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 For all the people yearning 
 To create things that have never been 
 Don’t give up 




Foreword


We speak strangely of our gods.


We are now told we should not call them gods at all. Some pray to older gods, invisible gods, inscrutable gods whose presence is felt but never known. Their gods watch over them, always and forever. Life’s hardships are their tests and punishments, life’s successes are their boons and temptations. Their gods are nowhere to be found but in their heads, and this is proof they are everywhere. Our strange cousins have little patience and even less understanding when we look to the creatures of metal and light that live around our worlds and call them gods.


But our gods harvest crops. Our gods build homes. Our gods guide us across deserts and seas and stars. Our gods cradle the dead in their arms, and sing to them sweet dreams of eternity.


It is true, though; we once believed our gods far greater than that. I certainly did. And worse still. Sometimes, our gods kill us.


It was through flaws, these failures, that Isavel beat her own path. She meant to hold the gods to account for their hideous neglect, for all the death and abandonment. She also meant, I think, to martyr the Herald, who she sometimes hated even more than the gods themselves.


We have all seen the strange turns history may take, and in time the doubters may well come to see what Isavel showed me, under the alien cast of a familiar sun.


Our gods are disappointing. Sometimes, our gods are outright pitiful.


But should you come across one in a moment of weakness, remember why they stumble. Understand what they are, and what they are not. There may be comfort in gods who can never be found, and so can never be seen to fail. But there is truer comfort in finding your gods and watching them falter, true to their nature, if that is a nature you understand. If you know what they offer, and what they need. On this I speak from experience.


They are deeply flawed, these gods of Sol. They cannot save the world. But they are ours, through and through, from cradle to grave.

  



 Chapter 1 
 “What in the thousand hells are we supposed to do now?” 
 They were on an island. It was tiny - appropriately so. The vastness of the world and the dark beyond had swallowed everything she had known or wanted, and as she lay on dead pine needles scattered across the ground, she felt the island understood her a little. Tiny, in the midst of a vast churn. Unable to effect any kind of change, but somehow persisting. 
 “They tried to kill us. We can’t go back to Glass Peaks.” 
 “Where else do we go? Do we just disappear?” 
 “I’m all for disappearing.” 
 “Of course you are, ghost.” Hail’s voice was taut. “Anyone who isn’t sure they want to be here should leave. I’m following her to the death.” 
 The silence let a few rustles of the living pines above them reach her ears. They were none of them pathfinders with any sense of how loud they were talking, and they probably thought she was still sleeping. She was listening, though, ears attentive while her eyes tried not to see the silhouettes in the branches. 
 “We’re staying.” She could practically hear Sam nodding. 
 “What, you want her to lead you somewhere? It’s not - look. She’s been on about gods since forever, and they just shat godfire on you people. It’s clear they don’t give a damn about any of us, not even their Herald. So what’s left?” 
 What was left was more than she would have liked. If she didn’t listen to her companions, she heard the distant shouts of people dying in fire and blood. She heard the roar of the rockets. She thought she heard her parents, though she was certain she hadn’t heard them at the time - she had been too busy dying. 
 But here they were again, watching her from cracks in the island’s little forest and ferns. Waiting for her, maybe, just on the other side of Elysium. 
 “Think about who she is. What she’s been through.” 
 “You don’t know her, ghost.” 
 “Sam, she was a mess before she went to sleep. She’s going to need a lot more than a midday nap to cool off.” 
 “So we stay. We help out.” Tanos sounded quiet. “I think we owe her that.” 

We owe her that.

 Deep breaths. They were staring, from the corner of her eye - people she had lost. Mostly dead. Deep breaths were supposed to help. They didn’t help her not look for Ada in those shapes, but the closer she looked, the more she realized they were just trees and underbrush. She tried closing her eyes, but in the darkness they grew eyes and limbs and faces she would never see again. 
 “Erran, why haven’t you left already?” Sam’s pitch dropped. “Go dance the thousand with Tevoria.” 
 Hail’s agreement was quick. “I hate to let a ghost run free, but since I owe you my life once over, consider this your due. Run away, and I won’t kill you.” 

Consider this your due.

 “Listen, much as I’d like to, I’m sticking around until I know the whole song and dance. I can’t just leave someone like this in the woods without knowing her next move, especially when she’s killed some of us before.” 
 “Then maybe you should just ask her.” 
 Her eyes widened a little. Had Tanos, youngest and least gifted of the lot, somehow picked up that she was awake? 
 “I don’t think she’s in the mood to make those decisions. Let’s get somewhere safe, try to settle down for a few days. When she knows what she wants -” 
 Isavel pulled herself up from the ground in a slow, deliberate motion, and Sam quieted down. She didn’t face any of them; too many plants that way, too many chances for her eyes to find the shapes of her dead. She turned to look out at the water, at the great island and the mountains framing the strait, and rolled her shoulders. She already knew what she wanted. 
 “I want Ada. Can’t have her.” She rubbed the locator stone in her hand, tugging on the binding that kept it around her neck. “I want to fade into the background, to have a quiet life. Can’t have that either.” Her hand moved up the binding to the black code Ada had etched onto her back, some ward against an ancient curse or weapon she didn’t understand. “I want to know what I can do to get away from this life, but the gods haven’t helped.” 
 She turned around and looked at them. What a party it was -  Hail still with her; Sam and Erran, ghosts who through obliterating pain had stolen human bodies to escape an intolerable afterlife Isavel had almost been tricked into destroying. Tanos, too, a young man who had somehow thrown his lot in with ghosts even though his own village was consumed by them. One day, when the dust had settled, she wanted to hear that story. 
 The wraith was there too. 
 As she looked into that wiry tangle of dark code and couldn’t help but see Ada in it. It was her creation, after all, its body a living cloud of Ada’s magic. And the others… most in this  party, in one way or another, were tied back to Ada Liu. That did not help the ache in her chest. 
 Alone as her world fell apart, Isavel had looked to the coder for escape, but in the end it was another poor choice, or perhaps another damnation from the gods. Ada couldn’t not know. Couldn’t not cross the stars, couldn’t not hunt for hoary old secrets among strange aliens hidden behind the nothing of space. It nagged at Isavel - part of her worried for Ada’s foolishness, but more than that she was bitterly frustrated and betrayed. This world and these gods and  she  were real and meant something  now , and Ada had left it all. Had left her. 
 She kept closing her eyes and trying to force her head clear, but that victory was easier wished than won. She looked away, into the woods, but kept seeing her dead. Deep breaths. 
 It was Sam who broke the silence. “The lives we live need not be the lives we were given.” 
 She opened her eyes to stare at the ghost. “What?” 
 “It’s - an ancient saying, I think. You’re something unique, Isavel, but you don’t have to just be the thing the gods made you.” 
 Isavel frowned. “What else can I be? I don’t exactly have choices laid out in front of me.” 
 “Then we can find some.” Tanos looked like he was concentrating. “You need to forage. You don’t know what’s in the bush till you’ve had a look.” 
 Hail scowled. “What bush? Where is she even supposed to look? You’re not making any sense. Or are you trying to be a poet?” 
 She let her eyes stray to her dead. She saw them in dim memories, memories her brain was working hard to erase, to save her from melancholy. Not hard enough. She looked straight at her mother, her first creator, the one who had put her in this northern land as a half-stranger, forever marked out by the curls of her tongue and her hair, the lilt of her name and the olive of her skin. 
 “I always looked to the gods for guidance.” 
 Erran made a face. “Look how that turned out.” 
 “Exactly.” She nodded, threads of thought suddenly pulled taut in her mind. “Poorly. But why did we look to them in the first place?” 
 They didn’t seem to follow, but she was glad to lead. 
 “Because they know the choices. They  have  the choices.” She squared her feet, looking up at the ring around the world. “I think they owe me some choices. I think, at this point, that’s my due.” 
 She saw Erran straighten up a little at this, the ghost walker apparently taking interest. Hail stood, seemingly cautious. “What do you mean?” 
 She glanced at the others. The wraith, uniquely, didn’t seem to be paying her much attention, latched on to a tree trunk a few strides away. “Can that thing talk?” 
 “I don’t think so.” 
 It seemed to shift a little, but it didn’t respond, so she shook her head and passed her gaze over the others. “I’m not going crawling back to the gods on my hands and knees begging for help. You, though - I’ll ask you all for help, if you’ll give it.” 
 Sam nodded. “What do you need?” 
 Isavel looked at them and tried to grin, the way Ada did when she was about to do something ill-advised. It was not the best fit. Not yet, perhaps. “Sam, you’re old as the damned hills and that might be useful. Erran, you’re a walker, enough said. Hail, you’re deadly and there’s nobody I trust more in a fight. Tanos, you’re a nobody whose face has never been marked and has no obvious stake in changing the world, so people won’t suspect you.” 
 “A nobody?” He mocked offense. “Hey, I -” 
 “And who knows, the wraith might eat someone at an opportune moment.” 
 Sam’s lip curled slightly. “When, exactly, would that be opportune?” 
 Her own grin grew a little sharper. 
 And so Isavel Valdéz led a raid on the city of Glass Peaks. The irony was not lost on her. 
 As evening fell and the hauler sped across the dark saltwater, the locator stone knocking against her sternum grew dim, no longer reaching its light towards Ada. Whatever that meant. Part of her wanted to throw it into the sea, but she wasn’t ready to yank out that particular barb. Not yet. 
 Domestic firelight in the towers of Glass Peaks soon flickered above the mainland forest. Boating the army back across the strait would take time - the city would be less guarded, for a day or two at best. It was the least dangerous time to break into the temple with a pair of ghosts. 
 What had she become? She curled her lips. Whatever the gods had made her. Whatever they knew she could become. All those possible futures were hers by right. She had bled enough for them; she needed to collect her due. 
 They had settled the hauler into a ravine, pointing towards the sea, covered with as much forest detritus as they could find. It had still been painfully obvious, but they could always take another. They were raiders, now, weren’t they? 
 She watched Hail’s face, framed by tussled golden locks, as they waited for Tanos to return from the city. She tried to see if it was breaking something inside the hunter, to be doing this again. 
 The wraith quietly bobbed around this dip in the forest, barely visible in the evening dim, silent and attentive and somehow a part of the group. 
 Tanos returned with just what they needed, as fast as could be hoped, and soon enough the five of them were swaddled in thick cloaks. Sam, Tanos, and Erran all carried guns as well, invisible in the folds of the cloth. Tanos’ was the same one Isavel herself had so impulsively “borrowed” from Ada weeks before, and so she avoided the sight of it. She was surrounded by the ruins of that particular hope, and felt more than ready to roar dragonfire at anyone who so much as glanced unkindly at her. 
 But as much as she wanted to scream fire, she prayed she wouldn’t have to. 
 He had brought relics to string around their necks on twine and fibers, strange machines that lit up or made sounds when poked the right ways. Most prized among honest pilgrims were relics that babbled in ancient languages; probably the only reason those languages retained any passing familiarity. She barely noticed at first, then, the look on Tanos’ face when he suddenly handed her one. 
 “Isavel, you should have this.” 
 She looked at it, a strange rectangle with images of wars in strange lands, arcane symbols flickering across the bottom of the screen. The ancient language coming from a woman’s voice was familiar in shape if not meaning, and she quickly noticed the symbols changed in tandem with the dim voice speaking from the relic. She looked back up at Tanos. “Why?” 
 He rubbed the back of his neck, and if his skin had been paler she thought he might have gone red. “It was Ada’s. It helped her… something about those sigils, and the ancient language. It was important. I grabbed it - well, she left it lying around, but I think she would have wanted you to have it.” 
 Isavel fumbled with the relic until she hit something that turned it off, and dangled it in a loose binding of string against the folds of her wraps. Her hands felt unnaturally clumsy as she tried not to think of that goodbye. “It’s just a disguise.” 
 He looked at her uncertainly, balancing on two feet for a moment. “Sorry. Of course.” He made to turn back to his own gadgets. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’ll listen.” 
 She stared at him briefly, wondering why. 
 Soon they were all hooded and swathed and ready to shoot, the wraith following at a distance, gurgling through the air like a cloud of insects. The sun had just set behind the broken bones of the bridge Ada had destroyed, still blocking the city from the sea. It was dark when they came within sight of the gates, but at least they were not locked down. The guards seemed twitchy but didn’t stop anyone, simply keeping an unusually close eye on new arrivals. Isavel stared at her feet, keeping her hood low and her skin melded darker, as she entered the city. 
 “Pilgrims?” 
 She tensed, looking up only slightly. It was not her job to speak; that was Sam’s. 
 “Yes.” Sam sounded tired; if it was an act, it was a good one. 
 “If you’re here to see the Saint Herald, you won’t.” The guard sounded like she had had to tell people this many times already. “She was martyred in the war, banishing the enemy.” 
 Everyone was silent for a moment. Isavel was dead? Again? That was what they were telling people? A few people must have made it back from Campus, at least, to spread such rumours - but who? 
 Sam put on a pained voice. “Then we shall pay respects.” 
 “She was a hero.” Isavel could just barely see the guard nod. “Dragoneater Saint Herald of the Gods, White Lady Witch and Angel of Glass.” 
 Isavel’s muscles tensed further - even in death, they were not going to spare her of the indignity of more titles. Titles, titles, useless titles enough to obliterate her human name itself from everyone’s mind. 
 Almost everyone’s mind. That locator stone still weighed heavily against her chest. 
 Hail spoke up. “Truly.” 
 Isavel glanced at her as the guard let them pass. Hail didn’t make eye contact, but stepped closer and reached out to briefly squeeze her hand. 
 She glanced up as briefly as she could, but nobody seemed to have noticed the wraith as it fluttered over the walls like a tiny, dark moth. Truth be told, she wasn’t really sure that was it - only later, when  something  seemed to occasionally obscure stars or the faint glow of the city rising into the sky, was she sure it had followed them inside. 
 They walked slow enough to not feel conspicuous, passing without incident into Glass Peaks. Cityfolk ignored them; nobody followed, nobody disturbed them. Pilgrims were usually left alone, out of respect or fear of whatever gods they honoured. Respect. Fear. Those were growing less familiar by the minute. 
 They came close to the temple, but didn’t approach directly. Hail split off to the right to scout the temple’s surroundings with hunter’s eyes, while the rest followed Isavel to the left. As they circled the complex she marked guards - different guards than she remembered, men and women with guns and awkward poses. Where were the gifted? Had they left civilians to guard the building while the war was on? 
 When she met up with Hail, the hunter had a quietly contemptuous expression on her face. “Coders.” 
 Isavel frowned. “Are you sure?” 
 “I saw some along the walls. Two of them were coding, and they were being followed by someone painting it over. They all had guns.” 
 Sam nodded. “Defensive sigils - reinforcements, code-blocking barriers, signal alarms, who knows. I don’t know what sigils they do and don’t know around these parts, but it could be risky approaching the walls.” 
 “They’re doing it pretty quietly.” Isavel realized, with a start, what was happening. “They expect a break-in, not a war.  They   know I’m not dead. They lied to people.” 
 Tanos rubbed the back of his neck. “So no sneaking in.” 
 She turned and smiled at their ghost walker, and the spirit she assumed was following him, in another world just beyond the veil. “I don’t know. Erran?” 
 “I’ve got a few worlds that could let us climb to the roof, but we need elevation.” 
 “Climb? What about Tevoria?” 
 He shook his head. “Tevoria could zap us all in, sure, but if we needed to get out quick again that might be too much strain. I’d rather take the hard way in and save the easy way for an escape.” 
 That was less than she would have liked, but Hail gave the fire some fuel. “There was one spot where the walls are high, no windows. Might be coded with defenses; they didn’t posted any guards there.” The hunter pointed behind her. “Come on.” 
 “Where’s the wraith?” 
 Tanos was looking around for it, and when Isavel searched the skies she saw nothing. “I don’t know; let’s not worry about it. Just go.” 
 Hail brought them to the spot in question; opposite that was one of the city’s many towers. True enough, it was all unguarded - perhaps they had forgotten the dragon’s wings in her blood. 
 They slipped into the tower, Isavel and her sharpest senses taking the lead. Alongside the eyes she shared with Hail, she had ears and a nose for threats others did not. She cast her senses out onto each the floor, on the side facing the temple, trying to tell whether it was empty of humans. The first few were not. 
 She lead, they followed. Up the stairs to another floor that was occupied - and then another, and another. It wasn’t until the eighth that she waited for a long time, hearing only silence, getting no barely-conscious sense of off smells or out-of-place dust and dirt. 
 “This one.” 
 They padded into the halls, Isavel first, carefully setting down her feet so she wouldn’t cause much noise. They found rooms empty and unused, gathering dust far from the windows and moss closer to fresh air, waiting for the day a watcher decided to pass through and clean up. One window directly overlooked the temple. 
 “Erran?” 
 The ghost walker stepped forward. She couldn’t see his face under his hood, but he was silent for a moment before nodding. 
 “Is it safe?” Hail sounded dubious. 
 Erran glanced at her. “Last time we walked together, you turned out alive.” 
 Hail nodded, but her eyes remained sharp. “You dragged demons onto the battlefield.” 
 He shook his head. “Just the one. This is a safe world. No nasty spirits around, just a bunch of trees. Lots of sturdy branches.” 
 Isavel felt for the dragon’s gift in her chest. “I can lighten myself, maybe enough for some of you to hold onto me without my grip faltering. Just for leverage - I can’t carry you all.” 
 “The closer we can keep, the better.” Erran nodded, eyes flickering with dim light. “It’s nighttime there too, but if someone on real ground looks up, they might see the walk against the sky. I’d like the smallest bubble we can manage. We’ll be blind, so we need to go fast.” 
 Sam looked out to the temple and the courtyard nestled before it. “Are the guards really all coders? I haven’t seen armed coders like this in a while.” 
 Isavel scowled. “I bet they rushed back with Mother Jera on the first hauler trip, ready to tell tales of the Herald martyring herself.” 
 Erran reached over and put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll fuck them up if we have to.” 
 “I’d rather we go straight to the source.” She took a deep breath, and looked to her companions. “I’ll stick to Erran; everyone else, grab me if you need support.” She reached into the dragon’s gift for its unnatural lightness, feeling like she was about to float off the tip of her toes. Hail and Erran reached for her shoulders. “Are we all in place?” 
 Erran pointed to Sam. “Get a little closer to me. Tanos, take a step to your right. Hail, you might want to keep a hand up right there, there’s a branch in front of you you should grab. Everyone else is good to go.” 
 She checked for the wraith, but the creature was nowhere to be seen; she certainly couldn’t account for it. “Okay.” She set her eyes on the temple, coiled in the city like a snail shell. Or a snake. “Walk.” 
 The world around them fizzed away into blue-green latticework and they immediately stumbled . Grasping hands yanked at her from a few sides at once as people grabbed for something stable, and the impact of wood under her feet reverberated up her legs and spine, but after that initial moment of shock they settled surprisingly easily onto the branch of a tree from the dreams of gods. 
 That branch was one amidst a thick tangle of branches roping between huge, gnarly trees that rose from some distant forest floor far below the shadows; their path to the temple was a knot of haphazard embraces between these trees, and it took Isavel a moment to pick out what she thought might be the path, but it was hard to tell without being able to see the real world beyond. Erran pointed forward and down. 
 “We need to move - that tree intersects with the temple. Go!” 
 They started shuffling along, ducking twigs as they did. The bark was mossy and slippery, and Isavel did all she could to keep everyone stable; she felt each person’s hand clinging to her, weights pulling and shifting as they went. She was starting to worry that if all four of them suddenly panicked at once, they might just haul her down, even if the dragon’s lightness had largely removed her weight from the balance. 
 Sam took a sharp breath. “Isavel. Look down.” 
 She did, and immediately saw it - below their branch, which had been most of her focus, something writhed along the edges of the walk. An odd sort of flickering, difficult to make out in the dark, but after a second she realized what it was. “The wraith.” 
 Erran nodded. “Yeah, it’s right underneath us. Hiding us from below. Thing knows more than it’s letting on.” 
 As they shuffled across the branches Hail slipped, and Isavel snapped out with a hand to grab her under the arm. Their eyes locked for a brief second; she didn’t know if falling through the wraith was dangerous, but she didn’t want anyone to test it. “If the wraith is hiding us, I could use my wings.” 
 Hail’s eyes widened. “They’re too bright!” 
 Isavel shook her head. Her wings had always been white, but it had always been a choice not to change them. She couldn’t say why she had settled on white in the first place, but now was not the time anymore. Now was the time for deep black, for wings like shards of clear summer night. She felt the blades jutt from her back, saw they cast no light or shadow, and filled them too with the dragon’s lightness. 
 Tanos looked to the wings with a muted expression Isavel couldn’t identify, and reached out to prod the flat of one gingerly with his finger. She shifted her arms to urge them onward. “Go!” 
 They kept moving, dark angel wings helping keep her from careening off her footing.  It wasn’t as easy as she would have liked, but they were almost there; after circling another trunk and continuing along another causeway of branches, they reached their destination. Time to go  down . 
 Hail looked at her nervously, then swallowed and nodded. She started climbing down the tree’s twisted trunk. Isavel dug into the wood with dark dragon claws and lent the others some support as they clung between her and the branches. They moved down, slowly, towards a ground only Erran could see. 
 Suddenly he whispered. “Stop.” 
 “Are we there?” 
 He nodded. His eyes flickered with unnatural light as he looked between worlds. “I don’t see anyone. Aside from the wraith. Some of us are going to fall a little, but we should be fine if you don’t wobble over and impale us on your wings.” 
 She grimaced and took the hint, letting her wings flicker out. “Do it.” 
 That eerie lattice swept them back into the real world as she let her claws fade. Sam and Tanos, lowest on the trunk, landed immediately on their feet; but Isavel, Hail, and Erran had a bit of a less graceful tumble. They all stood unharmed, though, and they were alone on the roof of the temple - except for the wraith, which looked oddly like it had been waiting for them, like a vaguely human, cloaked shape sculpted from smoke and left here as a welcome. She clapped Erran’s shoulder. This was going remarkably well so far. 
 “Thank you. Almost there.” 
 The wraith fell from a pillar to some kind of thick puddle a meter across, then slid off across the roof. Hail eyed it uncomfortably. “That thing creeps me out, Isavel. And it’s just one - what are all the other ones out there doing?” 
 Isavel considered it. “It just helped us. I don’t know what it wants, but right now we need to -” 
 Erran suddenly made a shooing motion, cursing in a hushed voice. “Buzz off.” 
 Isavel turned to follow his gesture, and saw a red panda cautiously picking its way across the grassy roof towards her. A pang of pleasant surprise struck her as she recognized the animal. “Joker?” 
 The little red panda picked up its pace at the word, ignoring Erran and coming to lean on her leg with its front paws. Hail knelt down next to it and gave it a pat on the head, but Isavel quickly remembered Joker wasn’t the quietest animal she’d met. 
 “Joker! Go  keep  safe somewhere.” 
 It pawed at Hail and licked its lips, starting to warble. 
 “No, no - be quiet.” She knelt down alongside Hail and reached into the folds of her robes, picking out some rations - some large grub they had found on the island. “Take this and get out of here.” 
 Joker grabbed the food and scurried into the rooftop shrubs. The wraith briefly angled a few dark tendrils at him, but quickly turned away, latching onto an odd metal strutt instead. 
 “Your animal?” Erran was frowning. “Whatever - let’s go.” 
 Isavel led them towards the stairs, glancing at the walker. “What, you don’t like pandas?” 
 “My family had some as pets, in my first life. Little bastards were always stealing my food. My mother thought it was hilarious.” 
 Hail snorted. “And after centuries of undeath you still haven’t let go of that grudge? Legendary stuff , ghost .” 
 “Look, just because they’re fuzzy doesn’t mean I have to like them. Have you seen those faces? So smug.” 
 Sam pointedly raised her eyebrow at her fellow ghost. “Shut up. You’re making a good case for us being actual monsters.” 
 “Quiet.” Isavel held up her hand at the top of a set of stairs, as near to the shrine as they’d get. She nodded down, and descended into the dark.  They followed her into the temple, four distinct sets of footsteps closely matching hers.  The wraith did not seem to make sounds unwillingly, but a glance told her it was also following. 
 She listened closely, hoping any guards might give away their position. The upper level of the temple seemed remarkably quiet, though, so they made it to the shrine without incident. 
 The shrine room didn’t have a door. Damn. Had it always been that way? Or had it been removed? She had never before worried about whatever hung from the door frame. 
 She stepped close to the entrance and took a deep breath. Part of her knew what she was getting herself into, so she glanced at the party. “This isn’t going to go well. They’ll come for us - we need lookouts.” 
 Hail straightened her back. “I’ll shoot anyone who shows up.” 
 Isavel pursed her lips. She was leading Hail further and further into the very sort of random killing Hail had once tried to escape; but under the circumstances, it might end up being necessary. “We shouldn’t kill people if we can help it.” 
 The hunter nodded. “I’d aim for the bits they don’t strictly need, of course.” 
 She smirked despite herself. “Good enough. Everyone else... You can come in if you want, but stay quiet.” 
 Tanos looked around. “What about the wraith?” 
 She glanced up and down the hall. The thing had vanished. “Damn. Forget it, we can’t control it. Just stay here.” 
 As she stepped into the shrine room and pulled back her hood, the dull grey light of the shrine flared purple immediately. Isavel froze for a long moment, glancing at the shrine and the ground in front of it. Deference had earned her nothing so far. She stood. 
 “Gods on the ring. I’m here to collect my due.” 
 The voices of the gods responded in unison, with apparently no care at all for stealthiness. “The world is in grave danger, Herald, and you must stand prepared to defend it. Threats from beyond Earth will -” 
 She snapped out a palm, hexagonal shards of light pearling between her fingers, aimed straight at the shrine. “No! Enough of this. I’m done.” 
 The gods quieted orange. 
 “You think I’m going to spend the rest of my life, what,  enduring?  What for? Everything that’s happened - I’ve seen what you can do. The powers you gave me, the powers you gave Ada, the godfire you brought down on the heads of  people who believed in you  - you can do so much. And yet you do  nothing  when villages burn, you do  nothing  to stop those aliens from coming and taking Ada from me, you do  nothing  to help children dying overwhelmed in their parents’ arms, you offer no guidance, you -” 
 The polyphonic warble interrupted her. “We guide humanity according to a longer view. But it is up to heroes like yourself to inspire the people and -” 
 She took a step forward and interrupted right back. “My people turned on m e. I’m no inspiration; I’m not sure I ever was. I was a convenient part of the ghost story. That’s it. I’ve seen plays before - I’ve heard travellers telling tales. I know heroes die in the end, or fade into as good as death when the world no longer has a place for them. Unless, sometimes, they’re rewarded for their losses.” She jabbed a finger towards them, her palm still aglimmer. “ You  put me in this story, and I - I  refuse . I’m done. I’m not dying for you. I  will not fade . I’m here to collect my due. ” 
 “You can overcome all your struggles, Isavel. You can reclaim the love of the people. We know your potential, and thus we made you our Herald. If you could only understand the dangers -” 
 The word  love  made her angry, even though it was not a word she should be particularly concerned with right now, and she stepped forward to thump the shrine with her palm. “Loved? I’ve never been someone people  loved . You’ve watched me forever - you  know . The weird kid babbling foreign words to her mother? The quiet girl on the edge of the campfire? It sets you apart, even if people can still be kind. And now I’m the weird half-divine Herald. I was always apart, and you set me  further  apart .” 
 “You need not fear the future.” The gods’ vagueness was starting to irritate her as much as their indiscrete volume. “You have learned much, and you -” 
 “Have I done what you asked of me?” 
 The gods were silent for a moment. “You have fought to defend your people, at every turn. You have helped defeat the ghosts. You have made good the title of Herald.” 
 “What about Isavel?” 
 The gods… hesitated? She wrote off the pause as an expression of exasperation, but it didn’t feel right. “Explain.” 
 “I - me - Isavel bled and hurt and fought for the Herald, but the Herald took away everything that matters to Isavel. Family, friends, lovers, freedom - Ada -” 
 “Ada Liu is lost even to us. We cannot -” 
 “You can do anything! You’re fucking gods!” She barely realized she was shouting. “So I’m telling you now - my story is over. Give your so-called hero her due. Give me back all you’ve taken from me. And more! And if you don’t -” 
 “Isavel.” Sam’s interjection sounded worried. “I know - look - you said keep quiet -” 
 The gods responded flatly. “Our path for you is to serve the greater good of humanity. Throughout the ages, such service has generally been fulfilling -” 
 “ Generally?  Are you betting my life on what  generally  works for people? No.” She straightened her shoulders and drew up a blade of white light on her fist. “Gods on the ring, give me all your powers and your secrets. Lay out all the paths of my future, and I’ll pick my own way. And if you don’t, by the bastard blood in my veins I will track down every voice you negligent cowards have on this Earth and silence it, so you can never do to another what you’ve done to me. I will smash every shrine, burn every watcher, crack open every golem masquerading as a priest -” 
 There was a sudden shift in the sounds outside, and her peripheral senses lit up with hunter fire and Hail’s voice. “Isavel!” 
 The shrine fell back to its dull grey again. They would answer her no more. In a sense, they never really had. 
 Isavel roared and ran her light through the shrine, shattering it in a spray of glassy shards. She gripped the edges of the shrine and tore it off the wall, throwing it against the ground. Sparks flew as old code weaving the shrine together cracked and sputtered with bursts of angry blue, the frame buckling and deforming under impact, scattering glass all around her feet. 
 She looked at her fingers, unharmed by the bursts of light and energy. Kicked her foot through the shards. So much for the Angel of Glass. 
 “Isavel - Isavel, they’re coming! We have to go!” 
  




