannot command Herald Isavel Valdéz to stay her course. We do not have majority consent among the Arbiters.” 
 For a moment the words meant nothing to Ada. Then she froze, looking up at the ceiling, horror washing over her. It was with only a tiny amount of relief that she saw Isavel was likewise frozen in place. 
 “Gods?” Isavel breathed. “Am I on the right course?” 
 The gods replied to her just as readily. “You are pursuing your duty.” 
 “What do you  mean , you don’t have consent among the others? It’s not a damned council - is it?! I’m - I’m a gods-damned  Arbiter! ” 
 The gods’ response to her was swift. “There are four Arbiters. Yourself and Arbiter Zhang agree with your course of action. Arbiters Blackwell and Kapur disagree with your course of action. Without a majority in either direction, we cannot interfere with our Herald.” 
 “Your  Herald? ” Ada demanded. 
 “What are you saying?” Isavel looked confused, but Ada ignored her as the gods boomed back from the ceiling. 
 “After consultation from the four Arbiters, it was determined that there was no clearly superior outcome with regards to the matter of the ghost security incident. Investments were made in all possible outcomes that were judged superior to the status quo.” 
 “You’re  playing us against each other? ” Ada shouted. 
 Isavel was no happier. “What’s going on? Speak clearly! As your Herald, I have a right to know what… what I’m  heralding! ” 
 “The destruction of the shrine may be in the best long-term interests of humanity, given humanity’s fundamental nature as finite and mortal. Its repair may also be in the best long-term interests of humanity, given its nature as expansive and expressive. We are satisfied that both possible outcomes conform with the zeroth law.” 
 “Just tell her!” Ada shouted at them. “Tell Isavel what happens if she destroys the crystal! Say it!” 
 “It does not matter.”  
 Ada looked over at Isavel in frustration, saw her confused face, and suddenly understood. They had been speaking to Ada entirely in the ancient dialect, and not Ada and Isavel’s own first language. Isavel had barely understood a word of what they were saying. 
 Ada’s eyes widened in shock as the gods switched now to the common tongue again, just for Isavel. “Isavel Valdéz, this is your duty. Ada Liu, this is your will. May the greater of the two prevail.” 
 “No! You lying machine fucks, you can’t just leave it at that!” Ada was screaming. There was a long silence, however, and Ada found her rage against the gods unanswered. 
 Isavel lowered her gaze, visibly distraught but no less intent than before. “It sounds like the gods aren’t on your side, Ada.” She had her arm raised, an energy blade summoned up around it. Warrior gift first, then. Shit. 
 “Didn’t you understand them  at all?  They’re not on  yours  either!” 
 “Whatever they were saying in that ancient tongue didn’t make you happy, I can tell that much. That’s good enough for me.” 
 Blind faith in the gods. Ada had wanted better, expected better than this from Isavel - but why? Why should she ever expect anything, from anyone? Everybody failed her - family, friends, lovers, gods - 
 Ada raised her gun in response, though her hands were trembling and she was on the verge of tossing it and running away in frustration. “Just back away, Isavel, and let this finish right.” 
 “The ghosts need to be banished.” Isavel took another step forward, and then another. “I will do whatever it takes to protect the people of Glass Peaks, and Hive, and the entire world, from your ghosts.” 
 Ada aimed her gun straight at Isavel, trembling. “You don’t have to.” 
 “I do.” 
 Ada pressed the trigger. 
 She swung the gun sideways as it spewed out sticky flame, fanning a wall of fire around her as she backed up through the room. She could only hope that Isavel was not able to - 
 Isavel leapt straight over the roaring flames, easily clearing it and sailing through the air with blade and shield ready. She looked like she was floating. What kind of gift let her do  that? 
 Ada squeezed time and everything became eerily slow, all sound melting away into a quiet background drone. What could she possibly do? Isavel was going to land right on her. The only option was… 
 Ada brought her shield to bear and aimed her gun at the same time, course-correcting several times in accelerated thought, and fired. Even so, she only managed a glancing lance of fire across Isavel’s shield before the impact brought them both crashing down to the ground. 
 She tried to shove Isavel off, but didn’t send her very far; only the roar of her gun made the Herald scamper further from the crystal. There was a wild and fiery look sculpted into Isavel’s face by the firelight and shadows, but her eyes glinted with something more deeply frustrated. 
 Then the hunter’s gift came out, Isavel snapping off a massive blue-white lance of light that slammed into Ada’s shield and made her wobble and stumble. This wasn’t going well. 
 Isavel was moving again, and Ada couldn’t hold her back, gunfire raking harmlessly across a broad, wing-like shield that swept down almost her entire profile. Ada wished, for the first time in her life, that she had been born with another gift. They were all so brutish and physical, without the refinement or true power of code… but they were all so fucking  useful  when it came to situations like this. Code couldn’t fight. Code could move mountains, perhaps, but not… 
 Not without time. 