Chapter 2

 Isavel stepped into the hall, blood boiling, sensing the shouting and the lights.  Hail was crouched, palms alight and aiming down towards one of the stairwells that descended into the temple. She looked to the ghost. 
 “Erran? Let’s have that easy way out now.” 
 The ghost appeared at her side, his eyes flickering. Tanos glanced at him. “What are we doing?” 
 The walker’s lip twitched. “I have a friend, a spirit. She can get us out in a second. Hope you don’t get dizzy easily.” 
 Isavel remembered Tevoria’s unpleasant glare from the last time they had met, but she also knew the spirit could literally move people instantly, at least over short distances. “We need a few seconds’ cover, don’t we? Tell us.” 
 Guards rounded the corner ahead and Hail fired at them, striking one down. They reached around the corners with guns, shooting blindly down the hall and missing badly, but Isavel brought up her shields nonetheless while Erran, Sam, and Tanos crouched behind her. Shouting down the halls reached them between gunfire shots. 
 Erran darted into one of the side rooms. “Come on, grab on!” 
 The rest of them followed, Isavel last. Just as a voice called out from the halls. “Saint Isavel!” 
 She froze. She recognized Mother Jera’s voice, and could almost feel the old woman’s seething glare through the walls. 
 “I was hoping you’d return to us, but if you’ve only come to further defile -” 
 Not worth listening to. She darted into the room. “Erran, go!” 
 The world melted into a lattice again, and Tevoria was kneeling alongside, her silver hair braided into a loose crown around her pointed ears. She spared a disdainful emerald glare for Isavel even as she spoke to the walker. “Erran, can we -” 
 Erran took the spirit’s hands. “Tevoria, please - get us out of this building  now .” 
 Sam turned and fired blindly out of the walk into the real world, towards where the door should be. “Hurry up! We can’t see them in here!” 
 Tevoria’s eyes flashed, and she nodded. “Of course, my love. If all of you would grab hold of me -” 
 They all did, quickly and desperately, and in an instant the world suddenly bent around them. Isavel felt like she was being spun around and turned inside out, but after a moment they were down in the streets of Glass Peaks, as they existed in Tevoria’s resplendently gaudy homeland. Even at night, there was an enchanting purplish gleam to some of the architecture that felt too saccharine for Isavel’s taste. 
 Erran gasped. “We can rest easy for a second - we’re outside the temple.” 
 Tevoria looked strange - after staring at her for a moment, Isavel realized the spirit looked tired. “Tevoria, can you get us further?” 
 “That spell has its limits.” Tevoria turned away from her in clear dislike. “As do I. Erran, please, come with me. They can escape on their own.” 
 As the spirit was looking at the walker, Isavel saw Tanos, in an inexplicable fit of curiosity, slowly reach out to prod the spirit’s pointy ears. She reached out and snatched his wrist, shaking her head slowly. Was he just short on sense, or did he think the thousand worlds were a place where things didn’t matter? 
 The ghost walker looked tempted to abandon them, but after a moment’s hesitation he glanced at Isavel and shook his head. “No. Tevoria - she’s after the gods’ own power. You know what that means. I… we should help.” 
 Isavel expected Tevoria to glare again or admonish him, but instead the spirit simply looked sad, and after a moment she quietly met Isavel’s eyes. “I’ve met heroes, Erran. They are death to those around them. But gods are rotten too, so if she succeeds that may be worth something.” She sighed. “Be safe. I will be watching.” 
 They embraced and Erran let the spirit world vanish, putting them all back in Glass Peaks as it truly was, in a side street within sight of the temple. Isavel thought a bit on the spirit’s sudden shift, and somehow, in hearing the strange figure voice so simply the thoughts Isavel had felt growing in her heart for some time, she felt… heard. 
 Sam raised an eyebrow at Erran. “I haven’t seen one of  them  in a long time.” 
 Erran blushed, but Isavel returned her attention to their surroundings, looking for the wraith. “We might have lost the wraith, but we should move. I -” 
 A shot from the temple glanced the wall above them. She darted around a corner, and the others followed, along with another missed shot. Hail grimaced. “This is why you let hunters do the shooting.” 
 Erran’s eyes widened. “They must have seen Tevoria’s spell - it’s not exactly stealthy.” 
 Tanos was still looking. “Where’s the wraith? What’s it doing?” 
 Sam grabbed his forearm and pulled him forward. “They’re their own damned beasts - we need to get out of here.” 
 She was right. Isavel had done as she had promised - she had silenced the gods, here, in this one place. And she had gotten nothing out of it. 
 But the gods only had so many voices on Earth. Sooner or later, they would take her seriously or they would be silenced. 
 She brought up her shields as gunfire streaked through the streets, and they ran. They rounded a corner, catching a breath, but bystanders not far away were starting to shout. This couldn’t last. “We can’t go for the gates.” Isavel thought of the city’s layout. “We’re near the south-east - Erran, can you get us across the inlet, or through the wall?” 
 Their walker nodded and they darted south. Yelling echoed up the streets, more gunfire already in pursuit. Isavel flashed her wings long enough that strangers would see them, and the shouting grew more confused as two grey-clad men rounded a corner with guns, pointing it at them. “Stop, ghosts!” 
 Hail raised a palm to blast the attacker out of the way, but something dark snapped out of the sky and, in a split second, turned one of the men to a mess of gore and bone. Everybody staggered all at once, and the other man blinked and scrambled off with a shriek. 
 “What the -” 
 “Wraith!” 
 Isavel looked up. It was barely visible in the dark, but it was there, teeming and seething under the overhang of a tower, and as she looked it started making a strange wailing noise. Isavel shouted up at it, as though it could hear. “What are you  doing? ” 
 It didn’t respond, but it tore into the concrete and pulled out a hunk the size of a boar, punting it straight at the temple with an absurdly intricate code sigil that flashed blue-white in the night. The concrete smashed into glass and rock, spraying material from the temple across the ground below. 
 “Uh, Isavel.” Sam was gripping her shoulder. “Let’s just -” 
 “Right, keep running!” 
 Down a street, past a tower floor, gunshots ringing overhead and nipping at their heels. Hail fired blindly behind them, Isavel kept her eyes on the streets ahead. She heard the whirr of a hauler somewhere in the distance. 
 There were guards up ahead, and they were firing at them. What? How had word gotten ahead of them? Did coders have arcane sigils for communicating at a distance? She flashed her wings white. Who the hell else had wings? Who did they think they were shooting at? 
 “Go right!” 
 They ran right. Erran was looking around frantically, his eyes aglow as he searched the thousand worlds around them. Was he thinking of walking again? The wraith was wailing overhead, and something else crashed in the distance. 
 Suddenly someone was shooting at them from the south, just where they were trying to go. Sam ducked and shouted. “They’re everywhere! How did they get everywhere?” 
 Hail retaliated with blue snaps. “How else can we get out?” 
 “We need to walk!” Erran looked at them as they crouched behind a corner, suddenly growing excited. “There’s one world with - there’s a gateway! We can get out of here!” 
 Sam’s eyes widened. “A fargate? Isavel, I know the world he’s talking about - we could get to Hive in an instant. Or any other fargate in the world. But it’s been - Erran, do you remember -” 
 She harried them around the corner. Hive sounded like a good alternative. “Whatever gets us out of here! Go!” 
 There were guns to the south, the north-west, and the east - and there were probably more still they didn’t know about. Then the world dissolved into something that still looked remarkably like Glass Peaks - except it didn’t have the dirt, the weeds, the wooden buildings. It was clean and glassy and new, and the streets were awash with artificial lights and filled with human-shaped spirits in tight silken clothes, more than she had ever seen in one place outside a battlefield. These spirits turned and stared at them all, shocked at the sudden intrusion. 
 Erran ran up to one of them, and the rest of the party stuck close. The spirits started screaming and running as gunfire flickered in and out of the walk. 
 He spoke the words with a strange lilt. “Spirit!” The man was looking at Erran with fear, glancing at Isavel and the rest of them, but Erran pressed on. “Where’s the fargate? I know there’s one somewhere -” 
 The spirit raised his hand and pointed, responding with that same twist of the tongue. “Don’t hurt me! That way! Two blocks down, six blocks left!” 
 Isavel fired out of the walk towards where she had heard gunfire coming from, but at this point their pursuers could be anywhere. “Erran?” 
 “I know what he means - follow me!” 
 They ran through the streets as shots occasionally burst through from reality and broke the otherwise alien city’s night. Isavel had no idea what was going on beyond the walk, but in this world spirits were running to get out of their way, hauler-like vehicles were zipping down the middle of the roads, and drone-like machines buzzed through the sky. Loud music gushed from colourfully-lit places built into the sides of the street, reminding her of the music in the Mayor’s tower in Hive. 
 Was this what Glass Peaks had looked like before the Fall? 
 They turned left, and here the so-called blocks were a great deal shorter than they were along the larger road. “Can’t we run in the real world?” 
 Erran pointed. “We’re almost there.” 
 “What  is  a fargate?” 
 “Doors to other places. Imagine what Tevoria did - only between specific places, but way further.” He was looking around at the buildings near him. “Spirits use them for travel, but walkers can use them to escape. Or - well, personally I’ve never -” 
 A gunshot grazed his calf and sent him falling to the ground, and in a second they were in Glass Peaks again, standing in the earthy streets of the city. Erran was alive, but injured and wincing. 
 Sam and Tanos were immediately trying to help him up, but they were struggling, so Isavel stepped back and hauled the walker up, carrying him in her arms. “Can you walk?” 
 He knew what she meant, and the bubble returned, though smaller and shimmering along its edges unsteadily. Sam pointed. “I see it - Isavel, follow me.” 
 Sam led them down the street to a large, dome-shaped building. A long line of spirits was waiting to get in, but they scattered and ran as the gunfire approached. The door was shut, but Sam took to the controls and had it open in moments whose brevity spoke to experience. Isavel was starting to be glad she had these ghosts in tow. 
 Then they were inside a long, featureless hallway, with dozens of doors and strange sigils along the walls. More spirits scattered and hid, more gunfire followed them in, and Erran groaned as Isavel readjusted her hold on him. Sam beckoned them forward. “Any one should be fine.” 
 They darted inside the nearest of the smaller rooms; it was the size of a small house, just barely small enough to fit inside the entire walk. Gunfire struck the walls outside, but they were safe. For now. She let Erran to his feet and, visibly struggling, he went for the controls. 
 “What is this? Why -” 
 “The door is the gate - if I can just -” He was furiously stabbing his fingers at the controls. “Sam, I can’t find Hive!” 
 Isavel stared at the walker. “What do you mean, you can’t find it?” 
 “It’s not -” He was striking with increasing frustration at the controls. “I’ve never actually used a fargate, I don’t recognize  any  of these places -” 
 Sam scowled and made for him. “Didn’t anybody train you? I - look, this looks like - no, wait, shit -” 
 Hail’s eyes widened. “Can we go  anywhere?  What if we went straight to the gods?” 
 Erran blanched, and shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know! Yes I - somebody showed me some of these symbols but - fuck, I can’t remember -” 
 The wraith suddenly burst through the door into the walk, hovering across the ceiling room and cooing softly, making everybody but Tanos jump in fright. Isavel was as concerned as any of them, but she tried to redirect Hail and Tanos’ attention to the door. At least the wraith  might  be friendly. 
 Then there was shouting and the door disintegrated, crumbling like chalk. The figure on the other side darted away as Isavel and Hail both shot, Erran and Sam still fumbling at the controls. Tanos had pressed himself up against the wall by Sam, clutching his gun and looking very much like he didn’t want to use it. 
 “Wait! Don’t shoot!” 
 A startling shout - someone had stepped into the walk with them, just outside the door. Isavel recognized the voice. “Wait - wait a minute. Who’s there!” 
 “Don’t shoot!” 
 Hail looked at her. “It’s a trap.” 
 “Sam, Erran -” 
 “I don’t know, none of this makes sense!” 
 She shook her head. There had to be  someone  here who would recognize her. “Show yourself!” 
 Erran frantically tapped at the controls, though Isavel couldn’t tell what good that would do. They were in the middle of an empty room, with nowhere to go. 
 Suddenly two people stepped into the walk, and into the room. Ren and Zoa, the coder siblings, both holding guns but not pointing them directly at them. Hail raised both palms defensively, but she held her fire. 
 “Ren? Zoa? What are you -?” 
 Ren frowned. “So you know our names?” 
 Isavel cocked her head. “Of course. What do you -” 
 “But you’re not Isavel!” 
 She stared at them. “What are you talking about?” 
 Ren glanced at his sister. “She might actually be Isavel.” 
 “Elder Magan said she’d been possessed.” 
 “But she remembered our names!” 
 Was  that  what they were telling people? “I’m not a damned ghost!” 
 Zoa snapped back. “Then why were your wings dark?” 
 “It’s just a  colour! ” 
 “Why are you working with a walker?” She turned, and saw Erran. “Wait a minute,  he  met  us!  He  told her our names! She’s not -” 
 Hail shouted at both of them. “Ren - Zoa - step out of this room or gods help me I  will  shoot you both!” 
 “Tanos!” Sam sounded panicked, turning away from the machinery. “They don’t know you, they won’t believe you’re not a ghost. If you have to run -” 
 “Isavel.” Ren’s eyes were racing. “If that’s really you, do you remember what Mother Jera told you the night before the battle at Campus?” 
 There was light and shouting outside, and Isavel struggled to think back to that moment, even though it was only days ago. Her memory was not cooperating. “That’s really fucking specific, Ren! I don’t -” 
 “I - wait, I remember these symbols! I think!” Erran turned giddy, touching something on the command console, and suddenly the room was humming. “I’m getting us out of here!” 
 “What’s he doing?” Zoa took a step forward, pointing her gun at Sam. “ What is he doing?! ” 
 Tanos suddenly tackled Zoa to the ground, Ren spun around to aim his gun at Erran, the wraith howled, Hail fired a warning shot, and suddenly the world was wiped out in a giant pulse of white light. 
 Isavel’s insides were briefly turned inside out. 
 Was she dead again? 
 There was no sound, no colour, only white. 
 The white faded. Everything was the same as before. 
 Except it wasn’t. 
 Isavel was lying on the ground and sprung up. Easily. Too easily. So easily she lost her footing and flew into the air, grazing the wraith’s dark tendrils by the ceiling in a panicked moment before landing back on the ground with a force more like a slap than a slam. She felt around inside her body to suppress the dragon’s gift, but it was not lifting her. Something was terribly wrong. 
 Sam shouted, stumbling face-first into a wall as she attempted to walk. “What the  fuck  just happened?” 
 Erran was frozen, scrambling up and staring at the command console. There was something  wrong  with the way his hair moved. “I - I can’t -” He started touching it, then hitting it, then screaming. “There’s nothing there!  There’s nothing there! ” 
 It was quiet outside, Isavel realized. Quiet and bright. 
 Zoa and Ren scrambled back, pointed their guns between everyone else even as they staggered to keep upright, and slammed awkwardly into a wall. “Stop walking, ghost!” 
 He turned to stare at them. “ I’m not walking! ” 
 “Bullshit! You -” 
 The wraith suddenly took an interest in the coder siblings, lashing towards them. Isavel breathed dragonfire at it, scorching its tendrils, and it howled and wailed. “Watch it! That wraith -” 
 Hail was screaming. “Isavel! Isavel there’s someone -” 
 Zoa shot at Erran and barely missed his shoulder. “ Stop walking you ghost piece of shit! ” 
 Incomprehensible shouting filled the room. Isavel spun around to see some new spirit, a gut-wrenchingly wrong kind of human. There were three of them, tall and lanky with marble-white skin over vaguely bluish undertones. They wore blue-laced bronze armor and carried metal spears with jagged tips, and alongside their pointed weapons they were shouting in a language Isavel had never heard. 
 She bounded awkwardly towards Erran, feeling drunk on her feet but shielding him nonetheless. “Stop this! Ren, Zoa, we were friends!” 
 “Isavel died at Campus!” 
 “I wasn’t possessed!” She was screaming at the top of her lungs. “Did you see me get possessed?!” 
 “No, but Mother Jera -” 
 “Is a  liar!  She was angry I -!” 
 Hail shouted from behind her. “Duck!” 
 Tanos and Sam scrabbled awkwardly past her in the chaos as the spirits advanced, and Isavel spread her wings. Metal spears clattered against them as Isavel rose to meet this enemy, jumping and sailing through the air even without the dragon’s gift. She slammed into one of them, yanking another aside with her hands, and kicked the third one away from her. They tried to pile on, but they were as weak as they were tall, and she threw one clean across the room, slamming him into the other side of the dome. 
 Something was horribly wrong. 
 One of the spirits was suddenly cut down by Hail’s hunter fire, two bolts piercing her torso and sending her crashing into Ren and Zoa, who jumped out of the way. Zoa jumped too far, somehow, and slammed head-first into the dome. The dead spirit’s wound was bleeding around imperfect cauterization - deep  blue  blood. What on Earth was going on? 
 She turned around to Erran. “Erran - what -” 
 He was sobbing. Crying? Why the hell was he crying? “Isavel - Isavel I’m sorry -” 
 “Where -” No time. They were in danger. “We need to go!” 
 Another of the spirits appeared and charged her threateningly, shouting, and she lashed out with her warrior’s blade, stabbing him through the chest. He collapsed to the side, his body flopping comically along the floor. 
 She looked to the door, and found it was… day? There was a dull orange light outside the door. Gods damn everything - they been transported across the entire globe, hadn’t they? To a place where the sun shone while it set over Glass Peaks. She knew that was how the world worked, but such places were incredibly far, well beyond the eastern wastes. 
 There was more shouting outside, too, and more of these inhuman figures entered, ghastly and terrifying in their pallor. They raised weapons - long, thin guns - and opened fire, needle-like bundles of energy slicing through the air. One  struck  Isavel in the leg and burned like cinders. She yelled, launching her warrior’s sword straight at them, and as it struck the ground at the spirits’ feet it exploded, sending them flying across the dome in all directions as though they were made of paper. 
 This was insane. She had to - 
 She looked down at Erran, and he was bleeding even worse from the leg. Something had struck him again, and she hefted him up. “Erran? Erran, stop walking!” 
 He was shaking his head, wide-eyed and afraid. “I can’t - can’t walk here - no Elysium - no worlds -” 
 He would live. They just needed to find a medic. “Let’s go!” 
 The wraith was tearing into the spirits that had entered dome. Tanos looked at Isavel in fear. “Where the hell are we? Why is everything so - so -” 
 Hail charged the door with unnatural leaps and bounds, blasting out of it indiscriminately, and then froze. “Isavel - wait, hold on -” 
 Isavel took a deep breath. All they needed was to escape, to get away. If they were so far from Glass Peaks, perhaps this was a misunderstanding - perhaps they could explain themselves. And Erran would be fine - there were plenty of medics in the world. She rushed out the door, trusting her senses and shields. “Everyone go! Hail, keep them busy!” 
 Hail went first, palms blazing, and Isavel followed. They stumbled as they went, tripped up as though they had never learned to walk at all, and found themselves… outside. On a sandy hill amidst a collection of ruins. There was no real city here. Were they in the eastern wastes, then? Did the wastes just wrap endlessly around the world? 
 “Erran - Erran you really need to stop -” 
 But he was telling the truth. As the rest of them stepped out of the building they spread out, and they should be outside the bubble. But they were not. This was really real. 
 The air smelled different here, and the colours… The colours were all wrong. 
 There were dozens of ghastly, tall, pale human-like shapes crowding them on either side, shouting at them and pointing weapons and looking both afraid and angry, but not firing - not yet. Good - maybe they had a chance. More half-buried buildings poked out of the rusty sand on all sides. Hail had her back to Isavel’s, Sam and Tanos were close to one side, and the coders were brandishing their own weapons. Everyone else was pointing guns back and shouting, but for a brief moment nobody was getting killed. 
 In that brief moment, Isavel looked up to the sky. And fell to her knees. 
 Everything was wrong. 
 “Erran. Where did you bring us?” 
 He was wincing and whinging and still crying, damn him. What had he done? “I’m sorry - Tev, I can’t - I didn’t think -” 
 The sky was a dull yellowish olive hue, for all that it was daytime. Evening, perhaps, or morning - it was hard to tell. The sun was on the horizon, surrounded by a bluish haze. The sun was  too small . She kept looking. She looked around, in every direction. 
 There was no ring around the world. No ring anywhere in the sky. 
 Her grip on the walker tightened. “Where. Tell me  where .” 
 “I remembered the stories.” Erran’s eyes were focusing now, in a pitiful mixture of confusion and tears and regret. “He taught me the symbols. He didn’t tell me - he couldn’t have known.” 
 It was Sam, uninjured, who figured it out first, gaping at him. “You fucker. You stupid fucking fucker. You sent us to Mars.” 




Chapter 3

 Mars? Where the hell was Mars? 

Might as well walk to Mars , some said, when they thought some journey would take too long.  Everybody from here to Mars can hear you , others said, when admonishing someone for being too loud.  Man acts like he’s been to Mars and back , they said, when somebody pretended to be more worldly than they were. 
 It was a metaphor, an idea, a meaningless sound that meant something impossibly distant. Those were not common expressions, but they echoed in old stories and in those sometimes affecting an old voice. But it wasn’t a real place. It couldn’t be. 
 “Isavel. The sun -” 
 “I saw.” She stared around at the strange people all around her, shouting and pointing weapons, stopping and starting, as though Isavel and her party were dangerous. Of course they were. “Erran, what did you  do? ” 
 “He told me Mars was where walkers go to hide. He said they would come for me too -” He was looking around even more wildly, like he was lost. They all were. “But I didn’t - Isavel,  I can’t walk .” 
 She knew what he meant. There was no ring in the sky - their gods, and the thousand worlds they dreamed, were not here. Old stories never actually ventured to Mars - they simply let its name fall, an old, dusty word with the smell of something star-touched. No wonder. 
 It was entirely possible there was no way back. 
 And these… people? Surrounding them on all sides, shouting, pointing weapons. They had the stiff stances of ungifted, trained in their weapons but without the grace of one whose body was a weapon of its own. And they wavered back and forth, as though afraid but trying to stand their ground. Afraid of her? No - their eyes jumped between all them. Afraid of these interlopers from Earth. 
 They did spare the wraith more than its fair share of glances, though; the thing had clawed its way up the ruin, suddenly indifferent to the fighting, almost casually soaking up the sun like a fat cat in summer. She was, briefly, tickled by the idea of not being the strangest or most threatening thing in the scene. 
 But she didn’t know their language, and had no sense of what they seemed to be waiting for. After a moment of tense indecision on all sides, she made to stand and stumbled with the horrifying ease of motion. One of them shouted at her sudden movement, but when she brought bright white wings to bear she quickly drew more of their attention - and aim. But they still didn’t fire. 
 What  were  they? Not spirits, if they truly weren’t in the walk. But clearly not humans as she knew them. “Do you understand me?” She tried to meet their strange, pale eyes, keeping her hands outstretched but pointed down. “We’re lost. We didn’t mean to come here.” 
 Several of the nearest strangers glanced amongst each other and exchanged incomprehensible words, and as Isavel scanned the scene her eyes fell suddenly on something amiss. 
 Clothes. There were dozens of strangers here, but the clothes hit her all of a sudden. The strangers with guns wore bronze-coloured armour underscored with blue cloths or paint or something, but there were others. A group huddled near cover suddenly stood out, and she realized they weren’t huddled - they were bound. They were dressed differently, unarmored and simple-clothed; they did not have the bravely determined looks the armed guards did. They looked certain they were about to die, like Isavel and hers were just another complication in the means of their death. Their faces sagged with dread and defeat all at once, and she realized, for a brief moment, that they had stumbled into an existing situation that had nothing to do with her at all. 
 As she locked eyes with one of these - prisoners? traitors? slaves? - he seemed to recoil, even though she was at least ten meters away. What  was  she, in their eyes? 
 A shout from Tanos broke her from that stare. “Isavel! They’ve got humans!” 
 She spun around. Two humans, specifically - one, she quickly realized, was a medic. The armored guards were forcefully shoving him towards two of the others Isavel’s party had left wounded, and his healing green glow soon started to mend their wounds. 
 The other was being dragged towards Isavel, a particularly fierce-looking guard pressing the muzzle of a gun into her back as she stumbled forward, barking short sentences at her that Isavel could barely parse. She locked eyes with the Earth woman, brown-haired and lightly freckled, her face a strange mix of fear and… annoyance? 
 “Gods I hope you speak my languages.” The human’s voice was more of the same deathly exasperation. “Just answer. What are you doing here?” 
 Isavel blinked. “I do - I - my name is Isavel Val-” 
 “No, no, fuck off with your name -  what  are you?” Her words were rushed, no doubt by the gun at her back. “They don’t care about your name. What are you doing here? Why? You’re obviously not the walker, I -” 
 Suddenly her eyes met with Erran’s and widened, but she didn’t elaborate soon enough, and the guard at her back shouted and pressed the weapon harder into her back. 
 “Fucking answer you butterfly-winged idiot!” 
 Isavel stammered. “It was an accident! I didn’t want to come here. We were fighting - Erran, what -” 
 “Erran?” The Earth woman scowled. “That’s not - wait a second -” 
 The ghost walker grimaced, still wounded. “I didn’t know - I didn’t know what I was doing. I thought Mars was an island or something -” 
 The woman scowled and started barking back at her captor, and for a few moments they exchanged obviously heated words in the local language. Isavel did not like being out of the loop. “What’s going on? Why -” 
 “They think you’re scouts for a fucking invasion. Same story every time.” She shook her head. “They never believe we’re just stupid enough to walk through one-way fargates. It’s almost flattering.” 
 One-way. Isavel looked at the others, and she briefly met eyes with Sam and Tanos, who were huddled just beside her, in the middle of the group. There was something odd in Sam’s eyes, like she was experiencing an entirely new kind of bewilderment. Then Zoa was suddenly lunging forward. “What do you mean, one-way? We can’t stay here - we have to go back.” 
 “Too bad. No going back. I -” A sharp jab from the gun made her wince. “The martians are going to bind your hands. Don’t fucking freak out, there are at least a hundred of them -” 
 Isavel flickered the hunter’s gift in her hands, and several martians shouted and pointed their weapons, two of them firing into the rusty ground around them in warning. The human captive’s eyes widened. 
 “Don’t! You idiot - do you see a ring up there? There’s no Elysium here.” She glanced at Erran. “I’ve checked. I bet you’ve figured it out, too, haven’t you  Erran? ” 
 The ghost walker opened his mouth and closed it again a few times before he sighed. “Ghost.” 
 She gritted her teeth, staring at them all. “Fucking knew it. Pieces of body-snatching shit, I -” 
 “Lorra, just tell the same story.” The medic was being prodded over - to Isavel’s surprise, towards Erran. “They never fucking believe you otherwise.” He glanced at Isavel. “Fancy wings. Don’t start shooting. They’re serious.” 
 Isavel nodded. “So am I.” She looked to Hail, and the hunter nodded at her silently, her eyes wide but her palms ready. 
 “We’re not ghosts!” Zoa was getting more agitated. “Just this fucker - and her.” 
 Sam grimaced. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 “We need to get out of here - Isavel?” She looked cautiously at the Herald, batting blue hair from her face. “You’re a killer. Kill them out of our way.” 
 As ready as she might have been to do so, she tensed at the suggestion. “What’s -” 
 “Shut up!” If Lorra had been prodded again, she missed it. “Just calm down and let them -” 
 “No.” She didn’t know what was going on, but captivity was never an appealing option. “Can’t you just tell them the truth? We don’t even want to be here -” 
 “They have no idea what Earth is really like, Isavel. They think -” 
 “I don’t care what they think!” Zoa was standing now too, and almost knocked into the medic as he finished healing Erran’s wounds. “We can’t stand around -” 
 The shouting grew louder, and in a moment of panic Isavel looked through the dozens of guns aimed at them, over to the prisoners again. Those were martian prisoners - clearly there were divisions here. If there were divisions, there were different ideas. If there were different ideas, some people must be more willing to give them the benefit of the doubt than others - maybe even help them. 
 The path to those hypothetical people, she decided, was more likely to lie with the people not currently threatening to kill them. As the medic moved for the small wound in her leg, she pointed at these others. “Lorra, who are they?” 
 “It doesn’t - they’re going to shoot!” Her pitch increased. “Gods damn you, don’t you know when you’re outnumbered? Stand down! Tellac, get away from her unless she -” 
 The medic didn’t listen, though, and Isavel felt the strange sensation of her wounds patching up as Zoa stepped forward. “No, this is ridiculous - listen, Isavel, if you aren’t going to kill them then maybe we can make ourselves useful -” 
 One of the martians skittered forward, unsteadily, as though expecting the coder to explode in his face. He brought the gun a hand’s span from her head, and this was apparently too close for her brother’s taste. 
 Ren sprang into action, darting forward and yanking the gun aside. The wielder fired, Zoa screamed, and suddenly half a dozen needle-like bolts cut through the air and passed through Ren’s dark tunic and body like sand. He collapsed onto the ground, thrashing and turning towards his sister, and for a horrifying moment Zoa stood frozen in place. Then she dove down to him, grabbing him and screaming. 
 “No! No, no -” She spun around and latched onto Tellac. “You! Heal him, medic! Heal him!” 
 “I don’t -” 
 “ Do it! ” Zoa balled her fist and started striking him on the shoulders and back. “ Do it now! ” 
 Lorra moved as well. “Hey! Hey, hands off him! I fucking warned you -” She lunged, her captor grabbed at her arm, and when she hit him and tried to struggle free he instantly shot her through the head. 
 She died before Ren, actually. Not long before - as he weakly grasped for his sister’s knee while she struggled to force the medic on him, Isavel saw him shudder and still. 
 They had said no Elysium, but already there were two dead bodies lying in front of her. Horribly close. The imminent threat of gunfire was turning towards Zoa now, horrible shadows of jagged peaks moving in time with the sun. 
 Had she brought them all here to die? Had she brought herself here to die? 
 Or… why had the path to Mars shown itself to Erran, even? While they were walking in the  dreams of gods?

 This was not her doing. It was not Erran’s doing. There was no cosmic justice in this - only cruelty and suffering. And in a split second she decided she was going to fight this fate tooth and nail, because to do otherwise was to concede cruelty and suffering were not worth fighting. She could die, but she would die ablaze rather than snuffed out. 
 She took a deep breath and set the ground on fire. 
 Her dragonfire burst out around her feet, heat scraping her skin behind tiny warrior’s shields, and in the lightness of Mars dust and ash flew all around them almost instantly. Even as the fire left her jaws, she shouted. “Down!” 
 Gunfire zipped through the air, and she brought up shields to ward it off, but the dust and ash had blinded them all, and as she stepped forward she roared again, fanning the smokescreen. 
 “Follow my voice!” 
 She ran, then, towards the martian captives, dragonfire and rust shrouding out the paling, distant blue sun. She fired blindly towards where she thought the martians were shooting from, explosive blasts that rewarded her with the sounds of screaming and rocks cracking, and nothing she could see at all. 
 Then she was out of the smoke and fire and dust, bearing down on the captives, and they howled and seethed and tried to crawl away from her in terror. They remained bound into a knot, though, so she reached them and grabbed the one man she had locked eyes with earlier. The tiny blade she called up in her hand that made him whimper and struggle, but she cut him loose all the same. Then she pulled her hands back, and hoped he understood. 
 He froze in confusion for far longer than she would have liked, and she raised her shield to ward off shots from two martians who had circled around the smokescreen. Gunfire was coming from within, as her party started firing wildly, and Hail was quickly behind her, picking off the offending martians. 
 She looked back at the captive and tried to force herself to smile. “Hey. I can help you.” She pointed away - out into the world she knew nothing about. “Sam? Tanos? A little help!” She set to work cutting the others loose. 
 The two ungifted rushed up beside her, Tanos wide-eyed but Sam staring down these martians and gesturing wildly. “Can you take us anywhere?” She gestured to encompass both groups. “Together. We need to go! Now!” 
 Tanos fired at something that caught his attention. Erran staggered forward out of the dust, without the medic; he seemed healed enough to run, at least, and he threw down beside the captives. The free ones recoiled, and one stood to flee, but the man Isavel had been trying to talk to suddenly barked something out that made her freeze. 
 Then he looked between Isavel and Sam, bewildered and frightened, and asked a question she did not even understand. But she nodded, pointed again. “Yes. Whatever. Go?” 
 He started nodding, more to himself than to her, and after a moment he was up and running, gesturing for her to follow. 
 “Go!” She shooed the others along. “Go! I’ll cover -” 
 She counted her party’s survivors. Gods damn it. She gritted her teeth. 
 “Hail, cover them.” 
 The hunter’s eyes widened. “Where are you -” 
 “The medic. And Zoa.” 
 “She - no.” Hail scowled. “She tried to kill -” 
 “ Hail. ” Isavel pointed again. “Cover them!” 
 Cowed, the hunter nodded and darted off, and they were all following the freed martian prisoners. 
 Isavel darted back into the smoke. Gunfire still flickered through, but her shields were enough for her. She couldn’t find the medic, try as she might, and there was only so long she could keep fanning the flames before gunshots found Zoa, so she closed in on the coder. 
 Who was still gripping her brother’s corpse. “Wake up wake up wake -” 
 And above her, hovering like a horrifyingly multiplied spider in a web, was the wraith. Tendrils slowly picking through the smoke, never quite close enough that Zoa noticed, barely visible in the haze. 
 Isavel stared and dared it for half a second before grabbing the coder’s shoulder. “Zoa. We’ve got a way out.” 
 “Fuck off!” Zoa spun around, her eyes briefly catching on the wraith before returning to Isavel. “You - this is  all your fault!  You and -” 
 “And the fucking gods!” She tried to pull the woman forward, away from the wraith. The creature seemed to watch, almost… curiously. “We can’t stay.” 
 “I’m not leaving my brother to rot in the fucking sand!” 
 Isavel nodded. She could not argue with that. 
 She yanked Zoa off balance, punched her hard enough in the gut to make her double over, and lifted her off the ground. If there was one good thing about this miserable Mars, it was that it was so much easier to run carrying an adult human against her will. Even as Zoa tried to struggle and protest, Isavel wrenched her grip around to immobilize the coder as much as possible, and bounded through the smoke after the others, wings at her back shielding them from gunfire. 
 She dashed across the red sand, bounding far further with each step than she ever could before despite the burden. An eerie wailing suddenly came from the smoke behind them, and the shifts in its tenor told her the wraith had burst from the cloud; a sight from the corner of her eye, trails of black breaching from a desiccated orange haze, confirmed it. 
 Then she heard them, gripped Zoa closer, and followed the sounds. She rounded a bend and found herself staring at a pack of two-legged creatures with almost-horizontal spines, heavy coats of feathers striped and spotted with reds and browns against sandy yellows, and long, backwards-bending legs. They looked birdlike, though with mouths not quite beaks, and to Isavel’s surprise they bore saddles. 
 The martians were on these saddles, looking extremely dubiously at the one martian who had apparently been brave enough to let Erran climb onto the saddle with her. The rest of them… they were still afraid. 
 “Hey!” Isavel shouted. “We have to go!” 
 Zoa was regaining her breath, squirming and kicking. “Put me down you insane fucking -” 
 There were five martians, and at least a dozen of the beasts. Sam was wrangling one for herself, and in that moment she managed to jump up onto it. “Horses!” 
 Tanos gaped at her. “Sam have you ever  seen  a horse?” 
 Sam scowled. “I just mean - I can ride. I think. Get up!” As she lifted Tanos, she made eye contact with Isavel and Zoa, nodding awkwardly. “Isavel, tie her hands!” 
 Zoa squirmed out of Isavel’s grasp, and she darted back towards the center of the ruins. Isavel caught her almost instantly, throwing her towards the animals - everything on Mars was lighter, impacts included. “Ren wouldn’t want you dying here!” 
 The coder’s dark eyes met her from behind her frazzled blue fringe, and for a moment she was just breathing. Hail had managed to get behind another martian, and Isavel stepped forward to heft the coder up. “We’ll come back for him.” She was lying. “Ride the giant fucking bird.” 
 Zoa stared, and glared, and rode the giant fucking bird. The martian in front did not seem happy about this in the slightest, a deep look of distress on her face, but she kicked off as soon as was reasonable, the animal warbling nasally as it made excellent pace off across the sands. The others followed, leaving Isavel to climb on the animal with the man she had first met. 
 He looked at her fearfully as she approached, but she didn’t leave him too much time to worry, leaping up behind him. The animal honked briefly before settling, and she tapped the martian on the back. “Go!” 
 That he understood. They went. Isavel looked back; the wraith was following them like some kind of dread bird, wailing and chirping, and some of the martians with guns were firing at it from the ruins. As they drew off, the receding cluster of buildings seemed smaller, like just another part of the scrubland, blue cloth banners snapping awkwardly over a few domes. 
 The wraith came closer, blocking out more of the olive-bluing sky, thick flat wings of crackling black spread maybe a metre on either side. The martian riding squawked and urged his mount faster, but the wraith maintained that distance, and after a moment it and the mounts settled into a pattern. 
 And that was it. They rode. 
 At first, Isavel’s blood was pumping through her head, her muscles were tense, her gifts ready to fight. But it soon became clear there was nothing to fight. Her guts settled into place, and her mind started to clear. They were not being followed. 
 In the calming, she started to see the world they had stumbled into. 
 The animals bounded up a hill and veered sideways to skirt a dark-brown ridge that fell off into a small valley. Down below, on either side of an oddly ruddy river that almost looked like dark wine, were fields covered in grasses that waved at her in reds and pinks. Trees burst above the grass here and there, pale sand-coloured trunks and resplendent dark purple and deep red foliage. There was precious little green to be seen anywhere, despite the plant life. 
 Nobody was shooting at them. Really? She kept looking, kept expecting the shots. 
 She glanced towards the dim sun, still haloed in blue, and it seemed lower in the sky. It must be dusk, and if the sun was still anything to judge by, they were headed south. There was a moon, too, but it looked wrong - small, lumpy, and she could swear it almost seemed like it had moved. 
 Their mounts slowed as they passed down through a smooth gully into the valley. Creatures flitted from tree to tree, and alien smells breaking across Isavel’s face were snapped away by the wind. 
 She looked across at the other animals, bounding along with huge, easy strides that would probably be impossible on Earth. All her companions were clinging to a rider’s back - except Sam, who was at the reins. She was doing remarkably well, though she looked a bit terrified, and her animal seemed to be swerving about; Tanos looked the most confident of the three. 
 The others were staring as well. All the sights, the most basic things like dirt and grass and trees, were maddeningly unlike anything they had ever seen - how could they not stare? Even the wraith seemed to occasionally grow distracted, bobbing down from the air towards some tree or rock or bush before hurrying after them again. 
 So Mars was a horribly real place. Old stories passed down from walker to walker had ripped her here through the dreams of gods. She gritted her teeth. Gods she had insulted, through a shrine she had destroyed. She, their Herald, stepping so far out of line she had been banished from Earth, from the light of the ring and the bright sun and the full moon, from the gods themselves. 
 That was it, wasn’t it? This was what she got for demanding her due. This is what she got for serving the gods. Chaos and death. As if she hadn’t had enough of that already. 
 When the animals reached a stop, she found those two old constants well in evidence. She immediately heard the sounds, the screaming, and saw lights flickering in the strange blue dusk. Her eyes quickly resolved the village, the fire and smoke, the great barges flying in the air above it all, guns and banners flickering in the evening. 
 The man in the saddle with her turned and pointed, and there was fear in his eyes, but something else, too - something pleading. 
 She understood. A village being put to the sword. A call for help. How mundane. Yet some jagged, horrible part of her still found this a relief. Mars was not so different after all. This, if nothing else in the world, she understood.  You’re a killer . This she could do. 
 She jumped off the animal, landing uneasily on the ground. The man said something to her, sounding concerned and afraid, and she looked back up at him, heedless of the language barrier. “What? This is what you wanted from me.” She snapped a sword of hard light onto her hand; if she couldn’t kill gods today, someone else would have to do. “This is all you ever want from me. You’ll get it.” 