 Ada could make herself plenty of time. 
 She raised a hand and squeezed time to a crawl. 
 Okay, okay. Code could be written in the air, right? She had seen it hovering around the Elysium crystal. She could get something together. Something simple.  
 Force! There were plenty of sigils for directing force. She thought of the simplest one she possibly could, and from her extended hand she called forth the tiny, interwoven spindles of dark code that would be her weapons. 
 She could reach for Isavel herself, but that was too far, and she didn’t want to kill Isavel. For whatever reason. She wasn’t even completely sure Isavel wanted to kill her, either. So she stopped halfway and, in mid-air, started rearranging the spindles into shapes. Like a thousand-legged spider without a head, the spindles wrapped and knotted around one another, forming the shape of a sigil of force - flipped around, so it faced Isavel. 
 When the sigil was solid and she bridged the final gap in code, she was greeted with the amazing sight of her sigil coming to life in incredibly detailed slow motion. A ripple of energy in the sigil, in mid-air - how was such a thing even possible? - flowed through all the right channels until it hit the centre, and a distortion coursed through the air between the sigil and Isavel. 
 Ada let time slip back to normal, and suddenly Isavel buckled and was thrown back. She staggered to her feet, eyes wide with fear and surprise, and Ada was suddenly grinning. She could do anything. She was going to win this. 
  
  
 Chapter 17 
 Isavel was flung back by a seething chain of darkness, the coil striking out towards her and blowing her off her feet with a snap. She had never seen anything like it, not gift nor relic nor anything else. It was magic. Sorcery. She could think of no other word. 
 She jumped back to her feet, light as a feather - and then, suddenly, the ground underneath them heaved and groaned. Something was changing, and Isavel had even less time to lose. 
 She snapped out a palm and a shot in Ada’s direction, but the sorceress didn’t even need to use her shield. Instead Ada raised her hands and summoned something - some kind of coder sigil - in mid-air between them, and suddenly Isavel’s shots were turned back against her. She swung up her shield and caught them, but this was getting harder. 
 Luckily, she had more than a few tricks up her sleeve herself. 
 She feinted to the left, shifted her skin to a brilliant blue-white, and at the same time fired off a large, slow-moving pair of shots in that same direction. Even as she let them loose, she shifted back to a dull grey matching the ruins around them and jumped to the right. Ada would be confused, and she could get around the side - 
 Ada completely ignored the distraction and struck out with force again, knocking Isavel away from the doorway. How had she noticed the trick in a mere splinter of a second? Isavel glimpsed a crystal in that room, though, glowing angrily with light. Somehow, she knew that was what she needed to destroy. The gods had said as much, hadn’t they? Isavel’s duty, Ada’s will. She would fulfill her duty - after all, no human will could outcompete a duty to the gods. What else could they have meant? 
 She tried firing through the doorway directly, but Ada blocked her again with her magic. This wasn’t working. She needed to try… 
 Isavel fired several blasts at the ceiling, and Ada stared at them in confusion. Dust and concrete chips rained down from above, and she held up a hand to keep them from hitting her eyes, batting the larger chunks away with her dark sorcery. The building continued to heave and howl, and Isavel felt her sense of balance wavering. The room they were in was  moving , somehow. 
 She darted forwards, dragon’s gift lifting her near weightlessness. She cut through the air like a blade straight into Ada, knocking her down. Even as she did, the sorceress’ preternaturally fast magic responded, and Isavel felt crawling claws gripping at her. She called up shields, small scales of energy moving across her skin without a care for where a warrior’s shields usually lived, and struck Ada’s head with her first, hoping to knock her out. 
 Then something writhed black and exploded and knocked them both apart. Isavel righted herself immediately, and Ada was slouched against a trembling column, bringing more magic to bear. There was no time for this. Isavel roared, feeling the rage and wings and fiery heat of dragonblood, and from her throat spewed a cloud of jagged golden-red flame and light that filled the entire room. 
 Yet Isavel could see through it to an extent, her hunter’s gift still doing the job of picking out her targets. Ada, it seemed, could not. Isavel fired a shield into the blaze, striking near Ada and throwing her to the side with explosive force. 
 Sweating, trembling, Isavel raised a shield and prepared for a counter-attack, but Ada lay still, bloodied, lying on the ground amidst debris that was shifting and sliding with the heaves of the ruins beneath them. She didn’t move. 
 So. That was that. 
 Heart pounding, Isavel took a step back, looking at that unmoving form, that familiar face, and she felt a chill slither down her spine and wrap itself around her heart. Why? Why did this have to happen? What had the gods been telling Ada, in their ancient tongue, that she was so angry about - and why hadn’t she stepped aside? It would have been so easy to just… step aside. 