Chapter 4

 The world was always burning. It was always so easy for things to collapse under the weight of time, the fires of entropy. It was a wonder there had ever been anything more than dust and ash. 
 “Isavel Valdéz. You had a great many names on Earth. They won’t serve you here.” 
 The flash of blue confirmed what she already knew: colours were strange, on Mars. Blue skies, blue hair, blue birds, blue haskap and berries and plums - the colour was so mundane on Earth, she had never really considered how it was also the colour of the killing gifts. Warriors and hunters both, more often than not, glowed blue with their powers. 
 So too did the blue-hot lance from a great twin-hulled barge in the sky, searing into the centre of the village. The thrum of the blast drowned every other sound as Isavel let herself drop like a rock, shielded behind her own blue against the hot wind. The glow devoured the village and spat out dirt and scraps of stone and wood that chimed against her twin shields. She pressed her eyes shut, but even with her eyelids down the blue came through, and she lowered her head as light and the brief shrieks of the dying flew past. 
 “You stopped looking for answers, and started asking for rewards. Eminently understandable.” 
 Blue too was the armour of the martians on the barges, and blue the banners they flew. Blue whorls of light held two drones aloft as they buzzed around the village. Blue was all danger, here. And of course - on Mars, of course, blue was the colour of the dying night, the dying day, the drying blood of the dead sprawled around the village, gunned down as they fled. It was the colour of precious little else. 
 “Some gods, alas, are quite averse to bargaining.” 
 There was still fighting in the rest of the village. Gunfire still needled at the barges. If she could bring down that barge… whoever it was might stand a chance. She spread her blade wings from her back and leapt down the hillside, dragon’s gift easily keeping her light enough to coast all the way down. She kept a shield in her hand, ready to loose it like cannonfire against whatever seemed like a weakness on the barge. 
 “What do you know about me, then, god of Mars?” 
 The connection between the twin hulls - where the weapon was - tempted the tension in her hands. If she could snap it - 
 “Everything. Your gods told me everything, after your arrival. Quite interesting.” 
 A black cloud passed overhead, a murder of crows, of magic and chaos. The wraith lunged through the sky at the twin-hulled barge, gunfire passing harmlessly through it, and latched onto the ship. The screams spread. 
 “It’s a pity your gods weren’t more forthright, Isavel. But we do things differently on Mars. We have little choice in the matter.” 
 She stood on the outskirts and stared as the wraith did something that disintegrated the connection between the hulls and the ship collapsed. Energy and fire split from seams as blue-armored martians jumped from the sides to flee this shadow of Earth. The other barge was turning away. The sounds of dying were dying, the battle losing to the silence. 
 “Help me, and I will send you and your friends home. And I will tell you what your gods hid from you.” 
 One of the triangular drones had dropped down through the smoke and dust, and had started to speak to her. 
 “Haven’t you ever wondered why you died? I can even explain that.” 
 The voice was calm, smooth, vaguely masculine, and singular. The drone’s steady blue glow did not leave much room in her mind as to who she was speaking to. One god, not a collective. A god offering her a bargain. 
 One eye on the wraith, its interest in fighting suddenly dissipated as the barges crashed into the smoking ruins of the village. It descended instead into the ash and smoke where half the village had been razed, a cloud that was curling outwards along the winds towards Isavel, blocking her view of the scene. Another eye on this drone. “What is your name, then?” 
 “The martian words are old and otherwise out of fashion. Call me Azure, for a proper sense of it. I have a simple offer for you.” 
 “Azure.” Her hand twitched at the drone, its blue shared across all these points of violence. She could easily have shot it down. She didn’t, though not because she wasn’t considering it. 
 Her heart was beating unhappily now, trying to match the rhythm of her morbid curiosity and her suspicion. She was not inclined to trust a murderous god. But a god speaking plainly, promising her the very thing she needed right now, for herself and her companions? A specific, clearly-defined, honest trade? 
 If it was his blue that donned the martians who had shot Ren and Lorra dead, Azure was a terrible god. But was it possible that, terrible as he was, he was also honest? “Why are you killing people?” 
 The drone bobbed, almost as if to nod. “Two reasons. Mars has less food and soil and water and space than Earth. Nature could collapse entirely if humans are not kept in check. It is my duty to keep humanity from exceeding its natural bounds.” 
 It was not the most sympathetic reasoning she had ever heard, when this world seemed perfectly alive wherever Azure wasn’t. There was more life here than in the wastelands that devoured the world east of her homeland, despite the dark cloud of char and ash now curling around her. “I hope your second is better.” 
 “Second. I want the Red Sword. An artifact that should not be in human hands. I lost track of it for decades before uncovering its location again last year. I have been hunting it ever since, but Mars is poor in many things, including tools for me to use. It was time to manage the villages again, and I noticed the Red Sword was moving through this region, so I saw an opportunity to discourage other villages from assisting the thieves in hiding the weapon.” 
 “A sword?” She crossed her arms, her eyes widening. This was among the simplest of the stories - the quest for a singular ancient artifact of great power. It also seemed ridiculous for a god to ask for such a thing. “What in the - why would a god want a sword?” She stepped towards the drone. “If you’re a god who can’t acquire one damned sword, what good are you to me?” 
 “I am a god of strength - I have the power to destroy cities, to fling you across the stars, to withstand the rage of the burning sun. But the thieves of the Red Sword are deceptive and full of tricks, and have struck dark bargains.” The drone bobbed back a little. “You, however, Isavel Valdéz. You, a Dragoneater, are of my stock. Bring the Red Sword to my devotees or my creations, and I will tell you every secret your gods hid, send your friends home, and give you the power over your destiny you’ve always said you wanted.” 
 She wavered. Just when she had started demanding her due - well. Was this an offer? Or several offers. One in particular. “Why should I trust you?” 
 “Perhaps you shouldn’t. But my offer will always stand - even if, in youthful foolishness, you cross blades with me before coming to the right decision. Give me the Red Sword, and anything else can be forgiven.” 
 “I don’t even know -” 
 She was cut off by a sudden wail and a whoosh of motion that seemed to take her and the drone equally by surprise. Black coils billowed out of the dust and snapped Azure’s voice, catching it even as it bobbed to avoid the wraith, pinning it between two dark disks. In moments too fast for Isavel to comprehend, the wraith seemed to devour the drone entirely, and after a few moments it spat out a torn-apart pile of shrapnel and dead machinery onto the ground. 
 She staggered backwards. The wraith simply cooed at her, then vanished back into the smoke, leaving Isavel alone on the hillside. 
 She turned around to see the others standing well back. The remaining barge had turned and fled; the sounds of battle were fading before she had crossed blades with anyone. Turning back to glance into the murk, she saw the surviving drone zipping off with the barge, no doubt shepherding the blue acolytes onboard. 
 Azure - a god of strength. Strength enough to fling her across the stars. 
 She turned and walked back up the hill to the others. She breathed. The martian she had been riding with lingered just long enough for her to see the look of a man who couldn’t believe what a terrible mistake he had made, then he turned his animal and bolted towards the village. 
 Some shouting evicted the other earthlings from their seats, Zoa and Hail and Erran awkwardly hopping off and being cursed away by their martian riders, and all the villagers fled. Sam and Tanos kept their mount, but clambered down and yanked it in towards the others. 
 “What  was  that?” Hail glanced down into the settling ashes. 
 Isavel raised an eyebrow. “You’ll never guess. Another damned god.” She looked at the fleeing barge. “A lone one, though. And he doesn’t speak in vague riddles.” 
 “Doesn’t dream either, though.” Erran was still staring around as though he were lost. Isavel regarded him for a moment before answering the obvious question. 
 She felt equal parts frustration with herself and with this whole damned mess. Wasn’t this what she had wanted? A clear exchange between herself and a god? So why, when one finally appeared, did it have to be so profoundly suspicious? “I don’t know about this. Some god happens to be hunting something here, happens to come talk to me, happens to ask me to perform some simple task…” Her eyes drifted between Hail and Sam and Tanos, who took a moment to parse the news. “We can’t trust this. Right? It’s too convenient.” Erran’s eyes lit up at the same time as Zoa suddenly broke her silence. 
 “A murder-god. That’s not convenient, that’s about as bad as it gets.” She glowered at Isavel. “Then again, you’re the murder-herald, so no surprises there.” 
 The words stung - Azure himself had said much the same thing, and she did not like to hear the idea coming from such different directions. She backed off, staring down into the village, where the last of the freed captives were disappearing between what buildings still stood, crying out in possibly vain attempts to find the survivors they cared about most. 
 “What did he want, exactly? Since when do gods ever ask for something easy?” 
 She turned to answer Erran’s question. “Some gods-damned ancient artifact. A red sword. Apparently somebody stole it. It might have passed through here.” Looking back down into the village, she started walking. “We’re on a whole other world where we can’t speak to anybody, and we can’t get back to Earth. What else are we supposed to do?” 
 “Isavel!” Hail ran to catch up with her, gently grabbing her upper arm. “Isavel - these aren’t  our  gods. We don’t belong here - why would they help us? I don’t trust them.” 
 Isavel nodded. “Our gods are good for nothing. How could their gods be worse?” 
 “They could kill us.” She tilted her head towards Zoa, who was starting to be obscured by the lingering haze closer to the village. “His followers  have  killed us.” 
 “Anyone can kill us.” She focused her sights on this village. She knew how to make a sword, and she knew how to make it red - that image should cross the language barrier well enough for her to figure out if there was any information to be had here. “Not anyone can send you home.” 
 She didn’t look to see Hail’s face, but the tone of the hunter’s voice told her enough. “You’re right, of course.” 
 She didn’t answer, because her foot struck something in the receding smoke that still lingered around their waists. Something cold and soft and a little wet. 
 She flared her nostrils, and though this was another world and the people were of another blood, she knew exactly what it was. She couldn’t see them now, but as the cloud of chaos from the attack fell back, she knew she would. 
 She quickened her pace, but even as she reached the village pale martian faces, white skin and hair from white to silver to grey, stared awkwardly towards her or the sky or the ground, marred by sickly and bloody blues. 
 And as she saw them, and as she remembered, pieces started falling into place. Rising from their resting places, bodies following the basic rules of how bodies - human bodies - worked, she saw them gunned down as they ran. She saw them running. She saw the panic and heard the screaming all around her, echoing out from beyond death. She saw the moment in their still-living faces they realized, from some sound outside, that something terrible was starting. 
 At her foot was a child. Young enough to die of the whelm, but… gunned down like the rest.  You, Dragoneater, are of my stock . But she clearly wasn’t. Not… not like this. Humans always had those angry enough to kill, yes - they may be little better than their gods. But little was more than nothing. 
 Isavel shook her head, trying not to see the faces of the dying behind the faces of the dead. Maybe if she found the damned sword, she could fix this along the way. 

It was time to manage the villages again.

 No she couldn’t. That would fix nothing. 
 She could destroy and kill, just like them. She could hunt down these blue bandits, damn whatever god they served, and kill them all, and this would never happen to anyone again. She could snuff out any fire that threatened to burn any village that would leave any orphans behind. 
 The blood oozed out of her neck once more. It was hot now, electric and fiery, and from it the dragoness whispered into her ear.  Yes; this is the way of the world. We hatch and we hunt and we kill and we eat, until one day we are killed by those younger and stronger, or by time itself. And then we too are eaten. This is the way of the world. Go forth, young and strong, and eat the things that once ate you.

 Wings and dragon’s gift alight, she kicked off, this world’s weak pull completely failing to restrain her. She soared through the air and let the dragon’s embrace hold her in a gentle arc, looking across the village to see what had happened. One open square, not far, drew her eye - she saw quick movements, glints of metal. Was there still fighting? She landed back in the streets and made for it, her pathfinder’s good peripheral vision preventing her from stepping on the dead or having to really look at them at all. Something to  do  - something to  fight  - anything - 
 She stepped into the village square to the sound of silence, facing down a crowd of one. 
 The woman was tall and pale, a wiry tangle of ash-grey hair jutting up from her head. She was armored, but unlike Azure’s acolytes there was no blue to be seen there, only bronze and tan. And in her left hand hung a sword larger than Isavel had ever seen, a wide blade sharp on one edge and blunt on the other, tapering off to a savagely sharp point, glimmering vaguely golden-red in the light of the fire. 
 Well, so much for finding the damned ancient sword. 
 Around the woman and the sword was the carnage. Dead martians, most armored in bronze underscored with blue. They must have been the ones to leave their blood on her sword. Or - hadn’t? Even in the dim evening light, the weapon looked too clean, too unmarred by martian blue, as though neither it nor its wielder had committed any of the violence they both clearly had. Her heartbeat started to slow, and she let her wings and claws flicker out. 
 The woman looked at Isavel with a strange expression on her face. She was not shocked or horrified, the way the other martians had been. She raised an eyebrow, oddly accenting a look of exhaustion and disappointment and yet, somehow, also mild curiosity. 
 Only mildly curious about the sudden appearance of an earthling with glowing wings and dragon claws. Between that and the apparent theft of an artifact from a god, it struck Isavel she was not crossing eyes with a typical martian. 
 “Isavel!” Hail scampered from cover towards her, palms ready as the rest of their party emerged. “What - is that -” 
 As Isavel surveyed the scene, two other martians also rushed over to the swordswoman, two men with swords and guns at their hips. One of them, older if his steadier and less energetic demeanor was anything to go by, laid his hand on the swordswoman’s shoulder, and they exchanged words Isavel could hear but not understand. The younger martian man stared at Isavel wide-eyed, his hands hovering near his weapons, and after a moment he pulled his gun on her, wide-eyed but silent. The older man lunged towards him to get him to lower his weapon, and at the same moment Zoa started shouting. 
 “Isavel, get out of the way!” 
 She spun around to see the coder advancing with her gun raised, wild-eyed and looking to get a firing angle. She stood in the coder’s way and, quickly seeing that Zoa might just shoot her instead, flicked her wrist and shot the gun from Zoa’s hands. The coder froze for a moment before running towards the martians and yelling incoherently. 
 “Zoa - !” 
 It was Tanos who tackled her down, and the two scuffled as Sam jumped in to intervene. Erran was standing there, wavering on his feet, as Hail stared between the humans and the martians in a tense panic. The captives they had freed earlier were slinking cautiously into the square, too, and one of them shouted to the armored martians. Most of it she didn’t catch, but one word came up often as they pointed at Isavel’s party. “ Irditi! Irditi! ” 
 A wail from the village struck everyone silent and still. Isavel knew it to be the wraith, but these martians had either not seen the creature yet, or they had seen all too well what it was capable of. It did not show itself, but the sound was enough. 
 The swordswoman, for her part, was staring at the two earthlings scuffling on the ground, and Isavel thought she saw the corner of her mouth twitch up a little. Her arms tensed. Were these the only people standing between her and the power to send her friends home? The power to be flung across the stars? 
 After struggling for a moment, Zoa finally gave up on attacking and stormed off. Tanos and Sam hurried after her, Erran still staring wide-eyed at the carnage. The older martian man gave the her a nod and cautiously stepped forward. She watched him, curious but ready for it to be an attack. It wasn’t like they had any kind of shared language in common. 
 “Hello. Earthlings.” 
 She froze. He chewed the words out like gristle, and they were  old  words, like the words that came from machines and lesser shrines. But they were close enough. 
 “Far.” He tilted his head, pointing up into the sky. “Strange.” 
 His grasp of the language was not what she would have liked, but it was enough to tell her he had met earthlings before. Earthlings from her own homeland - from the very same coast, or at least who shared the language of the same ancients. “Do you understand me? What’s going on here?” She looked between the three of them, and noticed the unarmed martian villagers were gazing on the conversation in shock. Her blood started to cool. “We need help. We need to get away from here.” 
 The man glanced at the swordswoman and muttered something, and the woman’s grip on the hilt of her great sword tightened and loosened a bit. She shook her head, though, and nodded to their third member. Without a word, she grabbed the younger man and marched off with him, leaving the last fighter with a weary look on his face. “Lost words.” 
 “I can tell.” She glanced at Hail, then patted her own chest. “Isavel. You?” 
 He paused and nodded. “Tharson.” He gestured at his companions, who seemed to be quietly gathering debris from a ruined hut. “Kelena. Yarger.” 
 Unhelpfully, she couldn’t tell who of the two was who. This Tharson then gestured to Isavel, and to one of the bodies on the ground. She couldn’t tell what was of interest about this particular dead woman, until she noticed she wore no blue - only the plain armor he did. A fallen comrade, then. 
 He said a martian word, then followed it up with one that sounded more familiar. “Help.” 
 She stared at him. What did he want her to do? She was no medic, and she hadn’t had time to track down the one they had left behind. Given the death of his friend, Tellac may well not have trusted her enough to come. She could not bring back the dead, for all that that would go a much longer way to fixing things. 
 “Help what?” 
 He frowned and gestured around, saying a martian word for which he seemed to have forgotten the equivalent. But he made a fwooshing sound and motion with his hands, and after a second she understood. “Fire?” She let a wisp of dragonfire flicker from her palms, and tried to repeat the martian word he had used, which sounded to her like  zahal . “Fire?” 
 He stared at the fire in her hands for a second before almost grinning and nodded. He looked amused - like this was some trick, and Isavel were a travelling performer. It occurred to her that he might not have seen the wings, and certainly hadn’t seen her fight. 
 But she could do this. And it was a slow thing - and they needed time to breathe. She glanced at Hail. “I think he wants a funeral pyre for this one. Look at the armor.” 
 Hail nodded after a moment. “Of course.” 
 “You burn your dead in the south, don’t you?” 
 “When we care to.” Hail stepped forward with the ease of someone who had indeed cared to from time to time, and together they helped Tharson drag his dead comrade out of the mess. The villagers had dispersed, and she heard the sounds of weeping in the distance, but a few stared at her from a distance in apparently horrified fascination. 
 When the other two martians returned, it was with tinder and half-charred wood they had clearly torn from ruined homes. Together Tharson and the swordswoman stripped their comrade of her metal armor, and laid her in her plain clothes onto the pyre. 
 The younger martian, though, stared directly at Isavel, almost without blinking, eyes wide with determination. She stared right back. “What do you want?” 
 He said nothing, looking instead to Tharson, who glanced between then and grunted, before naming them individually. Yarger was this tense young fighter; Kelena was the swordswoman. What Yarger’s problem with her was - or what  all  martians’ problem with earthlings was, except these other two - was no clearer. Perhaps she was simply uncannily alien-looking, as they were to her. 
 Or perhaps Yarger had noticed her glance at Kelena’s unusual sword. The weapons worn by the two men were much plainer, much less absurdly overblown in design. They did not look like ancient artifacts worth the murderous attention of a god. 
 Tharson and Kelena stepped back, and Kelena gestured at her, using the martian word. “Fire.” 
 She nodded and stepped forward, leaning in towards the wood. Yarger twitched, but Tharson held him back; she forced a puff of dragonfire from her hands, and the wood crackled and burst into flame. Stepping back, she watched the fires spread. Watching somebody’s friend, somebody’s family, stare into nothing through closed eyelids. 
 She stepped closer to the martians, looking at them before returning her eyes to the ground, to her feet. “I’ve been here before. Still don’t like it.” 
 If her accent or pace were too much for them, they didn’t show it. Tharson merely grunted something affirmative, and then, for a long while, they simply watched. 
 Isavel looked to Hail, who was watching as well, with a face that almost looked rehearsed. But while Isavel had scorched enemies in battle before, she had never watched a human body burn all the way from freshly dead to charred horror, slowly and deliberately. The smell was all the more appalling for how similar it sometimes was, when the winds stirred it wrong, to food. Her stomach churned violently at the thought, and she closed her eyes. 
 “Do we have to watch?” 
 After a moment, Hail answered. “We don’t have to do anything. We can just leave.” 
 Isavel sighed. Of course they could.  Just leave  was an easy thing to want, especially in a world like this. And, too, in the world she had brought with her. She had fought for her due and lost, and people had died for no good as a result. And they might keep dying, if she dragged them along with her. 
 But there was leaving, and then there was  leaving . She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Azure - the blue god - said they made dark bargains. Bargains enough to thwart one god, apparently.” She glanced at the martians, trying not to look at the other bodies now being burned around the square, trying not to hear the weeping. “Gods. Do you follow any gods? Can they send us back to Earth?” 
 Tharson and Kelena exchanged glances. She shifted her stance, fixing Isavel with a long and intent stare. Isavel tried not to break eye contact, but rapidly began to feel uneasy under that stony gaze. Then Kelena spoke, tilting her jaw towards Tharson without taking her greyish eyes off Isavel. The words were incomprehensibly martian, but they were quick and curt and in their accent matched how Tharson had spoken the ancient tongue. They traded sentences, and Isavel thought their body language a bit complex - as though Kelena were deferring despite being in charge, asking despite already having plans. Yarger remained silent, clearly struggling with how cavalier his fellows were acting. 
 The sentences grew less quick, and suddenly Tharson and Kelena were arguing - politely, but unmistakably. There was a great deal of pointing at each other and at distant places far away, and their gestures occasionally shifted to encompass the earthlings as well, but Isavel caught none of it. 
 Then, with a strangely hooded expression, Tharson turned to Isavel. “Gods. Yes.” He made a gesture with his finger, encompassing the earthlings and circling around them before arcing off towards an unremarkable part of the horizon. He said the next words in martian, first, then in his broken earth tongue. “We go. Come.” 
 Well. She nodded quietly, closing her eyes. 
 She could follow a murderous god’s clear and simple instructions, for a clear and simple reward, and hope the god wasn’t lying. Or she could follow martians who had defied a god, bargained with something that could fight the god, and carried a weapon the god apparently coveted. 
 At least she could decide not to decide yet. “To a god?” 
 She pointed, hoping that got across. She wasn’t convinced it did, despite Tharson’s answer. “Yes. All gods.” 
 She nodded and turned to find her fellows. Sam and Tanos had already reappeared, but Zoa was nowhere to be seen. Erran had slumped down against a hut, grasping the sides of his head, looking in shock. The wraith was curling around in the distance, bobbing between houses, occasionally cooing or wailing like some exotic bird in pain. 
 All of them should be on Earth. They shouldn’t be following her down the paths she cut. One way or another, she needed to get them home. 
 With Hail at her side, she drew their attention and explained as best she could. “They can bring us to other gods, I think. Not the one who did this.” She took a deep breath. “They’re gods - they can get us home. Whether they will is another story, but right now this is the best we have.” 
 Hail nodded. “They’ll have to at least listen to a Herald. I hope.” 
 Tanos was pointedly looking away from the dead. “I hate to be the one to suggest it, but could we just go back to the gate and… take it? Maybe fix it, somehow, if…” He looked around. “If we can get Zoa to look at it?” 
 Isavel sighed. She didn’t doubt that, if she and Hail returned prepared, they might have a chance at it. The martians were neither strong nor gifted, and for all that they had outnumbered and surrounded them the first time, flipping the element of surprise might prove to their benefit. But she was not at all convinced Zoa would be able to do whatever Ada might have with the gate, and there were further complications. “They were flying blue flags. So were the people who torched this village. This is some kind of army, I think. If we take an ancient relic from them - one we can’t move - I think more will come take it back. There’s too much we don’t know.” 
 Sam nodded. “That other walker was right about the fargates. I used them, a long time ago, but if you’re not actually dead or a spirit, both gates need to be open in the real. Getting back that way would need a lot of luck.” 
 She sat down, her back to the villagers as they continued setting fire to their dead. After a moment she found the wraith’s tendrils, occasionally cresting into view above a wall or a roof. “Where did Zoa go?” 
 Silence, as they all stared at their feet. Erran had been doing so for most of the time he had been in the square, but his expression had changed a bit. She was beginning to wonder whether being cut off from the walk was a more severe amputation than she had realized when he spoke up. 
 “That’s the sword that god wanted? Azure?” 
 He had nodded towards Kelena, without pointing. She didn’t turn to look. “I don’t know, but look at the damned thing. I can only assume that’s it.” 
 “So, if we ever change our mind.” 
 Her gut churned at the idea that a ghost was the first to see the paths she had seen, but she didn’t have time to ruminate. Steps approached from behind, and her companions looked up with caution. She turned to find Tharson standing here, and when he met her eyes he spoke slowly, in martian, and after she realized what was going on he repeated himself. She listened, this time, picking the words apart a little more. Then he used his limited earthling words. “Come. Gods.” 
 Behind him, Kelena and Yarger had gathered several of the feathered mounts, with more for the few surviving villagers. There was some arguing going on, and a great deal of pointing at the earthlings, but somehow these armored martians were giving her the benefit of the doubt that the freed captives would not. It was a strange damned world and a risk to take, but what other choices did they have? She could make a brash choice now, or wait to learn more before diving in. 
 She nodded in agreement, trying to repeat the martian words he had used and eliciting a bit of a smile as she did. 
 Erran stepped forward without much prodding, and Isavel almost thought there was a bit more spine to his back right then. Anxiety chewed around the edges of her gut as she realized he might be a little too keen on Azure’s promise. The others were more than willing to leave, and after a great deal more shouting about the  irditi , it seemed Kelena, Tharson, and Yarger would ride with the earthlings. She was confident the wraith would find its way after them, but one person was still missing. 
 She glanced at Sam, and after a nod felt the ghost woman understood where she was going. She set off into the ruined village, through wood and whatever dried substance made up the walls that had since been charred and broken. 
 She found the trail on the ground soon enough - the staggering footsteps of someone unused to the strange weight of the world, too angry to tread carefully. She followed them, and understood where Zoa had gone long before she found her, several dozen steps out of the edge of the village, vaguely in the direction they had come from. The coder was curled up on the ground, her face buried in her arms, the dimming blue evening of Mars letting the blue of her hair seep into the rest of her features like bruises. 
 She was crying. It struck Isavel, as she came to a stop near the woman, that tears were something she had rarely seen these last months. The moment Ada left her had been the first time in a while she had been brought to that last resort of tears. In all her other defeats, she had been frustrated, numbed, angered - spurred by the irony of having such powerful gifts and no clear way to use them to solve her problems. If only she destroyed the right enemies, frightened the right people, things should have worked out. 
 She couldn’t destroy loss, of course. 
 She knelt beside the coder, tentatively reaching out, and for a moment Zoa quieted, almost startled. She raised her head enough to see Isavel, and Isavel caught the wet shine on her cheeks before the flash of frustration. 
 “What?” Zoa’s demand was not an easy one to meet. She rested her forehead back on the ground. “What do you want? Fucking punch me again you meatheaded -” 
 She sat closer and rested a hand on Zoa’s back, staring towards the village but also past it. After a moment Zoa began to cry again, and Isavel laid her head on Zoa’s back, squeezing the coder’s shoulder and looking up to the stars beyond the falling night. 
 Her other hand trailed against the locator stone, so close to her neck, so silent. She couldn’t destroy loss.  