 Isavel took a deep breath, then another, and began to notice strange light filtering into the room. It looked like… daylight. She was well underground, in the heart of a mountain. How was that possible? 
 She turned to the crystal room, which lay up a set of stairs, and started climbing. Then, quite suddenly, the stairs and the room cracked, and the chamber containing the crystal rose up, torn free of the ruins and floating in the throes of magic. 
 “No!” 
 She ran forward, shields ready, firing one off at the crystal even as it ascended, but the impact missed as the room accelerated away and out of sight, accompanied only by a faint, dusty plume of blue-white light. 
 And then there was more light, and even more, and Isavel turned around to see cracks in the building all around them. The doorway into the antechamber where they had fought… She ran over to it. No. That was  impossible . 
 A cavernous horror hollowed out her chest as she realized the room they were in was floating above the mountaintop. In the sky. Below them a vicious crater scarred the side of the peak, and between Isavel and the ground were dozens - hundreds of pieces of the ruins, walls and rooms and chunks of rock, all floating in the air, slowly ascending… and slowly being pulled inwards, towards where the crystal shrine had once been. 
 She looked back, and saw that the ruins nearest where the shrine had been was being torn apart, melting away into a great beam of light. Everything was moving closer, and Isavel knew just by looking that it would consume and destroy everything it touched. 
 She needed to escape. She needed to fly - but without any drones or dragons to carry her, what hope did she have? 
 She looked up at the crackling ceiling, to the skies and the ring and the gods beyond, and shouted. “Is this it?!”  
 There was no answer. The shrine had escaped her; she had failed. What use was she to the gods, now? What use was she to anyone? 
 Her eyes rested on Ada, lying dead on the floor. Or… Was she actually dead? 
 Isavel knelt by the fallen sorceress and took her hand, feeling for a pulse. It was there. She brought her face close to Ada’s, and could feel faint breaths. Ada’s eyes, all their vivaciousness, remained hidden beneath her flat eyelids, but she was not dead. 
 Isavel saw the gun that lay next to Ada and, almost without thinking, reached down and fixed it to her tattered pants. Then she picked Ada herself up, carrying her as a wounded comrade to the edge of the room they were in, as the walls crumbled and the antechamber was sucked into the pillar of light behind them. She looked down at the rocks and walls and debris floating in the air below them, and she began to see… stairs. Stairs that no human could cross, certainly, but Isavel and Ada were no mere humans. 
 Isavel felt for that lightness, that hollow in her core that was the gift she had found in the dragon’s heart. She extended it throughout her being, throughout her body, and she felt almost weightless - but Ada was still heavy, and Isavel could not share her gift. So Isavel started trying to push the hollow outwards, give it shape. What shape? How did the dragons fly? They didn’t just float around. They needed wings. 
 With the concrete beneath her feet starting to crack and splinter, she summoned up something like warrior’s shields, imbued with even more of that lightness and that hollow. She felt them grow, saw a hundred white blades of light extend on either side into great wings, brushing against the crumbling ruin. Then something began pulling at her back, dragging her towards that hungry pillar of light. 
 They were out of time. 
 Isavel jumped. 
 She heard her wings hum eerily in the wind, electric sounds of the gifts given a new song to sing. They were falling slower than Isavel had feared, and when a great chunk of the walls of the ruins rose up to meet her she landed cleanly on it, bouncing off to continue the descent. 
 Her arms were shaking, and there was sweat pooling on her brow and down her back. Slower than she had feared, but harder than she had hoped. 
 A dragon beat its wings in the distance, above the forests. She looked away and kept descending. 
 Another piece of mountain rock, another floating doorframe. Ada was starting to slip. Isavel wasn’t sure how much longer she could carry her. She let a bit of the lightness go and was falling faster now, kicking off debris, closer to the ground, the dragon - where was the dragon - 
 Suddenly Isavel realized the thing below her was not a rock, but the mountain face itself, scraggly trees and rock and shrubs, and then her wings started to give way, electric howling and screeching as she flipped over - 
 With a painful thud to her back, Isavel landed on solid ground, Ada thumping down on top of her and rolling off. For a moment she could only see stars and light - and then she realized those were real, and all there was. A great spike of bright light jutted from the wound in the world Ada’s magic had carved, and a whirl of debris was floating up around it, sucked up in twinkling flashes. And at the top of that spike of light was… something dark, something unreachable. 
 There was a beauty to the spectacle, something about the slow careening of the rocks and rubble into that bright gateway to oblivion. It was growing faster and faster, and Isavel wanted to see it reached its climax. There was nothing she could do to stop it, now, anyway. 
 “Get down!” 
 Suddenly there were arms around her, and Isavel was almost too exhausted to resist as Ada, suddenly awake again, pulled her back behind a shrub and down onto the ground. Isavel managed only to get another shield up, and even that effort was draining. Their eyes locked as Ada tried to explain. 
 “It’s going to -” 
 The word “explode” was insufficiently cataclysmic for what happened. For a brief instant the mountain gave screaming birth to a second sun, loud and bright, a howling firestorm of light and wind and fire. Isavel and Ada hunkered down underneath the shield as the shrub in front of them was flattened and the splintering death cries of trees and boulders all around them filled their ears. 
 In moments it was all over, only dust and smoke remained, and Isavel looked up to see the dark tip of that spike of light extending far into the sky, growing ever smaller, carried ever higher by the thinning beam of light born of the mountain’s scar. 
 A most incredible quiet settled on the mountain, even as dust and smoke curled away from the chaos. Isavel stood, helping Ada up, and the two traded stares again. Isavel was under no illusions about the situation; she knew what she ought to say. 
 “I… I have a walker to kill. And then I need to go tell my people the shrine is destroyed.” 
 Ada bit her lip. “It wasn’t destroyed, though.” 
 Isavel looked at Ada, and wondered what had brought her here. What strange twist of the gods. They were alike in that way, perhaps, torn from whatever they had known and brought somewhere new. 
 But Isavel was the Herald - there was no room in that title for her to be sentimental, or to feel kinship. Only duty. “Good luck, Ada Liu. I…” 
 She didn’t know if she wanted to meet her again. Isavel turned away, walked off, left Ada on the mountaintop. She heard nothing, not footsteps nor words, that might indicate Ada was doing anything besides staring at her as she went. Whether or not she wanted it, whether by the gods’ will or their own, they would meet again; Isavel was certain of that. 
 She descended the slopes through the pines and firs, keeping an eye out for the last dragon above, but it was nowhere to be seen. She listened for the sounds of battle, but there were none to be heard. She felt the breezy mountain air slowly give way to the slightly warmer, wetter coastal summer further down, and smelled no blood - only earth and wood and humidity. It was too quiet. Where had the ghosts gone? 
 She let her intuition guide her, following the slopes and ridges of the mountain as she descended to where she knew the ghosts had stood, not long ago. But now - now they were gone, it seemed, leaving only tracks and battle scars behind. She heard a few faint shots in the distance, towards the coast, the gasping remnants of a battle. That battle was on the verge of silence. 
 Isavel stepped into a flatter clearing and stopped at the sight of a man, kneeling down with his head hung backwards, as though communing with the gods. She felt like this was where ghosts should be, but this man was alone, and he was… not in this world. 
 She stepped closer. The bubble of unreality around him, as he walked the thousand worlds, was small and subtle compared to the horrific darkness of the afterlife the last walker had confronted her with. He was in some kind of forest. 
 She raised her voice as she approached. “Ghost. Walker. I’ve found you.” 
 The walker turned around, inside his bubble, and smiled at her. He shifted and settled onto his knees again, facing her. “So you have. Come closer.” 
 “I’m not an idiot.” She held up her palm and called forth the hunter’s gift, but he seemed oddly unfazed. 
 “You are welcome kill me. I am not afraid anymore. Ada, she… she did it.” 
 Isavel paused, her mind racing back to the explosion, to the shrine slipping out of her grasp. “Did what?” 
 “Come and see for yourself. See with your own eyes, before you kill me. Don’t you want to see what the afterlife looks like, now?” 
 Isavel knew what the afterlife looked like, though - at least the one she was destined to. It was a barren, featureless hell, an empty void without humanity or peace. Only anguish existed there. 
 “I’ve seen it.” 
 He smiled, and shook his head. “Not like this. I’ve been dead, White Witch, for hundreds of years. I know what it was like until today, and I promise you - it  has  changed. It’s no longer that terrible place. Come see.” 
 She bristled slightly at yet another unwanted title, but more than that, she wondered if he was telling the truth. Had he died? Had he been… alive? The ghosts were spirits that inhabited the road to the afterlife, or so Venshi had said. How could this make any sense? It didn’t. 
 Except… Ada had talked of fixing the afterlife. 
 Isavel lowered her hand and stepped closer. She would kill this walker like she had the last, but perhaps first he would show her what Ada had meant. She wanted to understand why they had had to fight. 
 “You ghosts come from the world between this one and the next.” She stepped closer. “How can you know what our afterlife is like?” 
 He smiled even more broadly. “I was once human, just like every other ghost. I died. But something broke hundreds of years ago, and that place… that place was all there was left. There is no other world in between.” 
 Her eyes drifted upwards. Would the gods allow such a thing? 
 She stepped into the walk, into the bubble of unreality around the walker, and suddenly she was in another place, another world. All around her was a vast, brightly-lit forest, trees of turquoise and cyan foliage and pale pink bark. A carpet of bluish grass extended underneath her feet, soft and fuzzy and just warm enough. Songbirds chirped in the trees, not a cacophony but a carefully orchestrated concert, the core of the music slowly moving between the trees, ebbing and flowing like breathing of the forest itself. 