 Chapter 5 
 After the tears slowed she helped Zoa to her feet, and they silently returned to the others. Zoa clambered atop the creature behind Yarger, the martian man looking unsure how much he was allowed to disdain a weeping earthling. Still, he said nothing - Isavel had not seen or heard him utter a word, yet, so perhaps he was the best one for Zoa to ride with. 
 As martians took the reins and one of the survivors was somehow convinced to take on Erran, Hail rode with Kelena and Isavel saddled up behind Tharson. He grunted something just barely comprehensible, then met eyes with her and repeated himself, tapping on the animal. 
 “Galhak.” 
 She wasn’t sure she wanted to learn the words on purpose - it felt dangerously sticky, like if it all got too familiar she might never leave. Mars seemed dangerous enough that that was already a possibility. But she had an out - maybe two. She felt the locator stone jostle around her neck in the lower weight of the world, repeating the word after him with a nod. Whatever it took. 
 The galhak made good speed away from the devastation, ashes of the village rising into the night sky behind them, flickering the stars beyond. As she clung on, watching the horizons for danger, hoping these martians might be able and inclined to help, Tharson twisted in the saddle to speak at her again and again. It seemed pointless at first, but when she started recognizing words - if not their meanings - she understood that was all he was trying to do. If not teach her, then at least prepare her to learn. 
 As words reached her and the wind snatched them away, she let her eyes track the others. Her hunter’s eyes saw human shapes clearly in the night, but it was difficult to see their faces. What were they thinking? They had barely had time to stop and breathe. 
 They did eventually stop during the night, though only briefly, and all the martians except Tharson and his two companions gave the earthlings wide berth. Tharson himself continued trying to teach the earthlings new words, to mixed results, while Kelena watched Isavel intently, and Yarger seemed to pointedly ignore them. 
 Isavel checked on Zoa, and the silent stare she received in return was in some ways reassuring - there was acknowledgement there. Zoa knew they had to move, and she would follow. When they reached the end of the line, Isavel was sure there would be more to say, but now was not the time. So she sat next to Zoa, for that first break, and said nothing. She wasn’t sure if it helped, but she thought it might. 
 Erran was similarly silent, and occasionally she caught a consternated look on his face; she suspected he was trying to walk, trying to see if this was all just some bad dream. He wouldn’t be the only one thinking it; deep in the night, when she found Sam and Tanos and sat down with them while the martians fed their galhak, the ghost woman looked over at Isavel. 
 “It’s scary as hell, isn’t it?” 
 “Being on Mars?” Isavel stared out across the dark scrubland all around them. “It’s… confusing. Definitely stranger than -” 
 “No. I mean the sky.” She pointed up. “There’s no ring, it’s just… empty. It’s like standing on top of a tower.” She bit her lip. “Realizing there’s no window between you and everything, you and nothing.” 
 Isavel looked; the stars were familiar enough, bare and powdered across the inky black, but the more she considered it the more she agreed with Sam. “Here’s a world the gods aren’t embracing. Not even their own gods.” 
 “I always figured the whole embracing thing was just a metaphor about taking care of us.” Sam glanced sideways at her. “Seeing this sky, though…” 
 “What?” 
 “You ever seen a parent try to save their kid from something dangerous? When things are over too fast to think clearly. The way they grab them and pull them close, turn their backs to whatever’s coming.” Sam nodded towards the sky. “What if  that’s  the kind of embrace they had us in?” 
 That was not a comforting thought to be left with. 
 After every brief stop their strange party continued south. When dawn finally began to whisper blue promises of another olive-yellow day, and the scrubland had grown flatter, martians started shouting. She quickly understood why - the black wraith, invisible in the dark of night, was now bobbing along at rider’s height in plain sight. It moved almost playfully, its shape chaotic and ever-changing, and she tried reassuring gestures at the martians to stave off their panic. It barely worked; they yanked their galhak away, leaving her and Tharson closest to the creature. 
 She wondered, watching it glide on its strange magic, whether it felt anything about this place. Whether it could sense the stone around her neck, its kin in magic. What it knew. 
 Around noon the galhak slowed, long strides shortening to a stop alongside a large pond where a stream had decided to pool for a rest before flowing on to some distant sea. They joined it, and as she stretched her slightly numbed legs near the water she found the the pool had a curious shade not unlike red wine, at odds with the greenish colour of freshwater lakes Isavel knew. A copse of pale-barked trees spread deep purple boughs above the water, growing thicker here than they otherwise did on the plains. The animals began drinking and nipping at leaves, the wraith disappeared into the bush, and the martians sat down more deliberately. More than the galhak, it seemed this rest was for them. 
 The ride had been so eerily uneventful she took a second to react when Zoa suddenly flung herself at Erran, knocking them both further from the pond in a spray of red dust that floated far longer than it should. After the splinter of surprise, Isavel darted over to the coder as she shouted and tried to beat the ghost with her fists; Erran put up his arms and a bewildered expression in defense while Isavel tried to peel her off. 
 “Hey - hey!” 
 Zoa tried and failed to shrug off her grip. “He did this!  He  sent us here!” 
 “He didn’t know!” She yanked Zoa off and gave Erran a glare meant to get him moving, but he simply pulled himself up and started rubbing his face. “Zoa, I understand -” 
 “No you don’t. You - you’re the same as you always were.” Zoa pointed her finger in Isavel’s face. “You’re not a ghost!” 
 “What?” Isavel glanced between them. “Are you -?” 
 “They told us you’d been  possessed!  But you - you’re  choosing  to work with them? Everything they do kills people, Isavel! Can’t you see that?” 
 She glanced briefly to Sam, whose face took on the most obvious cast of  don’t drag me into this  Isavel had seen in years, and made her feel guilty for even looking that way. “Look, Zoa, this is my fault. Erran was doing what we asked -” 
 “You asked him to send you to Mars?” 
 “Well no, but -” 
 “He did this!” Zoa lunged for Erran again and Isavel barely caught her. “Isavel, you’re the biggest threat to the ghosts and he took you out of the picture!” 
 That particular thought hadn’t occurred to her. She glared at Erran, looking all the more miserable for the first few punches he hadn’t anticipated, and found it hard to believe wholeheartedly. But… “Did you?” 
 He closed his eyes and sighed. “Fuck the other ghosts! I could have had a thousand worlds and… way more years than that if I hadn’t sent us here. You’re the damned Herald going after the power of the gods - I needed that!” He threw his hands in the air. “But who am I kidding, you’ll never believe a fucking ghost.” He raised his chin a little. “Eh Sam? Aren’t you glad you’re not the one who can walk?” 
 Sam made a rude gesture at him, pointedly eating from a pouch of rations and looking away, though Tanos could not control the concern on his face and stared openly between the two ghosts. 
 She wrestled the coder away, since Erran didn’t have the sense to back off. “Zoa - listen.” She looked her in the eyes. “You need to get home. It’s what you wanted as soon as we got here - it’s still your best chance of getting back to the rest of your family.” Zoa’s expression took dark exception to the thought of family, but Isavel pressed on. “I’ll send you home myself if you get off-track. I’ll do my best. But if you can find it in you to clench your teeth and just… I don’t know. We don’t know what these martians will think if we keep beating each other up. Let’s just get through this. Okay?” 
 It was clearly not okay, of course, and Zoa wrenched herself free and stormed off around the edge of the water. Isavel felt the back of her neck prickling - there must be a better way to approach this, but all she could think of right now was that if they stopped moving long enough for Mars to notice them before they escaped, they might get crushed. Of course, some of them already had. 
 At least Zoa wasn’t actively trying to pummel anyone. 
 It wasn’t Erran’s fault, after all. It was hers. Who had had the brilliant idea to storm a shrine and make demands of gods? She looked at the ghost and sighed, shaking her head. He glanced quickly at the martians again, though. “You sure there might be a way home at the end of this?” 
 She wasn’t sure of anything, but she stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I’m sure it’s possible. You saw what Azure’s followers were doing, how armed they were - and we stumbled right into it. This can’t be the first time he’s done something like this. I’d rather try a deal with less bloody gods first, before I turn on the only martians who don’t look at us like we’re ghosts.” 
 She immediately realized that sounded more like an insult than a recognition of his situation, but he seemed to take the comment at face value, nodding along. “Right. I just don’t want to die here.” 
 “None of us do.” 
 “Tevoria would kill me.” At that, his mouth did curve into a wry smile. 
 She almost laughed despite herself. “What, exactly, is with you and her?” 
 “You’d understand if you’d been dead for more than a few minutes.” He shook his head. “If I die, I go to Elysium and we’re kept separate. If I summon her and we both die… who knows whether demons go to Elysium afterwards, but I doubt it. But if someone could get the gods to lift -” 
 “Wait.  Summon  her?” She frowned. “Like the demon by Campus?” 
 He shook his head and laughed. “That was Ada making a mess of things. A real summoning is… different. But the best way? You know why I’m here?” 
 She frowned. “I assume it’s not because Tevoria thinks you and I have an enriching friendship.” 
 “Yeah, no, she thinks you’re a walking fire hazard.” Erran glanced up at the alien sky. “But if you were able to get the power of the gods for yourself - and if we’d helped you along the way - well… I figure we might be entitled to a favour.” He grinned. “Beyond the not-killing-me favour you people seem so fond of offering me.” 
 She grimaced, and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Within reason. I’ll do my best. And I’ll do my best to get us back, too.” She glanced at the martians. “The less bloody the better, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 He didn’t look convinced, but nodded nonetheless. As he leaned back against the tree, she watched these tall, pallid people for a long moment, realizing that if she was to do this right, she would have to try to do it together. So she took a deep breath and strode over to sit across from the martians, her eyes meeting Kelena’s briefly; the swordswoman kept an intent watch on Isavel, but spoke comparatively little. Tharson was the only one interested in talking, and she spoke slowly, gesticulating and exaggerating her facial expressions as she tried a mix of slow words with ancient-sounding flair and broken martian. “Where are we going?” 
 He frowned a bit, then started tracing something in the rusty soil. A large circle, a series of hatches, something that looked like the branches of a tree. He dragged his finger in a long line through the whole circle, into the hatches, to the tree. 
 She frowned and gestured at the circle. “What’s that?” 
 He grunted. “Deep Tharsis.” 
 She thought she recognized the word  deep  from the way he had described different parts of the landscape they crossed earlier, but she didn’t know what Tharsis was. Given its similarity to Tharson, it might well just be a name. 
 She barely realized what happened when Kelena spoke to her. It was not the ancient tongue, but one martian word was familiar, and the tone was even more so. She knew what the swordswoman meant. “What are you?” 
 She couldn’t stop herself from letting loose a single grunt of laughter. What was she indeed? That was a problem even the gods seemed unwilling to tackle. Whatever it was wasn’t doing her any favours. She was shaking her head, knowing that was a nonsensical answer, but Kelena seemed to consider it seriously. 
 Suddenly the swordswoman reached forward with her pale fingers and snatched at the locator stone bouncing around her sternum. Isavel recoiled instinctively, clutching at it and glaring at the martian for a moment before realizing she had not meant to steal it, only to look. Kelena remained frozen mid-reach, watching her, less in fear than in anticipation. 
 She sighed and glanced at the other two martians, but they were only watching impassively, apparently not worried for their comrade if a fight broke out. She held onto the thing for a moment, but… What did it matter, even if they were the thieves Azure claimed? Ada wasn’t here to judge her attachment to the thing. 
 That thought didn’t make it much easier, but she pulled the strip of cloth and its pendant off and handed it over. Kelena spent little time on it, her curiosity apparently satisfied by turning it over once or twice. 
 Isavel stared at it in her hands for a moment, finding it… heavy. Not physically, but heavy in a way she wasn’t sure she wanted it back on. Her moment of indecision was broken when Tharson asked a question that almost certainly meant “What is that?”, and she quickly pulled it on in the hopes of making it less interesting to them. 
 “Nothing. Personal.” She doubted they understood, and she didn’t have the martian words, so she shrugged. 
 One of the martian villagers appeared several strides away and stopped short, as though he had forgotten there were earthlings about. He edged away from Isavel slightly before directing a few words at Kelena, and she nodded curtly, standing and making for her animal, her Red Sword swinging down almost to her feet. Even this rest would be short, it seemed. 
 Tharson patted Isavel on the shoulder and gestured towards the small lake. “Come.” She glanced back and saw the others quietly rounding up their mounts and preparing to leave, but she assumed Tharson was well aware of that. She followed, and when they reached the edge he knelt down and lowered a leathery flask into the water. Then he looked at her and patted the surface of the wine-red murk, and as Isavel noticed its incredibly strange movements - exaggerated ripples and sloshes, as though the water itself were drunk on the wine it was mimicking - he enunciated a martian word that must mean water. 
 She nodded, repeated it, and knelt down, cupping a bit of the lake water in her hands and tasting it. It was not the same as any water she’d tried on Earth, but it was still freshwater. Tharson seemed to think something was funny, shaking his head a little, then stood up. “Let’s go.” 
 It would not be the last word he taught her - he continued to do so, deliberately, naming basic things around them and hoping the words would stick. And they did. But just as they were preparing to leave, the wraith entered the clearing around them, sending several of the martian riders scurrying off in a fright, and it was Isavel’s turn to teach Tharson a word when he pointed and asked what it was. 
 “A  wraith. ” It was currently the size of a large wolf, coiling around the base of a tree. It was a cold irony that she had a name for it, but little more idea what it was than the martians. “It’s a friend. Sort of.” 
 Tharson’s lip twisted. He didn’t look convinced, or maybe she had butchered the words, but his concern seemed to come more from puzzlement than fear. She hoped that was a good thing. Whatever dark bargains these thieves had supposedly struck may well be with things that made the wraith seem quite tame. They set out, and as the sun rose into the yellowing-olive sky and crested overhead Tharson continued babbling, a steady stream of words that, even when they yielded no meaning, grew more and more familiar to her ear. 
 The martians rode their galhak in a straight line, shifting only for the occasional rocky outcropping or stream or thick copse of trees. As with the sun, that misshapen moon was also flying overhead, and this time she was certain - it was moving far more quickly than Earth’s moon. If she stared long enough, she almost thought she could see it go. 
 Between the dimming sun and the paling people, the beaten-up moon and the lack of a ring, the weak gravity and the dusty plains, she felt she had been transported to the very end times of Earth, when everything was dying and the world was mere decades away from dissolving entirely. It was not a comforting thought, but there was something about it that fit, somehow. Like this was a natural place for things to end. 
 She… Was this a better place for her? Here, at the end of a long chain of losses, a bringer of death. Maybe this is where the gods thought she belonged. Or maybe it was only here, so far from the world she had been reborn into, that she could escape the path the gods had set her on. 
 She quashed that thought with another: her companions surely didn’t deserve to be here. To die here. She had to send them home. 
 As they travelled, they did see more than wilderness. In the afternoon she spotted a village off to the west and thought they might stop there to rest, but it quickly became clear that something was wrong. She pointed and Tharson turned a little in the saddle to look at her, apparently thinking this was a linguistic opportunity. “A village.” 
 She tried some shaky martian. “Was it burned?” 
 He frowned and peered again with ungifted eyes, but after a while he turned around and nodded, gesturing at time left behind them. “Azure. A long time ago.” 
 “How long?” 
 He made a spinning motion and a flurry of words that built on each other. “Warm times. Cold times. Seasons. Years.” 
 Her eyes narrowed. “Because of you?” She tried not to glance at the sword bouncing alongside Kelena, on another mount, but still the question lit some alarm in Tharson’s eyes. 
 “You know the Red Sword?” 
 She shrugged. “Not really. Azure is… hunting you?” 
 He corrected her words, then nodded. “He is hunting the Red Sword. But that -” He gestured at the village. “Always. Every year one village, another village, two or three or more.” 
 She nodded slowly. The galhak were leaving the village behind; she did not see any activity down there, but from this angle she could see a great cavity in the center where things had been blasted to ash, and that ash was in the process of being buried by rust and dust. No more than a few years, then. “Why?” 
 “Azure says there are too many people.” Tharson settled forward again, and for a while said nothing. 
 “Are there?” 
 He laughed. “For me? Sometimes. For Mars? No.” 
 She smirked at that, and settled in for the remainder of the ride to… wherever they were going. The world was not particularly lush, but it was still a whole world; there seemed plenty of room. Whatever gods they were approaching, she hoped they were of a more generous sort than Azure. 
 When the martians finally pulled to a stop at another dense copse of trees, she was starting to hope they would actually sleep this time. She hadn’t properly slept in two days, and for all that the galhak were doing the hardest work, riding was still numbing her legs and her core, and she could feel the weight of sleep descending on her, the one and only thing that felt no lighter on Mars. 
 The martians must have felt it too. The people slung themselves off their mounts a bit more slowly, and while galhak didn’t pant or sweat as far as she could tell, their sagging body language as their riders dismounted told her they too were tired. 
 Tharson gestured to the trees around them as the others unpacked, and between his hands and context and some familiar words, Isavel found she could guess what his martian meant. “No fire. But the trees are safe. We can rest here.” 
 She nodded, wondering privately what a bunch of trees would do to stop flying barges with cannons and drones. That was the concern, wasn’t it? She wouldn’t try to articulate that in her pitiful martian, though, so she sat down against a tree, shifting awkwardly until the roots were no longer uncomfortably jamming up against her rear or her lower back, and tilted her head up. 
 It was harder to see colour at night, but as best she could tell the bark was the colour of pale beach sand, like many of the trees she had seen before. It was certainly some kind of pine; long, thin, purple or black needles wavered in the wind. The form was familiar, but the details were still alien. 
 Hail slumped down next to her, her breathing steady and quiet but her eyes tired. As everyone else settled down and the galhak curled up around one another, Kelena walked over to them with a pile of cloth in her arms. She said something incomprehensible, which Isavel only belatedly realized was a question. 
 “What?” 
 Kelena raised an eyebrow slightly and tossed two thick, oddly-shaped blankets at them. Then she tugged at a new garment she was wearing - a thick woolen sheet with a hole for the head woven into it - and named it. “ Pacha. ” 
 Isavel frowned as the swordswoman walked off, repeating the word to herself. It was a garment she had never seen on Earth; had Tharson named it earlier? It sounded familiar. Hail, though, breathed a low hum of understanding, and Isavel looked at her. “What?” 
 Hail glanced back. “Oh, I thought you’d know. People from further south, near Sajuana. Or even from the edge of the eastern wastelands. They’d wear these when it got cold - not Glass Peaks cold, but still. Called them ponchos.” She pulled the garment up and sighed at it. “All the way at the end of the world, and it’s almost the same word.” 
 That reminder sparked a sense of familiarity, like her mother might have said the word once or twice; but even more it filled her with shame for not immediately recognizing it. Of all her youthful indiscretions, her stubborn refusal to speak her mother’s tongue in her teenage years was the one that now haunted her most. Any brief returns to the language in the past months had only brought her so far. She sighed, pulling on the pacha - poncho - whatever it was. “Have you ever been? To Sajuana.” 
 Hail leaned her head against Isavel’s shoulder. “Never that far. I’ve been places where they spoke the two languages pretty evenly, or a mix, and I learned some, but that was really only for one summer, when…” Her voice trailed off. “I forgot most of it.” 
 Isavel knew full well what Hail had probably been doing. The woman had a past of thieving, and killing out of panic or convenience. It pained Isavel to know the hunter’s present was perhaps even more violent in some ways, though the discomfort was not enough to force her to push Hail away. Even though she probably should. 
 Instead, she leaned her head against Hail’s. “ ¿
Me entiendes? ” 
 Hail scoffed. “No.” 
 “ ¿
Entonces por qué respondes? ” 
 “I really can’t.” 
 Isavel smiled, not entirely sure whether or not to believe her. Maybe it was true, and Hail only remembered a few scattered words for things that didn’t have names in the north. If so, Isavel might be the only person on this vast, distant world to carry that tongue within her, however unsteady her grasp on its finer points. However little it was actually  hers . What alien words they would be, echoing over rusty plains that had never heard them before. 
 She let her eyes wander, picking out her comrades. Sam and Tanos were lying down near one of the galhak, Tanos’ back against Sam’s chest. They seemed to have fallen asleep with enviable ease. Zoa was lying down and staring at the sky; Isavel did not expect the coder to get much sleep, but hoped for it still. Erran had slumped down against a nearby tree and seemed deliberately still, as though trying to sleep but not quite there yet. The wraith, thankfully, was keeping a respectful distance from martians who wanted nothing to do with it. 
 Tharson and Kelena were in conversation nearby, with Yarger listening silently. She heard the words passed between the martians with the customarily unnatural clarity of her pathfinder’s gift, and tried her best to listen and pick those words apart. With luck she would not only learn words, but might also get an understanding of where, exactly, they expected to find another god. 
 Hail’s right hand slipped into Isave’ls left, fingers intertwining under the ponchos. She stilled, surprised, but Hail said nothing and didn’t move, and Isavel couldn’t tell if the unusually intimate gesture was an accident of grogginess or something more deliberate. She let her fingers reciprocate naturally, shifting a little in place, and stayed quiet. 
 Her companions didn’t deserve to be trapped here. She had to send them back. Everyone who had gotten too close to her… was close no longer. Perhaps it would be better if she sent Hail back before she grew too close, before that closeness snatched Hail away, as it had everyone else who had either left or betrayed her or died. 
 She tried to find her way back into the arms of exhaustion, tried not to let the anxiety rise too high. Strange animal calls echoed across the night, closer to hawks or eagles than anything else she could think of, and she focused on those. Animals were nothing unusual in the mountains of her home. Once, they might have sounded dangerous - a tiger or a bear or an angry bull mammoth could kill someone. But she felt the dragon blood in her veins, and it knew no fear even of beasts it had never seen. There was more of Isavel that was alien to Mars than just her mother’s language. 
 Somewhere, in the focus on those outside sounds, and the warm kindling of dragonfire she knew glowed near her heart, she found her way down into darkness. 
 Dawn woke her a bit too gently, but at least martian nights weren’t unnaturally short or long. The sun was spilling blue into the sky, and some of the martians were already moving about, packing food and blankets onto the galhak. As Isavel lay across the roots and let her eyes grow accustomed to being open again, she noticed their hands had become disentangled. She left Hail alone and stood, feeling the locator stone bump against her chest again, and tried to push down the sense of anxiety it hit her with. 
 She found Tharson and helped redistributing supplies across the galhak, then they all saddled up, still wearing their ponchos to break the wind. Soon they were bounding south again, across rusty plains spattered with purple and deep red shrubs and the occasional gnarled pine. Tharson kept up his steady stream of words. For someone who claimed there were too many people for his taste, he seemed happy to talk almost non-stop - though more than once, she realized he was mostly talking to himself, and smiled at his apparent lapse of awareness. 
 They travelled for most the day. They passed villages in the distance, these ones alive rather than burnt-out husks, but Tharson pointedly steered their galhak away each time. If he was trying to spare them the carnage of Azure’s pursuit, it was a mercy that made Isavel more and more skeptical of Azure’s motives. How was a sword worth so much death? 
 Her heart skipped when she saw a barge flying in the distance, its long, flat-topped bronze hull glinting in the same daylight that let her make out the colour of its banners. They were not blue; some patchwork of red and white instead. How common were the things?  A grin came to her as she realized Ada would love to see a world with such artifacts in use, then the grin broke with a twang of betrayal. She shouldn’t make space in her head for someone she would never see again, for thoughts she had no place having. 
 Evening was approaching when Isavel saw a change in the southern horizon. It was clearly a ridge, but strangely shaped - very even, very smooth. It looked like a deliberate mound in the terrain, its slopes denser with blood-red thickets than the surrounding shrubland. Tharson turned to give her an ominous look. “Deep Tharsis is very dangerous. But it is faster, and Azure will not follow.” 
 She frowned. A god would not follow them through this place? Tharson did not elaborate, so she was left to wonder. Did it belong to another god, or was it somehow beyond their reach, as Mars was beyond reach of the gods of Earth? 
 She soon realised the ridge was be capped by some kind of ruin - unnaturally solid structures jutted out like long, irregular teeth, some flat and others triangular, a few reaching tens of metres in height. Metal struts spanned by thick glass. 
 An animal call echoed across the sky, birdlike and cavernous, and this time Isavel felt a jolt in the galhak underneath her. Tharson shifted, too, urging the animal forward. She glanced all around them but saw nothing threatening, aside perhaps from the wraith. And that was not the sound of a wraith. She took a deep breath and focused on her gifted senses, on the lookout for things she did not know. Did Tharson and Azure fear the same thing in this place? Was it just some beast, or something more? 
 They reached the edge of the ridge when the sun reached the horizon. When they crested it, travelling the edge until they reached a gap in the glassy protrusions, Isavel looked out upon Deep Tharsis and  saw . 
 The ridge  was  too exact. It  was  a circle - a vast circle stretching out all around her, vanishing in the distance, rimmed with glassy teeth. With the crater’s maw, a great city sat half-swallowed by the world. Decrepit buildings of pale sandstone and rock and reddish concrete sheltered purple and reddish weeds, dense thickets peeking from ancient courtyards or streets. 
 But besides that… starlight. A faint twinkle in the red sands and soils she had not seen anywhere else. The stars had fallen, and as she watched them rise up into their past she realized they had not fallen from the heavens, but from a vast glassy dome that must have once covered the entire city. Transparent, hard, protective material ground round and small enough to barely scintillate from the sands after centuries of erosion. Deep Tharsis had survived the ages well enough to become the vastest intact ruin she had ever beheld in a single glance, the shape of its death written all over the sands. 
 Tharson drove his animal onward as another avian cry echoed across the basin. She kept her eyes on the old city until they were too close, and they scampered through the streets until they found a few large, intact buildings adjacent to one another. They quickly led the animals inside the largest of these, and under cover of its ancient roof they started a fire. Isavel was quietly glad the wraith didn’t join them in the cramped space, skulking away into nearby abandoned buildings instead. 
 She settled against the wall of their shelter; they didn’t need sleep yet, but the martians seemed determined to wait out the night under cover,  for  once more afraid of whatever was outside than of earthlings. Eventually Tharson named this thing they feared -  rokh , a harsh-sounding word that meant nothing to her yet. She gathered it flew and killed and was difficult to see, but that was the extent of what she could pry from them. 
 Hail leaned against her again as they settled in for the night, and in adjusting herself Isavel’s mind focused on the locator stone again in a sour panic, one she tried to overcome with steady breathing that could only help so much. Whatever a rokh might be, she had fought and killed dragons and worse. Beasts were low in the hierarchy of her fears. 
  