 And around them were other people, people in various clothes or none at all, all of them staring around in wonder. None of them had been there outside the walk. 
 “What… where is this?” 
 The walker extended his arms. “This is Elysium. This is what Ada has given us - a prison for the dead, yes, but the most beautiful prison imaginable. A compromise I’m more than happy with. Touch something. Take something. It will all melt away when you send me here for good.” 
 In the distance there was a lake; on the other side, a mountain range. The sky’s blue was deep, curling here and there into pure white clouds. It was quite lovely, but Isavel couldn’t help but wonder. “So this is it? An endless forest?” 
 “No. It’s everything. Everything you could imagine. This is a forest, here, but walk far enough and you will find anything you want. Cities, deserts, orchards, vast plains, temples in the sky. It’s everything we could ever need.” 
 “You’ve been to all these places?” 
 “No, but the spirits here told me, and spirits tell the truth. I doubted Ada, you know - she is a harsh woman, with no patience and no trust. But she has delivered this incredible gift, and now… I have found faith.” 
 Isavel could smell something in the air, something like flowers. She was not deeply touched, but if she were to die this would still be a lovely place to end up. She looked back at the walker, and he was looking up at her from the ground. 
 He pulled down his shirt, baring his neck to her. “I believe you have a job to do? Bring them my head. The severed head of the Shadowslayer. I think it would be more… dramatic, that way.” 
 She called up her warrior’s blade and rested it against his neck. “You’re just going to give up? All of you?” 
 He looked down. “Most ran away when I gave them the news, or even before. They hope the war is over, and that they might live out normal lives. But I know, and perhaps you do too, that war doesn’t live in battlefields - it lives in human hearts. Elysium is more than I could have hoped for, and has come sooner than I could ever have accomplished alone. My past is what it is, and I know what you must do. Let me help you.” 
 His eyes were closed; he saw nothing, but was taking deep breaths through his nose, breathing in the fragrant and alien scents of Elysium. The thrumming energy in Isavel’s blade called for action. 
 This didn’t feel right. This didn’t feel like a triumph over evil ought to feel. 
 She looked up into Elysium’s sky and saw… the ring. That great, heavens-spanning silvery arch was unchanged here. The gods were here, as well, just as they were on Earth. Would they stop her? Would they guide her away from this? 
 But they did not; instead, she felt only the mounting pressure to finish her task, to do what she had come here to do, what she had fought and bled for. 
 She jerked her blade to the left, slicing through flesh and bone with ease. Yet even as the walk around her began to dematerialize, she saw the walker’s body doubled as his spirit rose, whole, from his collapsing corpse. His spirit looked her in the eyes and smiled as the walk melted away into nothingness, leaving Isavel alone in the summery pine forest of Earth. 
 He had died, and there he was - in Elysium, without the need to cross through any nightmarish land of ghosts. 
 Perhaps he and Ada was telling the truth. Perhaps the afterlife really had been broken - and she really had fixed it. And if Ada was telling the truth about that… had she been telling the truth about everything? 
 If Isavel had destroyed that crystal, would she have consigned all of humanity to death without afterlife, to a cold dark void? 
 Isavel looked back up the mountain, to the great scar in its side where the ruins had lifted into the sky, dust still wafting away in the wind. On Venshi’s counsel, she had almost done something… unimaginable. And Venshi… did she not know? 
 That was impossible. Venshi  must  know - she must have corrupted the will of the gods. After all, who had told her to do exactly this, in suspiciously specific terms? Venshi had almost steered Isavel into a terrible mistake, after Isavel herself had made the terrible mistake of trusting the faceless creature. She should have trusted Ada. 
 Isavel’s eyes widened, a sudden sense of vertigo overtaking her. Venshi must still be with the others, manipulating them, telling them lies, twisting the will of the gods. She grabbed the walker’s head, neck stump still slick with blood, and rushed down the hills towards where she had left the army. 
 She started coming across soldiers walking up the mountain, fighters of her own army, their turquoise armbands and reverent gazes equally telling. Then she spotted the knot of people that represented the core of the army. She saw them all there - Mother Jera and Elder Tan, Dendre and Hail, her old companions - they were all there, halted in their advance as she approached. 
 She stormed into the clearing and flung the bloodied walker’s head onto the ground. Dendre laughed, deeply this time, a hearty sound she had never heard from the man. 
 Mother Jera gasped. “Saint Isavel, you seem - distressed - the blood -” 
 Isavel drank deep from a well of lightness and animal rage, and roared dragonfire at Venshi with no concern in the world for anyone standing near the steward. The golden-red blast caught everyone off-guard, there was screaming, and suddenly Venshi was moving, clothes in ashen tatters. Isavel would not let her escape; the woman had answers that needed hearing. She lept straight across the clearing, sailing through the air on wings of hard light and crashing directly into the steward’s back. Venshi’s reaction was incredibly out of character. “Piss off, you fucking -” 
 “I’ve killed and eaten dragons today, Venshi!” Isavel snarled as she yanked at the steward’s arms. “I do not fear you!” 