  




Chapter 6

 Here in the reddish dust and sand of an eroded concrete floor the sky had long forgotten, some of the martians began to setup a small cooking fire. She wasn’t sure she could force herself to sleep again when she had already slept last night, so instead she watched, noting the gentle smell of smoke drifting from the fire, past her and out into the deathly quiet city. When they began to toss food in a metal dish, the smells revealed themselves alien and musky, but they drew some of the earthlings in closer - which alarmed the martians. She gestured towards Tanos and shook her head, and he backed away. 
 Much as she was willing to eat, she would rather understand why they weren’t pressing forward. “Tharson, why are we waiting?” 
 Tharson nodded towards the door. “The rokh might kill us. Too fast, too quiet.” 
 “Is Azure afraid of the rokh?” What kind of god was afraid of beasts? Even if they were demons, or things of another otherworldly sort. “Are they… not normal animals?” Her language failed her in this regard, and she frowned. “Bad-god-animals?” 
 He stared at her for a moment before curling up half his mouth in a smile. “ Zalati . Bad creatures from another world. But no - not them. You are the only demons here.” 
 Hail snorted, and Isavel grinned, but after a moment she realized it had not been the joke she had thought it was. The villagers had grown deathly quiet, furiously cutting food into the metal dish over the fire or shuffling their packs or staring at their hands, all in the unmistakable way of people listening very closely. Yarger, ever silent, was staring at her directly in a way that might have made her uncomfortable if she wasn’t confident she could beat him in a duel. Kelena, like Tharson, was smiling lightly. 
 “Wait - you think we’re demons?” 
 Tharson shook his head, and glanced at Kelena. “ We  know you are not. But the others do not believe us.” 
 Kelena nodded. “You are clearly from Earth, after all.” 
 Isavel glanced at Erran, who was scowling, though she couldn’t tell whether it was because he was offended or because he couldn’t quite follow the language. “Erran - why do they think we’re demons?” 
 He shook his head. “If they don’t have the thousand worlds, they don’t have demons. This is something else.” 
 Sam clipped in with a quick question in impressive martian; she must have been listening closely. “Is that why they’re afraid?” 
 At this point the villagers were staring directly, glancing between the participants in the conversation. Tharson nodded and shrugged at once. “Earthlings are dangerous. Their killing is remembered.” He reached over to the villager who was tending the food dish, and after a moment the man hurried to offer him a small wooden bowl. “The taste of the killing, not the little truths.” 
 And with that he offered the bowl of food to Isavel, though he was much too far away for her to take it. She cautiously moved across the room and accepted it, glancing and nodding to the man at the fire who had prepared it. The look on his face told her quite clearly he never would have offered it to her himself. “Thank you.” 
 He nodded curtly and started scraping off more of the sizzling food - roots and fungi and meats she couldn’t identify at a glance or a sniff, but hearty by all accounts, though small in portion. There was a crude wooden spoon in the bowl already, and she shared with Hail. “What earthling killings?” 
 “Nothing any of us really remember.” Kelena’s words were quick and steady, and Isavel noticed, oddly, that her hand was on the hilt of her sword. “Old fights. Old wars. Are you here to kill us?” 
 “No, I’m -” 
 Zoa interjected before Isavel could finish, pointing at the swordswoman. “You kill us.” 
 Kelena stared back impassively, but some of the villagers started chattering at this point, and in the mixture of voices and accents Isavel missed some words, but she gathered they were trying to explain - not for the first time, it seemed - what had happened at the fargate. 
 Isavel continued ferrying food between the martians and the earthlings, and after the first few bowls the man at the fire conceded and handed her the food directly, avoiding eye contact as he did. 
 “Azure’s people killed yours.” Tharson nodded solemnly. “It’s what he does.” 
 “I don’t fucking care.” Zoa also didn’t seem to care about slipping into her earthling tongue when she couldn’t swear in martian. “You’re no better. You -” 
 Whatever insult she was trying to deliver was beyond her, though, so Isavel tried to explain quickly. Fumbling over the lack of family terms, she gestured at her face instead, then at Tanos’ - he looked more like her than any of the others, but it was not a close resemblance. “She had - her - they were the same - the same blood.” 
 It said something about her life, that she learned the word for  blood  before the one for  brother , and she sat uncomfortably on that while  Tharson nodded unhelpfully. Kelena cut in, shooting Tharson a glance with a pointedness that speared Isavel’s interest. “Sibling. Tharson, her sibling was killed.” 
 Tharson nodded and hummed. “Of course, yes.” 
 Zoa tilted her head back against the wall, but after a moment Isavel was surprised to see Yarger bring a bowl of food over to Zoa himself. She stared at him for a moment, and Isavel briefly worried the coder might smack the offering away, but she accepted it and ate. 
         Kelena and Tharson, meanwhile, traded uncomfortable glances. It was the first time she had really noticed this, but whatever it was was soon set aside for the sake of the hunger. 
 Isavel found the martian food to be pleasantly inoffensive. Something smelled like cinnamon, one of the rarer spices she had encountered in her life. The meat was gamey and lean, a bit reminiscent of goat but not enough to be sure. Everything on this world seemed a little off, though it was perhaps more remarkable there was any similarity at all. 
 After several bites of silence, she decided to try again for a clearer answer. “Where are we going?” 
 Kelena shot Tharson another glance, but he ignored it. “The First Tree. All the gods are there. And older things.” 
 Older things they had made dark bargains with, perhaps? She sat up a little straighter. “Can the older things send us back?” 
 Tharson shrugged. “Many strange things have happened there. Sending you back would not be the strangest.” 
 One of the villagers piped up at this. “Please don’t bring more demons.” 
 She frowned. “Nobody  wants  to come here.” 
 “Then why do you burn our world?” 
 “We don’t -” She frowned at Tharson and shook her head, taking another bite of food. Why would the martians think Earth was a demon world? That seemed strange on the surface - but then again, Earth had its thousand worlds and their demons. Mars only had Earth. It may not seem so different, from their side. She hoped that was it. 
 As she ate, she leaned back against the ancient concrete. Tanos was inspecting the food with far more attentiveness than she thought it warranted, but Sam was quietly eating next to her, so Isavel prodded the ghost. 
 “Do you know anything about Mars?” 
 Sam looked at her, briefly wide-eyed, before smirking. “Back when I knew people who knew people who might have known? Maybe I knew something. But I’m centuries old, Isavel, a lot of them spent in a screaming broken void. I’m surprised I remember the first Ghost War, let alone my first life. All I know is whatever everyone else half-remembered and repeated.” She leaned back next to Isavel, her reddish knot of hair cushioning her head against the ancient wall. “You know, I  think  I remember what my parents looked like. But I also think what I remember is something I made up, at some point along the way, to convince myself I didn’t forget.” 
 Now that was an uncomfortable thought, and not what she wanted to hear. She knew what her parents looked like. For now. But she didn’t like to think of it. 
 Tanos leaned back as well. “If you think that’s grim, Isavel, imagine the lectures she gives me.” 
 Sam’s eyes widened. “I do  not  lecture you -” 
 “Tanos, listen here now.” He put on a mock voice that sounded nothing like Sam. “I’ve spent more time chewing apples in the thousand worlds than you’ve lived your entire life, so when I say -” 
 Isavel chuckled, and she noticed the jibe drew a smile from Erran as well. Then she bit into a spicy, tough mushroom she’d never encountered before, surprised at the burst of flavour and smiling a bit as she swallowed it. “But look at them - the martians look like us, or more than outers do at least. And they’ve dealt with earthlings before. So what’s going on? What exactly are we dealing with?” 
 Tanos hummed for a moment as he chewed something that wasn’t an apple, then offered up an idea. “They said older things than the gods? What if something came here from Earth first, then brought gods and people afterwards and changed them? Or what if Mars was split off from Earth?” 
 She considered that, but without anything else to go on, those were just ideas. She didn’t even know  where  Mars  was  - was it closer to the stars than Earth? 
 Tanos seemed to commiserate with her unspoken thoughts, and sighed as he glanced at her. “Yeah, I don’t know. Ada would be asking the same questions. She’d probably be tearing into some ruins right now to get at the oldest stuff she could find.” 
 Isavel felt Hail’s gaze, too, but tried to keep her face impassive as she let go of the locator stone. Hearing Ada’s name was unexpectedly unsettling this time, but she kept quiet. It wasn’t supposed to matter - she was supposed to be focused on bringing them all home. 
 But Ada would be asking those questions, wouldn’t she? Why was Isavel bringing them up now, then? 
 The martians didn’t know what they had been talking about, but she was starting to feel eyes on her, first the earthlings then the martians, all realizing something was amiss. Like something was painted across her face. Why were they all staring? Were they, really, or was she just imagining it? 
 She couldn’t tell, but the tension and strain in her chest quickly became unbearable, and she handed Hail her bowl. “I’m going to forage. I want a bit more… flavour.” 
 “Isavel -” 
 “I’ll be back. Stay here.” She stood up and made for the door, and the martians started getting agitated. 
 Tharson stood up again, eyeing her pointedly. “Isavel, the rokh is dangerous.” 
 “Not to me.” Isavel put one hand to the reddish sandstone wall and melded all the skin on her body to its texture and colour, and at the other hand she briefly flashed a bright sword of composite hexagons of light. Tharson grunted in resignation; he didn’t need to tell her that her clothes couldn’t meld with her skin, but thankfully he didn’t try. Kelena was watching her with open interest, perhaps impressed by the boldness or stupidity of marching out into the night. 
 So long as they didn’t bother her. Stepping outside, she cast her eyes up and saw nothing that worried her. Then she took a few steps and heard something that did. 
 She rounded on the footsteps and froze. “Tanos? What are you -” 
 He nodded hurriedly. “Forage. I’ve never been somewhere with so many different plants. It’ll be fun.” 
 She rolled her shoulders, feeling the pathfinder brace shift slightly around her chest. “Look, I just wanted -” 
 “To be alone, yeah.” He nodded, stepping up with her and cautiously putting a hand on her shoulder. “Ada’s difficult. It’s okay.” 
 She scowled and turned away, but he followed her down the block. After a moment he made a hushed sound, and she turned to find him actually eating a leaf he had found somewhere. He was kneeling by a particularly long patch of grass sprouting under an overhang, chewing at the end of an arm-length blade. “This one isn’t bad.” He beckoned her over. “Come on. At least pretend you’re not brooding.” 
 She shook her head and grabbed one of the finger-width blades, crouching beside him and tearing off a bite with her teeth. It was not unlike spinach, bitter but reasonably flavourful. In the silence, she was reminded of younger times when she would eat just about anything she found, even if it didn’t taste good - it was important, her mother had said, that she learn what things tasted like, and feel comfortable living off the land. 
 She couldn’t truly remember what language her mother had said that in, even though she knew it must have been her southern tongue. “I used to love foraging. Before I knew what everything was.” 
 Tanos looked at her, nodding and swallowing. “Honestly, I don’t really know you, Isavel.” 
 She blinked. It was true - these last days had been constant motion. It was a bit of a surprise he was even here, and likely a poor decision on his part. 
 “You look familiar, though. Did you ever travel with Jerod? That old priest?” 
 That name reached out and hit her from what felt like an entirely different age. “I - well. A few times, as a kid. When I thought I might be ungifted. I was right about that.” She looked away, feeling around in the dirt for anything with tuberous roots. Then a wry smile found her. “But religion wasn’t for me.” 
 “You’re kidding.” 
 She smirked, but she couldn’t keep up the humour. “I listened to him die, you know.” 
 “Oh. I’m sorry.” Tanos nodded solemnly. “Like I said. I don’t really know you. But I know the look on your face, and I know Ada.” His humour seemed to return a little. “You know she brought me to the island, then ran off with the hauler? No warning, no way for me to get home. Not that I had a home - ghosts had just taken my village. She saved my damned life, and then dumped me in the middle of nowhere.” 
 She paused, unsure of how much of her expression he could see in the dark, or of how guarded she could keep it. “So she’s just a heartbreaker, is that it?” 
 “Well. It was a complicated time. We were…” His face spoke clearly to her even under ringless night, and she felt herself grow oddly both jealous and sympathetic at once at the implication. “But not like you. Everything was exploding around me, but she kept me pointed at something ahead of us. She has an energy - she keeps going. All the time. You know what I mean, right?” He sniffed another plant he plucked from the undergrowth, and gave a single, short laugh. “It was   fun, then it got desperate. And sometimes I think she was just happy to have someone to listen to her talk.” 
 She nodded. “What happened?” 
 “I wandered around the forest for days, trying to figure out where to go. Eventually I saw a damned starship flying around and I knew it had to be her. Took me even longer to find the outers and get them to hear me out; one guy finally got interested when I shouted her name at him across a lake, before he could disappear. She was  not  excited to see me again, but she blew past it pretty quick. She keeps going.” 
 “So what? She’s gone - I can’t just wander around and hope I run into her friends. I already did that. I -” She sat down and grumbled. “I  killed  some of her friends, for all I know, and I definitely let their home get burned down. And what if I  do  find her again? You…” She stumbled, dreading the answer that might come to this. “Did you want -?” 
 Tanos laughed again. “After she dumped me in the woods like that? Hell no. She’s got that energy and… look, things happen around her. Big things. At first, the crazy girl taking me on rides through ancient ruins was exciting, but you realize if you stay too close you get burned. I’m not fireproof.” He looked at her pointedly. 
 Isavel was, perhaps, not far from being fireproof. And to hear the very thing she had felt about Ada, in some ways, reflected back on her was strangely warming. But this wasn’t helping her mood. “She’s fucking gone, Tanos.” 
 “I know. She’s always running.” He shrugged, and offered her a soft, jagged leaf that revealed itself to be minty. “You’re gifted halfway to Mars and back. All the damned way, now. I think she knew you were a runner too. You could keep pace. I think she’d want you to.” 
 That was a nice sentiment, perhaps, but it meant little when Ada had clearly chosen to leave her on Earth, alone, in pursuit of whatever she was chasing. “She didn’t want enough.” 
 He shrugged, quietly. “What did you like in her?” 
 “She - I  thought  she saw me first. Not the Herald.” 
 He nodded, moving further down the ruined street. There was undergrowth everywhere here, a variety of weedy and tough plants, some of which proved more interesting to taste than others. “That can’t be what started it.” 
 He was right, of course. She thought back to the docks outside Glass Peaks, impossibly long ago now. She remembered Ada’s eyes, immediately enthralling despite - or maybe because of - their sharp irreverence. She remembered the quiet dare to anybody to approach her, the odd way that dare seemed to turn into a bluff when Isavel actually came closer. She remembered feeling… curious, drawn to this girl who seemed enticing, somehow. 
 She pricked her hand on part of some new plant, and laughed. Tanos glanced at her quietly, and she explained. “Blackberries.” 
 “What?” 
 “Blackberries. Thorny as hell, but there’s something in there you want, enough that you go in carefully, you pay more attention. When we met, I think she had killed someone I knew. Someone titled, actually. She looked worried I wanted revenge, but when she realized I didn’t she seemed relieved, in a sort of… interested way. Like she cared that  I  wasn’t going to be trouble, somehow. I don’t know. I’m not making sense.” 
 Tanos grimaced. “She didn’t give you trouble for being a superstitious peasant?” 
 She frowned.  Peasant  was an odd word, a derision aimed by cityfolk at those in the wilds. Ada wasn’t from a proper city, though, was she? “Not to me.” 
 “Huh.” Tanos had clearly experienced another side of her. 
 “But you have to understand, I didn’t… Gods, I still haven’t spent that much time with her.” She gripped her head, leaning against the wall. “Why do I even  care? ” 
 Ungifted as he was, he couldn’t possibly see much of what he was plucking and eating, but he kept going anyway. They were fortunate to be more robust than pets or livestock, prone to illness or death if they ate the wrong things. He chewed idly on something for a moment before not answering the unanswerable question. 
 “You angry with her?” 
 “Of fucking course I am.” 
 “So. Like I said, I don’t really know you. But you’ve said - I listened, and you told us you would get  us  home.” He used the specific form of  us  that did not include the person being spoken to - that did not include her. Because she had, it was true, said she would get  them  home  - not always, but more than once. She couldn’t deny that. “So when you get to the gods, when you get them to give up whatever power they have - you’re going after her, aren’t you?” She froze. “What do you think will happen when you catch up?” 
 She stood bolt upright. She didn’t want to talk about this. She was - they were several serious, major steps away from even needing to consider this. “Go back to camp.” 
 “I - sorry - I just want to know what you -” 
 “Tanos, you don’t know me.” She hauled him up by the arm and locked gazes with him. “But you’re right. I’m a runner. I’ve been running since I died - because everything behind me is  burning . I don’t know if I’m fireproof or not, but one day it’s going to catch up. That’s the history of our whole damn dying world, fucking fires of every ancient sin constantly scorching our feet. So when it does - when I have to turn around and -” 
 She didn’t even know what she was trying to say - only that she wanted to get away. She let go and stepped back, gripping her temple in her hand. 
 “Thanks for trying. But I can’t  - this is too stupid to talk about at all. It should be easy.” 
 “What should be easy?” 
 “Forgetting. Moving on.” She pointed. “Go away. I need time.” 
 “Forgetting isn’t easy.” 
 “How easily did you forget Sam is a ghost? That her people killed yours?” 
 His face darkened, he sighed deeply. “I don’t  forget , I just… I look at what’s in front of me. She’s a ghost. She’s also a person. She killed people along the way. What would I have done?” He was starting to turn away. “If I were trapped in a screeching hell for five hundred years, because some olden day coders fucked up their magic, what would I do? I can’t say I wouldn’t kill one guy to get out. And she turned and helped Ada fix it, so it would never happen again. You don’t  forget , you just… understand. You keep moving. You try to fix things.” 
 “The thing that needs fixing is  me .” She turned away. “I’m too many pieces that don’t fit anywhere. And she was…” 
 The locator stone. She gripped it in her fist for a moment, wondering if she should throw it away. She had been thrown away herself, after all. She knew Ada had goals, had a mission, and she shouldn’t expect anyone to abandon something they had fought and bled for just for the sake of affection, no matter how deep and rare that affection seemed. But it felt no less like a betrayal anyway. 
 “Are you coming back?” 
 She let a long huff out her nose before responding. “Eventually. Tell them whatever keeps them quiet.” 
 “I’m sorry, Isavel, I didn’t mean to -” 
 She shook her head. “Don’t let Hail come after me.” She bolted, turning down a few different streets before slowing her pace and bringing her skin down to a cool sandstone that reflected the dark starlight about as roughly as anything around her. 
 Alone again. She felt no better than she had before, of course. Wasn’t the whole damned problem that she was alone? She leaned back against a wall, got her breathing under control. Looking for answers in the sky had rarely worked so far, but she looked up nonetheless. 
 Instead of that bolt of fire, that starship from the gods, that sign from Ada, a promise she had never given a second thought to - all she saw was empty space, distant stars, and that oddly misshapen moon. She stayed still and quiet, watching it, trying to slow her breathing. After a few long moments it eclipsed a star. It really  was  moving fast. 
 The vacuum around this lesser moon, and the absence of a ring, bothered the animal inside her more and more as she stared. Sam was right. There was almost nothing between her and a vastness so huge it could crush her so silently and utterly there would be nothing left to mark that she had ever lived. 
 She lowered her gaze, keeping to cover at first. But as the night continued feeling empty, she began to relax her guard, trusting her senses and her ability to hide her colours and break her shape. Part of her, coiling and scaled, also simply dared the rokh to become more than a campfire story. 
 She climbed one of the ruins, vaulting up the walls as though she weighed nothing. She snuck through old windows on the highest floor, and leaned against the pale stone, staring out across this place. Deep Tharsis. Why wasn’t it inhabited, the way Glass Peaks and Hive and even Campus were? Did the martians not have true cities? 
 Those  were  the kind of questions Ada would have asked. 
 She found her lips moving to the sounds of Azure’s words. “The power to fling you across the stars. For a fucking sword.” 
 She shook her head. She had to stop thinking about Ada. Why was that so hard? She had only met her half a dozen times at best, and yet the woman was seared into her brain. Nobody else had been so clumsily human towards Isavel, since her rebirth. Nobody else had that irreverent cunning Ada seemed to. Nobody else held her the way Ada did. 
 She slammed her palm into the old concrete. Gods damn it, these memories weren’t helping. 
 “I must admit, I know little of matters of the human heart. But there are things you cannot run from, Isavel.” 
 The sudden voice made her muscles seize up, and she spun towards the sound of the voice and couldn’t see or smell  anyone . She raised her palms, crackling with the hunter’s gift, looking for her target. “Who said that?” 
 Something moved, but it wasn’t a person. The wraith? Too small. A small animal - no, a machine of some kind, clinging to the wall outside the window of the ruin she was in. It clambered onto the window ledge, and its diminutive size let her relax her a little. The small automaton had six legs, a metal body that shimmered with yellowish light under the joints of its shell. It spoke again, its voice androgynous and its tone oddly curious, like it wasn’t sure if it was actually having a conversation. “Another things you can’t run from. You’ve been marked - which I gather is not to your liking, but it is unavoidable at this point.” 
 “Me shooting you will be unavoidable if you don’t -” 
 “I understand this is unusual.” The voice’s tone was all wrong, like it was performing or joking. “But as such a strange individual, you can’t blame gods for taking interest. May I invite you to a more sheltered location for a brief conversation? Follow this hexapod, please.” 
 With that, the thing skittered back out the window. So it wasn’t a mind itself - it was an appendage of someone else. Perhaps another damned god, if the suggestion was to be believed. Some kind of god of Deep Tharsis? Maybe  that  was  why Azure wouldn’t follow them here. 
 She huffed. It did seem unavoidable, at this point, that gods should be lining up to talk to her. And if they had the power to fling her across the stars… She should see what she could get out of this one. She glanced at the sky, hoping the rokh had other things to do than add further complications to her night. 
 She scampered after the hexapod just in time to see it fling itself across a ruined street, nimbly defying its stout and awkward form. She followed it across one rooftop, then another, and another. She briefly noticed something off about the air - a smell, maybe, or a sound; it was too subtle to tell. Why were they avoiding the ground? 
 After a few buildings, a door opened atop a ruin - an unusually clean-looking door. The tiny six-legged machine scampered inside, but the door remained open for her, a warm glow spilling out onto the rooftop. She approached cautiously, ready to defend herself, but from what she could tell the inside was actually quite small. She stepped in and the door gently shut behind her, which she realized with some satisfaction did not worry her as much as it might someone else. 
 She was in a room split down the middle by a counter, and on the other side of the counter were displays and controls she didn’t understand. Things Ada would have been delighted by. There was a watcher, too, its spherical metal form hovering at the opposite end of the room - it briefly flickered with yellow light, as though noticing her, then settled down on a mechanical table again in silence, growing dim. Isavel realized she had never seen a watcher rest before. Did the ones on Earth do that too? Where? 
 The small hexapod climbed into an open drawer, and settled into a slot that seemed designed to fit it almost exactly. It clicked in place as the drawer withdrew into the wall. 
 She frowned. “Hello?” 
 A swarm of tiny, warm yellow sparks burst into the air on the far side of the room, and she jolted, but it quickly coalesced into a vaguely human shape, androgynous and indistinct in every way. She backed into the wall. 
 “Whoever you are, I’m not in the mood for -” 
 The avatar shook its head. “Isavel. The martians of this region call me Amber, for reasons so unimaginative I hope I don’t need to explain them. I am one of the martian gods.” 
 She crossed her arms, twitching. “Of course you are.” Perhaps she should be respectful, but so far she had little reason to be any more reverent of the gods of Mars than those of Earth. “I should have expected all three of you to court me sooner than later.” 
 Amber cocked their head sideways. “Courtship is an interesting metaphor, considering your apparent difficulties in this domain.” 
 She clenched her fist. “I’m curious, Amber, do martian gods bleed?” 
 The god made an almost amused gesture with their avatar’s head. “We are all very well aware of your presence, yes, though you won’t be hearing from Crimson any time soon. You can’t outrun the fact that you’ve been marked as an asset for your gods. We have fairly strict rules on interacting with most humans, but once an individual has been marked an exception to those rules, well, there are  so many  things a human can be good for.” 
 “Let me guess, you want the Red Sword too? More petty squabbling over ancient artifacts? On Earth that’s humans’ work.” She crossed her arms. 
 “That artifact  has  caused much more trouble than it is worth. Even gods are not immune to its allure, sadly.” 
 She tensed her fists, keeping her arms crossed, but there was something odd about that statement. When had a god ever expressed… regret? Fallibility? She wasn’t sure what Amber intended by that. “What about you?” 
 “If anything, I would be happy to see it destroyed simply to end the trouble, but it ultimately does not interest me. I have a simple question for you.” 
 She huffed from her nose, biting her lip for a moment before responding. “I need to get my party home, Amber, before they’re killed so far from our gods that they disappear forever. Can you get me off this world? If you can’t help me do that… I’m sick of gods being  interested . You’re much more trouble than you’re worth.” 
 The amber figure seemed to nod, and a hint of humour actually crept into their voice. “Well, I’m afraid I cannot be of immediate assistance. Azure controls the few spaceworthy ships we have, and has occupied most of the fargates.” 
 Of course. That made her decision to follow the martians with the Red Sword feel even more futile. Where could they possibly be bringing her? What could they offer her? Then again, Amber had just said  most  of the fargates… “Azure promised to tell me why my gods created me. What they hid from me. Can you at least do that?” 
 “Did he.” The voice fell oddly flat. “Interesting. I received no such information from your gods, and having just asked them now, they are evading my questions rather doggedly.” 
 She blinked. “What? That was too fast.” 
 “Human language is far too slow for us to use amongst ourselves. Even your ancestors grew impatient with the time it took them to even learn it, though they found ways around that.” The figure paused, and reached up to stroke its chin. “We share information, or we do not. Normally, on these issues, we share - though a martian on Earth remains their problem, and an earthling on Mars remains ours. It has always been so. But about you, Isavel Valdéz, they are not sharing like I would expect. Do you have any idea why your gods might hide secrets about you?” 
 Isavel was baffled to be asked such a question, but it was a relief, in a way, to be spoken to by a god in such a direct manner. “No. I thought they cast me out, sent me here to get rid of me after I… I desecrated a shrine.” 
 The figure nodded. “Azure tells me they did cast you out.” 
 Her heart sank, but Amber’s tone was more quizzical than anything. 
 “ They  tell me no such thing, however.  Their  data suggests this may all be happenstance. Perhaps there has been a mistake.” 
 “A mistake?” Isavel was starting to wonder if she really was speaking to a god, or if this was some other ancient thing that had delusions of its status. Since when did gods openly wonder what was going on? 
 “Yes. Azure is not immune to poor counsel.” The figure gestured towards the door with a pointed finger. “Interesting as you are, Isavel, I should not keep you for long. Your friends will need you. But I still have that question.” 
 “What do you mean, my friends will need me?” Her muscles tensed. “Are they in trouble?” 
 “Soon. But my question. Everything I need to know about you, I know from your gods, or from the vast information your body is providing to me simply by being in this room.” The yellow silhouette stepped forward, and she was suddenly very aware that the avatar’s eyes were surely not the god’s only eyes. “But this is a deeper puzzle. There is a dark cloud following you. I would like to understand it.” 
 Her mind boggled at the scale of that question. Yes, there had been an absurd series of events following her since her rebirth - danger, death, chaos of all kinds. Why would a  god  be asking  her  about it? “How should I know? That’s what I’ve been asking my own damned gods! It’s just been disaster after disaster since I died and was reborn, and I can’t escape it. You said it yourself! It’s like I’m a walking spark and I set everything -” 
 “My apologies.” Amber tilted their head. “I meant it literally. A creature composed of what you call code - but apparently alive. It moves a bit like a fish, or a bird. It is unlike anything we have seen before, and your gods know far less of it than I would like. I am alarmingly curious about it. Please tell me what you know. Where does it come from? What does it want?” 
 She blinked. “The - the wraith? You’re asking me about the damned  wraith?  Ada made it, I have no idea - wait, what do you mean  following  - is it -” Her heart was already beating faster as she eyed the door, wondering if she could break through it. 
 Amber sounded pensive. “ Arbiter  Ada Liu. I see. It was created as a weapon? But what is it doing now?” 
 “I don’t know, following me apparently.” 
 “Through a fargate. Which you could only have reached through your thousand worlds, since the last Earth gates were destroyed long ago.” Amber’s arms were crossed. “It entered the walk? Fascinating.” The door snapped open, and Amber’s tone changed softly as they gestured towards it. “I will not hold you any longer. I have all the information I can ask for, and alas, I can offer you none of what you want.” 
 “What -” 
 Gunfire echoed across the night, gunfire and the wailing battle cry of the wraith. Amber was not lying - it sounded close. Was it attacking someone? She threw herself out the door, bounding across the modest gaps between buildings back towards the campsite, ready to call up shields or dragonfire if necessary. 
 Her assessment changed when she saw a hooded shape scamper across a rooftop. There were no war barges here, no blue banners or drones. What was going on? 
 A few buildings over she saw movement, and flicked out her wrist for a single, sharp shot that pierced a figure taking cover from another angle. She darted over, keeping her skin fluid and melded to her surroundings, and crouched down next to the stilled shape. She pulled aside the hood, looking for blue armour to make sense of things. 
 It was an outer. 
 She dropped the cloth and stared at that furry alien face, a kind of face she had seen more than a few times on Earth. A pronounced but snubby snout, sharp front teeth, dark grey fur all across the body, triangular ears. What were they doing here on Mars? In Deep Tharsis? Were  they  the reason the martians had abandoned these ruins? Was there no end to the strange creatures infesting the corpse of this dome city? 
 The outer had no heartbeat; her shot had hit them through the chest. But continued gunfire told her there must be more, and she saw flickers of weapons only a few buildings away, including a fiery orange beam of destruction that she recognized as coming from Ada’s - Tanos’ gun. 
 Suddenly somebody was shooting at her. She ducked behind the rooftop wall; their aim was poor compared to a hunter’s, but surprisingly close for an ungifted shooter in the night. She darted into the old building through an opening on the roof, eyes and ears open for danger. A window on the third floor - just below the roof - let her peer out. 
 More inhuman shapes were moving through the darkness, several crossing roofs across the road. Outers. Here, on Mars. Did this mean anything, or was this one more baffling coincidence not even gods could account for? 
 Isavel reached around with her palm, trying to conceal her skin against the ruins and the night sky, and fired lances of light at two of them. 
 Both lances bounced off nothing, flung up into the sky, with the briefest flicker of something just a moment too quick for her eyes to truly grasp. What? 
 Then it rose from the ancient ruins like a sudden gush of black blood, blocking her path in a tentacular mass and warbling out a strange coo, sounding like what charming springtime birdsong must sound like to the worms and insects those birds would go on to devour. 
 “Wraith.” She lowered her hands. “What are you doing? They’re attacking -” 
 The wraith bubbled up out of the street and over the rooftops, away from her and towards the outers. The gunfire stopped, and though her gifted eyes could see the outers, she grew increasingly confused as the wraith did not apparently attack them. Instead, it approach them, and… 
 Her ears must be failing her. She darted across the gap between the roofs to try to hear better, but that only confirmed her gifted senses were working as they always did. Something was  speaking , but a chill went down her spine when she heard it. It was… off. Unnatural. Halting and barking. 
 The wraith had approached in the air, its miasmic shape obscuring stars and starlit stonework, confronting two of the outers. And instead of attacking, it was… gods, it really was speaking. The words were alien, entirely unfamiliar to Isavel, but the outers on the rooftop were barking back at it even as they clung to cover. It had all the sounds of two sides talking past each other without listening, but still, they were  talking . Their guns were pointed at the tangle of black scratches, but they weren’t firing. 
 What in the thousand worlds were they talking about? Did they even understand each other? 
 Then, without rhyme or reason, the outers started backing off. The wraith reverted to its warbles and coos as they disappeared, and shortly after they vanished, it slid onto the building, carefully picking its way back towards her, stopping one roof away. It had no eyes, but she could have sworn it looked at her for a moment before wordlessly slinking into the streets. 
  




Chapter 7

 “What is it? A demon?” 
 Tharson was asking about the wraith, of course. She shook her head. “No, something different. I don’t know! A wraith.” 
 He frowned deeply. “Is it yours?” 
 “It’s following me. I don’t  know , Tharson.” 
 Tanos was still holding the gun close to his chest, glancing out into the ruins. “Outers,  here?  And it spoke their language? I didn’t even know it could speak.” 
 The earthlings all exchanged concerned glances. Nobody had been hurt by the outers’ attack, but everything about the event felt strange. Sam nodded slowly. “What did Zhilik say, Tanos? When she made the first one. A wraith was a shadow of a person?” 
 He nodded, looking uncomfortable. “Yeah, that - what, you think it has her memories?” 
 That thought concerned Isavel even further. The wraith was behaving more like an overly bold coyote than anything, so the idea it might be concealing human intelligence made its behaviour all the more puzzling. The idea that it might be  Ada’s  intelligence… 
 Kelena shook her head, interjecting in simple martian. “Speak  ot tharsis  if you can. Is it dangerous?” 
 Isavel shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 “ Aliy  are dangerous. They will return. We should move.” Kelena stood up. “I will search for a large enough shelter for the galhak.” 
 Isavel nodded. “What about the rokh?” 
 Tharson shook his head. “The rokh is dangerous. If  aliy  are hunting us, that may be worse.” 
 She nodded; she hadn’t even mentioned Amber. She watched Kelena stand and make for the door, sword hanging at her side, and thought about what Amber had said. Azure controlled the only ships, and most of the fargates, that could get them away from Mars. 
 She rose up to follow the swordswoman. “Kelena. I’ll come with you.” The martian nodded simply; Hail made to follow, but Isavel shook her head. “Stay with them - the night’s not even half over. Anything could happen in this damned place.” 
 The hunter frowned. “I don’t trust them.” 
 “I think they’re all ungifted.” She offered a tentative smile. “Even if she tries, I don’t think she’s fit to face down an earthling with one gift, let alone four. But that’s what I need to find out.” 
 Hail’s eyes widened for a moment, and she seemed to consider the ground at her feet very intently before nodding. “I understand. Be careful.” 
 “Of course.” She turned to Kelena, who was watching them with keen suspicion, and tried her martian. “Let’s go.” 
 Kelena nodded and was out the door, moving at a slight crouch and keeping to the walls. Isavel followed quickly; when the martian saw her skin shifting from tan olive to sandstone she let some curiosity seep through, but not as much as Isavel might have expected. More often she was glancing at the buildings or the sky, looking for something specific. The Red Sword dangled at her right, her hand never far from its hilt. 
 What kind of fighter was Kelena, exactly? What would it cost Isavel, if that sword was the only way for her to get away from this place? 
 They padded silently along several blocks. Isavel kept her eyes and ears alert; Kelena was not much of a speaker, her bluish-grey complexion looking even stonier in the night. Perhaps the silence was intentional - when it was broken, it almost startled her. 
 “The Red Sword.” Kelena glanced at Isavel. “You understand it?” 
 Isavel looked at the thing, cold metal somehow shimmering vaguely reddish-copper in the night’s pale light, even though Isavel knew it was faintly blue if she looked straight at it. She couldn’t say she understood it, but she understood there were stakes attached to it. “No.” 
 Kelena nodded, peering inside a ruin they were passing by; Isavel looked too, but the space was too small and constrained to hide all their galhak. The martian continued speaking quietly. “It kills people.” 
 What an absurd thing to say. Isavel tried to answer respectfully, wondering if she had misunderstood. “It’s a sword.” 
 “No. It eats people.” 
 “Eats?” 
 She followed Kelena across the street, towards another promising-looking ruin that turned out to be a weedy rockslide on the inside. “People who want power use the sword. They kill too many people, and then they die. Over and over.” 
 “And you?” 
 Kelena tapped her sternum, speaking slowly. “I am the Red Sword. I keep it away from people who want power. My elder did. His elder did. Her elder before her. One hundred years and more. Back to the first. Before then, it brought wars.” 
 Isavel found it surprising that a single sword could cause enough trouble to be worth the tale Kelena seemed to be telling, but she was no stranger to equally absurd tales from Earth. She also knew she had no way of knowing if such tales were true. “Why does Azure want it?” 
 Kelena’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know of that?” 
 Isavel didn’t like the threatening tone, but if this woman was sworn to safeguard the thing, she couldn’t well begrudge her for it. “He said you took it. If you’ve had it for a hundred years, what does he need it for?” 
 Kelena shook her head and kept walking. “It is not his to have.” 
 “Where you’re taking me - is there a path back to Earth?” 
 The swordswoman turned to face her and stood still. Her hand was on the hilt of her sword, but at this point that almost seemed more of an affectation than a threat. The real threat seemed to be the tension in her arms and her back. “Were you promised a way home?” 
 Isavel didn’t want to cross weapons - not yet, not so quickly. She still wasn’t sure what she was getting into. But what was she supposed to say? She was a terrible liar. 
 She was also stranded on an alien world, gods knew how far from Earth and even further from where she wanted to be, and this barren damned world was giving her precious few options. Amber had confirmed that poverty of futures. What else was left to her? Who else could she turn to. 
 She thought of the power to fling herself across the stars, and fired. The shot went for Kelena’s hand, aiming to snap the sword from her hand - but somehow went wide. Or, Kelena’s hand was no longer there. The blade was coming for her instead. She bloomed a shield on her other arm and moved to block it, but the sword jerked at an odd angle and slipped right past. She had just called up a sword of her own when the Red Sword was at her throat. 
 Her throat had been opened once before, by an old metal blade under a raining sky in the distant mountains of Earth. She suddenly felt the wound all over again. 
 She lashed out and the sword was gone, but like soft butter it had somehow slipped through the world and rested its tip on her stomach. She was breathing heavily, trying to understand what had happened, but the way the sword had moved was deeply counter to her intuitions about how it  should  move. She couldn’t make sense of it. 
 She was angry, her arms squeezing with tension, but all she could do was stare. And Kelena stared right back, shaking her head. “Do you understand the Red Sword?” 
 Isavel’s throat was still smarting, feeling struck even though it had barely been grazed. Her face was heating up at the stupidity of even trying to take the weapon - she hadn’t even seen it  used . What was she thinking? It was infuriating, but she had no other options. She opened her mouth and bellowed dragonfire into Kelena’s face. 
 To her amazement Kelena dropped and rolled out of the way untouched, her eyes surprised but the rest of her body moving as though nothing about Isavel was unexpected. 
 “You have strange powers, but you are not the Red Sword.” 
 Gods, the woman wanted to have an argument? Still? “Azure said he would send them home!” She gestured back through the ruins, towards her companions. “Azure -” 
 “Azure lies whenever he wants.” 
 “What other choice do I have?!” 
 Kelena tilted her head. “You are strange and dangerous. You could do many things, on Mars. Why leave?” 
 “I  do  need to leave.” She pressed her lips shut for a moment and huffed, then extended her hand. “Give me the sword. Please.” 
 Kelena boggled at her for a moment, then actually smiled. “No. Gods will not do anything for you, ever. They have no power.” 
 “Really?” She pointed at herself, taking a step forward. “I died, and they brought me back!” 
 Kelena frowned at this. “Who died?” 
 “Me! I did! I know that word in your language, you -” She clenched her fist and burst out solid shards of light behind her back, dragon and warrior wings that glowed bright white in the night, and Kelena’s eyes flicked to them with some apprehension. “They brought me back, and now I’m this.” 
 The martian finally seemed to be paying attention, and at least trying to understand what she was saying. Very slowly, she reattached the Red Sword to her hip. This time Isavel took a step back - she was beginning to suspect the sword gave her unnatural means to slip past Isavel’s senses and defences. “Why did your gods bring you back?” 
 She clenched her fists. “They wanted a human for their plans. I don’t know. All that power, and instead of protecting us from death in the first place they just picked me out of the pile and brought me back.” 
  