 And yet, grappling with Venshi, she was suddenly aware that the steward was…  incredibly  strong. Isavel was almost immediately thrown off and Venshi was hissing and scrabbling away, still letting no expression seep through that porcelain mask. 
 Isavel could fix that. 
 She jumped forward, her fingers strengthened and extended with draconic claws of light, and grabbed Venshi’s entire face. She tore away as hard as she could, and the smooth white mask shattered, scattered onto the ground even as Venshi desperately tried to keep it on. 
 What lay under the mask was… 
 “Gods.” Isavel heard Dendre’s exclamation even as people all around were panicking. 
 “Herald, what have you  done? ” Mother Jera exclaimed, confused and angry and frightened all at once. 
 “Stand up, Venshi!” Isavel shouted at the thing lying in front of her. “Stand up and tell them all how you twisted the gods’ will. How you lied to everyone. To  me. ” 
 Venshi stood up slowly. Her face was something out of a nightmare. She looked to have once been a beautiful young woman - gorgeous, by Isavel’s estimation, with large and intelligent eyes angled much like Ada’s, smooth skin the colour of freshly carved wood, luscious red lips. But something had happened; parts of her face were pocked with… dents, chips, scorches, and most horrifically, a massive section of her left jaw and cheek torn off completely. 
 And in those strange and inhuman wounds, Isavel saw the truth of Venshi. This was no woman of flesh and blood; no pink scars or torn muscle or shattered bone were exposed by those injuries - only more of that false skin, the damage looking more like gouges in clay than any real wounds. 
 “Are you satisfied?” Venshi asked, and although her shattered jaw opened as she spoke, her lips didn’t move, the sounds coming from deep within her throat. “Now that you know what I am?” 
 Isavel scowled. “You’re a golem. You’re a traitor to the gods!” 
 “There are no gods!” Venshi screamed, and Isavel took a step back in shock. “There are only men and women and our blind and endless greed!” 
 “You told me to destroy the shrine!” Isavel jabbed a finger at her. “You told me it would end the ghost threat!” 
 “It would have! If you had just listened -” 
 “It would have destroyed the afterlife  entirely! ” Isavel replied. “The gods did not grace us with an afterlife for a usurper - not even a human, but a  golem  - to take it away! How could you -” 
 Venshi’s artificial face twisted, the gashes in her false flesh twisting uglier still. “I was human once! This shell is the only way I can safeguard my work for so many centuries! All my unnatural life I’ve tried to guide humanity back to its roots! Back to where it belongs, connected to the world around it! That  afterlife  was one of the few crimes against nature still left to dismantle!” 
 People were closing in around them, and Isavel saw both Dendre Han and Hail standing behind Venshi. The golem may have been aware of it, but cared for nothing. 
 “If you just listen to me, I can guide you to a world where nobody suffers, the only world where we can be our true and authentic selves!” 
 “The gods meant for us to live on after we died!” Isavel accused. “You would have had me subvert their will!” 
 “Did your gods tell you any such thing, Isavel?” Venshi responded. 
 They had not, and Isavel was momently caught. “They told me -” She desperately scrambled to phrase the truth as usefully as possible. “- that they did not need me to destroy the shrine.” 
 “So you let  Ada Liu , that mad heretic who will be the destruction of this world, have her way?” 
 Venshi made eye contact with the elders. Mother Jera’s eyes widened in alarm, Elder Tan’s frown deepened, but Isavel stammered on. “I - I fought Ada, before the shrine, and I -” 
 She shook her head and growled; this was a waste of time. She lashed out with an energy blade, bisecting Venshi at the waist. The golem’s torso, an intertwined mixture of false skin and smooth metal, collapsed onto the ground, electric crackles flaring, her arms scrambling for leverage even as her now-useless legs fell to the side. Venshi was shocked and angry, but bled no blood and clearly felt no pain. 
 “Dendre, Hail - grab it.” The two of them immediately followed her command, each gripping a single squirming arm and hoisting the incensed golem into the air between them. 
 “Venshi, for betrayal of the gods’ will -” 
 “You don’t know your  place! ” Venshi spat. 
 “- and for lying and manipulating me -” 
 “Your  entire society  is manipulating you!” 
 “- I am condemning you to eternal imprisonment, underneath this very mountain.” 
 “Everything I’ve done I’ve done for the good of humanity! Ever since the fall, for a thousand years I’ve watched and guided you! I’ve been saving you from all the poisons your ancestors drank so readily!” 
 “To hell with this.” Isavel waved them away. “Let’s go. This is going to be a long hike up.” 
 “Science! Trade!  Civilization!  You may think it was all grand and glittering and golden, but you have no idea what your ancestors did - how horribly they tortured their world and themselves -” 
 Isavel was already walking, and Dendre and Hail were walking behind her, carrying the traitor golem’s living half up the mountain. She was no longer interested in making proclamations. Her heart was hammering away at her ribcage and her thoughts kept swirling around the same wounds. 
 Had she  let  Ada have her way? 
 Was she really being manipulated by everyone around her? 
 If Venshi had been betraying the gods for so long, why was she still here? Why hadn’t the gods stopped her? 
 There were answers right at hand, of course, and Isavel recited them in her mind as they climbed the mountain. Venshi, meanwhile, continued to spin mad tales of a civilization long past, of rebels determined to set back the clock and put everyone back in their rightful place. Others followed them - curious, shocked, loyal, or whatever combination of emotions might motivate them, Isavel could not say. She had ears only for the accusations slithering from the golem’s mouth, but a mind only for the truth. 
 Isavel was the instrument of the gods, and so it was through her hand that they were finally punishing Venshi. The gods would stop Venshi one way or another, and this, it seemed, was that way. The gods were the only ones in true control of Isavel’s actions, as with everyone else - she was not being manipulated. And Ada… Isavel had not  let  Ada win. She knew that much. Ada had not even won the fight - she had just… been successful. Almost accidentally. 
 And would likely continue to be so. Isavel hoped saving her had not been a mistake. 
 They found a hollow, under the scar in the mountain where the shrine had once been. Fragments of dark code unlike any Isavel had ever seen crisscrossed the smooth floor of the crater, but off to the side of that scar it was a twisting network of more ancient tunnels. They dragged the screaming, irate golem deep into those tunnels, as far as they could go, and when they finally reached the deepest point Isavel took one of Venshi’s hands and slammed it up against the ancient metal wall.  
 She reached into herself, into the new furnace roaring in her chest, but pushed the dragonfire from her hand instead of her mouth. Isavel’s skin cast dozens of tiny, shimmering shields facing the flame to protect against the heat, and everyone else nearby backed away, but Isavel didn’t even look away as her hand lit up with hot fire and melted Venshi’s entire forearm into the metal, boiling away the false flesh into acrid black smoke and fusing the golem into the ruin itself. 
 Then she grabbed the other arm and did the same, and when she was done, Venshi’s legless torso hung from the wall, limbs melted into twisted hunks halfway into the ruin, her deceptive face snarling in broken rage. 
 “You will destroy the human race!” Venshi accused. “You don’t know what it was like! You don’t know what I’m trying to protect you from!” 
 Isavel shook her head. “Down here, you’ll continue to protect us. From yourself.” She turned to Dendre and Hail, and together they led the others out of the ruins. “I think we’re done here.” 
 Hail nodded, and briefly rested a hand on Isavel’s shoulder, her eyes concerned. As they all clambered out of the crater, Dendre gave a nervous chuckle. “God, I can’t tell you how good it feels to chain that freak up. If I had known what she was...” 
 “It doesn’t matter.” She tried to offer him a sympathetic smile, but her nerves were still frayed. “We’re done here. The ghosts are routed, and their walker, their Shadowslayer - remember that head I tossed around earlier?” 
 “Oh gods, I almost forgot about that thing.” 
 “Yes, well. We can go home now.” She looked at Hail, and the woman smiled at her with reverence, but it was reverence still coloured with something like fear. Of what, Isavel wasn’t sure. “This war is over.” 
 “I don’t know about that. The outers were working with the ghosts, remember. They have a whole city just hours away from Glass Peaks by sea. Gods only know what they’re up to.” 
 Isavel almost felt the blood drain from her face. “I remember that, yes, but I don’t believe the gods need me to make war against them, Dendre. The ghosts have fled. I think we’ve earned a rest.” 
 Dendre gave a wry smile. “If you say so, Saint Dragoneater.” 
 Isavel took a sharp breath and held it. Dragoneater? She didn’t like it, but perhaps she would grow used to it all, in time. She hoped, more pointedly, that people would soon forget about her, if there was no war to be fought. Perhaps she could retire peacefully, and discover what the gods had in store for the rest of her life. 
 As she left the mountain and returned to the ground, though, she couldn’t help but feel the shocked and suspicious gazes of the elders and many among the crowd. Venshi had been a fixture of the spiritual community in Glass Peaks, and now in the army. That sudden and harsh course of action might bring everybody to second guess her. 
 Everybody but one person. And that person was hopefully well on her way to safety. 
 Isavel sighed. In time, all would be well again. It was all she could hope. 
 Ada had staggered down the mountain, and was well on her way towards the coast - and safety. She saw few bodies and fewer living people, and Cherry’s voice had fallen silent almost as soon as the ship had shot up through the sky to follow the crystal. The birds had deserted the forest, fleeing the cacophony of battle, and had yet to return. Ada’s world was eerily quiet and undisturbed. 
 Except occasional, oddly silent markers that appeared in her vision. 
 There it was again, an arrow pointing her slightly left. 
 Good - a distraction. She couldn’t get the sight of Isavel out of her head. Ada could tell the little white arrow came from her suit, just as Cherry’s once had, but there was no voice to go alongside it. Any voice would drown out Isavel’s, but whatever was sending the images either couldn’t or wouldn’t speak to her. 
 She didn’t know what it was pointing her towards, but she turned left. She had been following its directions for some time now, absent anything else, and she could tell it was leading her towards the sea. She could only hope she would find the  Chengdu  there, whatever it was; Isavel had borrowed her gun, it seemed, so Ada was now defenceless. 
 Well, perhaps not entirely defenceless. She remembered how she had tried to weaponize her new coding abilities against Isavel. She had failed badly and painfully, but Isavel was an exceptional person; lesser mortals might be less able to deal with Ada’s unique skills. 
 Ada soon found herself approaching the beach, and finally she heard voices. She crouched down and tried to spy on the shoreline, but it was much lower down, and there was a fairly steep patch of forest between her and the rocky shore. 
 An arrow appeared in mid-air, pointing down the hill. 
 “Well, fine then.” 
 She moved down the slope, trying desperately not to send rocks skidding down to alert whoever was there. She slid from tree to tree, down through the underbrush, until she was finally level with a rocky shelf that separated her and a wide stretch of beach revealed by the low tide. 
 And before her… Ada had never seen quite such a thing. It was a massive ship, shaped not unlike a shark, partially submerged in the shallow water. It was gleaming and colourful, with a dark blue top and a pale belly, but it bore unmistakable signs of technology, not least a wide open maw leading to a broad, hollow chamber on the inside. 
 And in front of the ship were people, people with faces she recognized. Tanos, Zhilik, even Sam. She stepped forward in awe. “Sam? You got here alright?” 
 The ghost turned to see her, and her freckled face managed a weak, crooked smile. “Ada! You made it. When that - whatever it was - exploded -” 
 “All according to plan.” 
 “Right. That was the priority, after all.” 
 After a second Ada realized the wistfulness in Sam’s face was a sign of the overwhelmed boy’s death. It stung, and she had no desire to see such sentimentality when her own brain and gut were already in turmoil, so she looked away, back to Tanos’ proud grin and Zhilik’s alien satisfaction. She took a deep breath and puffed out her chest. 
 “So, friends! This must be the famed  Chengdu . Am I right?” 
 Zhilik’s awkward alien nod was an unexpectedly welcome and comforting sight, and he reached out to pat her on the shoulder. “Your ship directed it right into our grasp. Where is your ship now, though? Why did you walk?” 
 Another thing Ada didn’t want to think about. She had no idea what had happened to Cherry, or why the ship was incommunicado - only that it wouldn’t answer her anymore. “I’m not sure. I sent Cherry up to the ring with the afterlife, to protect it. Assuming I actually fixed the damned thing in the first place, I guess.” 
 “You did.” 
 Ada turned back to look at Sam, and she saw something soft in those eyes, something she couldn’t make fit with that boy’s death by whelm. “Oh?” 
 “Yes. The master told us all to kill ourselves and discover the glorious Elysium for ourselves. Obviously, most of us didn’t kill ourselves, but… he did show me.” 
 Ada bit her lip. “And?” 
 Sam didn’t respond with anything so intelligible as words, but instead took a step forward and embraced her. Ada froze momentarily, unsure of what to do or how to respond. Then she tried to hug back, but Sam had her arms pinned at an awkward angle, and she ended up just awkwardly grasping around Sam’s waist. Her flight reaction was almost kicking in when Sam finally spoke. 
 “I saw him.” 
 Ada paused a beat. “Who? The master?” 
 “The boy who died.” She seemed almost teary. “The one you… didn’t help. He was there. He seemed… happy. Free of his pain. Still a boy, but free, at least.” 
 Ada stood stunned for a moment, then took a deep and ragged breath and held it for a while. The technophage was cruel; it had sent the boy to the afterlife before he had lived a proper life of its own. Ada had failed him, and was continuing to fail every child overwhelmed, every question unanswered.  
 She straightened her back, her jaw. There was so much more to be done. 
 For now, they had a warship. They would collect the surviving ghosts, take them to Campus, and there Ada hoped she might find the peace she needed to truly study and unlock the secrets of the ancients. And then, she would create something new in their place. 
 And maybe Isavel… well. They would meet again, one way or another. 
 Maybe it would all start to make sense. She could only hope. 
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