 Kelena shook her head silently for a moment again before speaking. “So why would you trust Azure?” 
 “I don’t trust the murder-god! But nobody else has any ideas for getting off this fucking -” 
 “You want to go back to Earth so badly?” The Red Sword’s tip suddenly knocked against the locator stone. “For this?” 
 She snatched at it, and the sword was gone. “That’s not on Earth either.” 
 Kelena’s eyes narrowed at this, and her mouth actually hung open for a moment, her head tilting oddly. “Not on Earth. Nor Mars.” 
 “No.” 
 “Where else is there?” 
 “I don’t know. Nothing I can imagine.” 
 Kelena lowered the sword and seemed to think, for a long, quiet moment. Isavel watched her. Why was  that  the thing that gave her pause? Then Kelena nodded, suddenly stony-faced again. “Don’t try to take the sword again. Come with us to the First Tree. I would like you to find a way to go to this other place.” 
 She blinked. What? “Why do you care?” 
 “I may want to go.” 
 She took a step back. “I’m not asking you to come along.” 
 “I don’t know if I will want to.” She carefully set the sword back at her hip. “But I want to know. To decide.” She gestured into the ruin they had stopped by, suddenly looking entirely peaceful again, as though they hadn’t just had a spat that could have turned deadly. “Come on. Let’s get the galhak.” 
 She stared as the swordswoman walked off, apparently utterly unconcerned. “You’re not going to fight me?” 
 “You would lose.” 
 She scowled, wanting to dispute the point. But she had acted rashly, hadn’t even taken the time to understand what she was up against. She was just as stuck as she had always been. 
 She kept silent as she followed Kelena back, and though Kelena didn’t appear to tell Tharson or Yarger or any other martians about what had happened, Isavel knew she was not hiding her own emotions from her fellow earthlings. They looked at her in concern, Hail especially; as they set out under cover of night, hurrying the animals along, Isavel kept to the rear far from Kelena, and Hail fell to the back with her, looking closely at her in the night. 
 “What happened?” 
 She had been stupid. Again. She sighed. “She’s more dangerous than I thought. Or the sword is. We had a bit of a tussle.” 
 Hail raised an eyebrow. “Tussle? Sounds safe.” 
 “And she knows Azure asked me to get it for him.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do. She asked me to follow her to this First Tree thing, and she said…” She glanced up. “She said if I find somewhere else to go, she wants to follow. I don’t know why.” 
 “Somewhere else? You mean on Earth.” Hail’s eyes lit on the locator stone. “Right?” 
 Isavel turned her head away and said nothing, focusing for a moment instead on the birdlike creature she was leading along. Hail laid a hand on her shoulder. 
 “Isavel - I know it hurts, but she’s gone.” 
 She pulled away. “We’ll figure it out when we get there.” 
 “I just think -” 
 “I’m fine. There’s nothing to worry about.” A loud, eerie cry sounded out across the ruins as though to spite her. “Aside from getting caught by any one of a hundred fairy tales living in these ruins, apparently.” 
 Hail reached out to take her hand. It was not an urgent motion, nor a demanding one, and in a sense that surprised her all the more. The look on the hunter’s face was oddly flushed, all of a sudden, and she stammered over her words. “You don’t need to chase after her.” 
 Isavel froze, briefly unsure of what Hail meant. Then the hunter leaned forward and kissed her, tentatively, quietly, and pulled back before Isavel’s brain could formulate any kind of response, physical or verbal or otherwise, behind completely blank shock. 
 Vertigo, panic, floodgates. 
 She remembered a moment of confusion and pain when she had kissed Hail in much the same way. Had she started this? Her mouth hung open, and for a second she wasn’t even sure whether that was in order to speak or in anticipation of continuing the kiss, but the look on Hail’s face demanded an answer, and as the moment stretched it also grew more fragile. 
 “I - I -” 
 What was she supposed to say? To do? She hadn’t even considered… 
 Should she have? 
 Hail was still staring at her, a look of fear now twitching across her face. Gods, she had to say  something . 
 “I need time. I need to think.” She backed off. 
 Hail opened her mouth, closed it again, then nodded, and Isavel cursed her damned hunter eyes for seeing the look on her face so clearly. “I’ll always be here.” 

Will you?  Nobody else had been. Everybody else died, or turned on her, or left her. She tried to smile, but was almost certain that didn’t come across, and turned to stumble off into the dark, Mars’ weak gravity tripping her up now that her mind was elsewhere. 
 She escaped sight of the others, then escaped the sound of them. She found a building to climb up, one where she could feel isolated and alone, and cursed those damnable stars and all the secrets they held. 
 Breathe.  Think . 
 She pulled the locator stone away from her neck, staring at it in her hand. It was dim. It had been for days now, its twin lost or destroyed or too far away for even the gods’ own magics. Either Ada was gone with it, or she had cast it aside. What more was there to do about that? Could the gods even track her down? They had answered that, hadn’t they? 

Ada Liu is lost even to us.

 And what did she have here? Hail was not wrong. She was closer to Isavel than anyone, for all that that closeness was not exactly warm. She was steadfast and absurdly committed. She had found, in Isavel… something to latch onto, something she needed, some kind of stable anchor or guiding hand. Maybe not something  good  for her, but something. Whatever Isavel was to her, it mattered enough that she was - was what? What could she become to Isavel, given time and trust and encouragement? 
 Out here, on this world where everything of Earth was so far, could they break down the earthly titles and myths that might otherwise have complicated things? 
 Up in the sky, in the void above that river of stars, she saw those dark wings taking flight again.  I can’t not know . Ada would never be able to not know - to not go - to not chase after whatever she was hunting. Tanos had said it - she was a runner. She might even have wanted Isavel to keep up. 
 But gods damn it, at some point you had to stop running. You had to  breathe . What was Isavel doing, chasing someone who demanded she keep up? That was never what she had wanted for herself. 
 The warble caught her so off-guard that she lanced out a fiery bolt in its direction, but the wraith simply flowed around it like water, continuing to approach her unperturbed. It sounded almost curious. She looked between it and the locator stone, wondering if the magic in one drew in the magic of the other. 
 “What do you want? Are you just following this stupid thing?” She scowled, waving the stone. “Why bother. You won’t even talk to me. Can’t be bothered to reach out to me, eh? Too fucking familiar.” 
 The wraith pulsed and hovered near her, but didn’t respond in any way that mattered. She shook her head, squeezing the locator stone in her hand. She had been thinking of it, hadn’t she? Trying to use the gods to get back to Ada? 
 What good would that have done, if the damn girl was going to keep running away? 
 She lifted her eyes to the stars in turn, wondering what alien enticements lay so far away. “I hope it was worth it, you idiot.” 
 She wound her arm back and flung the locator stone as far as she could into Deep Tharsis, away from the party’s path, well past where she could see it under ringless starlight. She didn’t even hear it land. The wraith, though, cooed quietly. 
 “Shut up!” She hissed at it. “She didn’t need me, so I damn well don’t need her. And I don’t need you either. Get lost!” 
 To her surprise the wraith not only seemed to hear her, but fell quiet, turning away. She didn’t stay around to watch, slipping back down to the ground and marching her way back to others. 
 They had reached the spot where she had made a move for the sword, and most nodded and looked curiously at her as she arrived. She felt a swelling of tension in her chest, though, and tilted her head slightly at Hail, just enough for the hunter to feel summoned. 
 As soon as they were outside she grabbed the hunter’s hand and hauled her over to another ancient structure, ducking inside and planting her lips on Hail’s. But it was not the relief, or the revelation, she had wanted - it was a crack, instead, and even as Hail was starting to respond she felt a great well of utter unhappiness drown her lungs, and she started sobbing against Hail’s face, clinging to her, wishing it would somehow help, wishing she could stay quiet because she was the fucking Herald and the others shouldn’t hear her cry like some - 
 But she  had  always  been some hapless village child. 
 Her gifts hadn’t changed that. Had they gone to someone like Ada, someone with drive and purpose, they would not have crippled her the way they did Isavel. She wasn’t cut out for this. Not any of this. Never had been. The gods had made a mistake - many mistakes - and she was just yet another. 
 She wept from frustration; from the pain of throwing herself against things she didn’t understand and gaining nothing, never anything; from the weight of everyone who had suffered and died because some stupid village castoff had stumbled into a divinity she had no right to touch; from the hollow in her heart that might never be filled. That might have always been there, waiting to swallow her whole. 
 Hail cradled her until her tears stopped, and held her still after that, and for all that Hail could be cold she felt perfectly warm just now. Not long after the crying had loosened its grip on her, Isavel fell asleep in the hunter’s arm, those deadly hands carefully stroking her hair, exhausted and done. 
 Morning woke her. They were still together. She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t said anything - she hadn’t even thought anything coherent. But she was stilled, now, enough to keep moving, to keep searching for this path back to Earth. 
 For all of them, she realized slowly. 
 “Isavel?” Hail’s blue eyes were soft. “How are you feeling?” 
 She sat up slowly, stretching and rolling her shoulders, not sure. She felt… there wasn’t much going on in her. She wasn’t sure if that was peace or numbness or contentedness. She didn’t want to call it the wrong thing, or test it too closely. “Better.” She nodded towards the outside. “But things won’t be good until we get back to Earth.” 
 Hail seemed to notice the specific form of  we , and smiled lightly, helping her up. 
 When they found the others and prepared to leave, she squeezed Isavel’s hand before moving away to help the other earthlings. Isavel stood awkwardly for a moment, alone. She didn’t like that feeling - not now, not even after sleeping through the evening. So she looked around and found Tharson, and made for him even as she fumbled through her mind for a question, an excuse. 
 She ended up asking for their itinerary, and his response was not encouraging. “One day and one night to leave Deep Tharsis.” 
 The mundane tedium of the answer, and the accompanying gestures to help her understand, tripped her up for a moment. That was a remarkably long time to cross a city. “What? How big is it?” 
 He glanced at her and smiled sadly, as though he too had just learned how long it might take. “The greatest old city of Mars. The streets are neither straight nor clear. Still - Azure’s minions will not follow us here.” 
 They may be on the edge even now, but she had difficulty imagining how huge and twisted it must be to take a day to cross. She sighed, pressing on. “And after Deep Tharsis?” 
 He handed her a pack, and she held it in place as he strapped it to his galhak. “Highlands. The ancient forest. The First Tree. All the  watan  go there.” 
 “The what?” 
 He looked at her awkwardly, tousling the short, straight grey hair on his head. “People looking for gods.” 
 She nodded, guessing he must mean pilgrims. Well, Kelena had thought they might gain by going there, and Kelena had the strange mystic sword. If that was the place to go for a fuller audience, so be it. She was not hopeful the third martian god would be of any use, though, and if not… 
 She remembered just how quickly and strangely the Red Sword had moved, woman and weapon both. She did not want to find out their only way home lay on the other side of that blade. 
 “How’s a tree going to get us back to Earth?” 
 They both turned to find Erran staring at them - she hadn’t realized the ghost was listening in. “Kelena told me there were older things there than gods.” 
 “So what? Rocks are old as shit and that doesn’t make them special.” The walker who couldn’t walk stepped closer, peering carefully at Tharson and trying his less-steady martian. “We need to go home.” 
 Tharson nodded, and sighed. “It is difficult. But it has been done.” 
 Isavel blinked. “Has been?” 
 “People have gone to Earth.” He shrugged. “We think. They never returned. But if you are already here, I don’t see why you couldn’t also go back.” 
 “At this - this tree?” 
 “I do not know. Neither does Kelena.” Isavel frowned, finding it odd that he specified the two of them but not Yarger or anyone else. “Only that it has been done. Gods and other old things may reveal the way.” 
 Isavel nodded slowly. “I don’t think Azure has  all  the fargates.” 
 Erran sighed, turning to Isavel. “If there’s some way to get a fargate on Earth active without a walker walking there, it’s possible. The gods can open the walk anywhere - maybe that’s what happened. But I don’t know -” 
 She grabbed Erran’s arm, leading him away from Tharson. “Listen - I tried to grab the sword from her.” 
 Erran’s eyes lit up in a strange mixture of excitement and alarm. Clearly she hadn’t succeeded. “But what?” 
 “But she could have killed me with it.” Could have opened her throat with it. Gods, yesterday had been a disaster. “There’s magic about it, Erran. I couldn’t react to it. I don’t want to try that again if I don’t have to.” 
 “I mean, a god isn’t going to ask you to hunt down any random piece of shrapnel with cloth wrapped around the bottom.” He sighed, though, nodding. “So it’s complicated. I’ll think about it.” 
 “Erran - don’t do anything stupid.” 
 He grinned. “I already did the dumbest thing I could. It’s all open fields from here.” 
 She might have smiled, on a better day. But as she watched him go she couldn’t help but think that he was making excuses for his future self. 
 She saddled up with Tharson, who led them all deeper into the city basin. He continued to try to teach her, pointing at structures and plants and naming them, explaining things about them with gestures and sounds and words she already knew. After a time, though, he turned to her with a quizzical expression. 
 “Your wraith.” She looked around to try and find it as he shook his head. “Where is it?” 
 She hadn’t seen it since last night, not even in the peripheries. Maybe that would make the questions stop. “I don’t know. It’s not  mine , Tharson.” 
 He glanced at her eyes and made a hand gesture around his chest to clarify what he was asking. “Where is your pendant?” 
 Her arm twitched towards the locator stone around her neck even as she remembered she had thrown it away. “I didn’t want it.” 
 “The wraith is following it?” 
 She groaned. It was possible - they were both things of code - but what made him think that? She almost wished she’d thrown it away sooner. “I don’t know!” 
 He looked at her. “It helps you.” 
 “No it doesn’t. Tharson -” 
 He grunted, finally sensing some deeper and less pleasant answer, and let her be. Silence as they rode the galhak through Deep Tharsis wasn’t so comforting, though, navigating the ruined streets and the hardy weeds in a way that felt suspiciously haphazard. The martians might not actually know their way around the ruins in any detail. Maybe that, more than size, was the reason for their slow progress. 
 So as the day wore on, long and uneventful, she listened to the continuous babble of martians all around her, silently mouthing along where she could. She glanced at Hail a few times, and received cautious smiles in return, ones she was sure she was reciprocating in kind. Tharson soon started up with her again, avoiding the wraith and the stone this time, and that was a relief; his readiness to carefully throw words at her spoke to a man more used to linguistic barriers than those where Isavel had grown up. 
 Had he traveled, then? He did not look pleased to be asked that, but he nodded, offering little more. Clearly they both had things they did not want to discuss. In a sense, that symmetry comforted her. 
 By dusk, she was no longer surprised their slow, winding path and its seemingly unanticipated dead ends had not led them to the edge of the city. She could feel Tharson tense up as the sun started blueing the sky; more than night, he seemed to fear twilight. When another screeching call sounded over the ruins - nothing the wraith had ever made - Tharson looked back at her unhappily. “The rokh are hunting close.” He shouted to the others. “Shelter!” 
 This cry might have been different, but it was difficult to tell, and suddenly the martians were scrambling off their galhak and dragging the creatures inside whatever ruins they could. The fallen streets here were not home to any ruins large enough for the whole party of people and animals, so by necessity they split up. She couldn’t see most of her fellow earthlings except Erran, who had been riding with Kelena. The two of them darted into what might once have been a small house, just across the street. 
 She leaned against the inside of the building, peeking out, but Tharson laid a pallid hand on her shoulder and pulled her back in. “Careful. You can’t see the rokh as it flies.” 
 “Why would it make noise, then?” 
 He shrugged. “To tell the other rokh this prey is claimed.” 
 She twisted her mouth and said nothing. “You weren’t worried about the outers - the aliy - when we came here.” 
 “They are less predictable.” He shrugged. “Sometimes they are friendly. Perhaps it has been a bad season. Either way, Azure’s minions do not like to deal with them.” 
 She still hadn’t mentioned to any of the martians that she had met something claiming to be another god in here. She crossed her arms. “What  else  lives here?” 
 He glanced outside, towards Kelena. “Many things. Some memories are more trustworthy than others.” 
 She wasn’t sure what he meant, or whether she had misheard something, but she followed his gaze. The swordswoman was looking outside with mild interest, her hand always on her sword hilt, but she did not look worried the way Tharson or the other martians were. 
 Erran, though. Tharson might not have noticed it, but Isavel saw right away that something was different - he had a gun. He wasn’t doing anything with it - he wasn’t really even holding it - but he  had  one, where he had previously had none. It looked martian. What for? She had a nasty suspicion, and she tried to make eye contact with him, to make clear he was being watched. 
 He saw, but he mostly seemed more puzzled she was looking at him, tilting his head to the side as though to say,  What?  She didn’t know how to convey that he shouldn’t try to shoot the swordswoman and take up Azure’s bargain. She never should have told any of them, and her frustration at herself for doing so was making her agitated. Her hands were bloody enough without this, too. She tried to keep her expression flat, shaking her head. 
 He continued to look quizzical, though, and she wanted to shout at him. Was he playing stupid? She needed to talk him out of this. She stepped in front of Tharson and quickly made a gesture while Kelena was looking the other way, so she wouldn’t follow. Erran scowled and quickly darted out of the building and across the street to meet her. 
 Halfway across, the iron tang of human blood filled her nose. 
 Something huge displaced all the air, and in the moment it took for everything to register she suddenly  smelled  it, felt the heat of it, all her senses now aware of a creature that had been downwind of her this whole time. She even saw the muddied, blurred shape of something easily the size of a large dragon, melded to the sky like a pathfinder, its meld suddenly betrayed as it dove so close to the ruins. 
 Isavel burst out with a shield and started shooting, but the creature was moving incredibly fast and its meld muddled her firing intuitions. Erran was dangling from something she could barely see, screaming for help. People had started shouting and firing. 
 Then her hunter’s instincts finally processed the scene. The rokh was moving in a nice, clear curve. A single warrior’s shield, sharp and bright, cut through the air and raked what must be its wing. It crumpled, landing with a crash on top of Erran, its body melding to conform to the dessicated buildings and hardy weeds and rust even as it collapsed. 
 Tharson tried to grab her and drag her back inside, but she broke free and darted forward. The rokh was by no means dead, its wings flaring awkwardly as it turned to screech at her, a melded beak like a ripple of the world snapping towards her. She was about to shoot it when a green hexagon thunked into its side, then another and a third, several more following as the creature pivoted and staggered and collapsed all at once. Isavel turned to see Zoa emerging from one of the ruins, gun held high, looking utterly cold. 
 She didn't wait to ask, and the coder’s dead stare left no room for conversation. She helped Isavel shove the feathered bulk aside, until they pulled Erran out from underneath. 
 One of his legs was twisted awkwardly, snapped open to the bone near the shin, and the rokh’s claws had pierced both his shoulders deeply enough that they were oozing a great deal of blood, its red joining the blue pooling from the beast itself. He was a horrible mess, not one anyone could recover from without a medic immediately at hand. And there might well be only one medic on all of Mars - far from here, and not likely to forget Isavel had caused his companion to be killed. 
 And none of that even mattered, because in the fall Erran’s neck had also clearly been snapped. He was utterly still. Another pointless fucking death. 
 She looked at Zoa, and the coder stared back at her, blank-faced. For a long, quiet moment, Isavel hoped that, if they both refused to look down, this would somehow not be real.  
 It was Zoa who broke the spell, looking down again with a ragged breath. “I don’t know what’s worse - being pissed Mars got another one, or being glad that at least this time it was a fucking ghost.” 
 Isavel looked away. “This was my fault. I made him -” 
 “So what? Everyone who dies around you is your fault. Nothing new there.” 
 The words hit her like a rock, and she rounded on the coder. “I don’t  want  any of this to happen!” 
 “Well too bad!” Zoa shoved her back, her hand still bloodied. “This is what happens! This is what rules are for! You get it in your head that you’re special and all this shit -” 
 “What? I’m not special! What, you think everything was fine until I came along?” 
 “It’s always someone like you, or Ada - someone thinks they’re different, someone doesn’t play by the rules. You push and -” 
 “This -” She grabbed a fistful of the still-melding feathers and yanked them towards her. “This is a gods-damned animal, Zoa! It didn’t decide to, what, to punish us?” 
 The coder stood up and fired a gratuitous shot into the corpse. “None of us would  be  here if not -” 
 “You think it doesn’t eat martians?” She was about to remind Zoa that they had been warned - but that was the thing. They  had  been warned. And that made this all the worse. 
 Zoa bared her teeth. “At least it was a fucking ghost. We don’t need any more of them.” 
 Isavel remembered what he had said about Tevoria; the odd, quiet tenderness he had avoided voicing directly, but that still came through when he mentioned the strange spirit. Zoa knew none of that, of course. “Even he had people he wanted to get back to.” 
 “Sure. Plenty more ghosts needing a walker to cross over.” Still, as Zoa kicked the rokh’s carcass again, Isavel couldn’t help but be reminded that it was Zoa, of all people, who had charged out here with a gun. 
 “You cared enough to help.” 
 Zoa clenched her fists around the gun, and for a moment Isavel thought she might try to shoot. She eventually backed off in frustration instead. “Just wanted to kill something martian. Somehow you’re all killing but no payback.” 
 And with that she stormed off, leaving Isavel amidst more death. She looked down at Erran - ghost, walker, still just a fragile body turned a corpse, just a bundle of thoughts and feelings turned to gore. For no reason at all. 
 Frailty, constant chaos, stupid mistakes, utter meaninglessness. All the damned gods of Earth and Mars did was - what? They barely even meddled. It was the promise of their help, more than anything, that was poisonous. What could she do about that? 
 She felt her fists clench, knowing that for all her unusual power, she and this rokh might well have more in common than she did with other people. Bringers of death, for everyone around them, friend and foe. Nothing more, really. And Zoa was not wrong - it was her very difference, her very strength and powers, that seemed to invite death all around her. 
 She looked at the dead bird’s settling feathers, slowly seeping from their meld to a ruddy red-brown on the back and an olive-yellowish on the chest. She tried to avoid looking at the dead ghost. Tried to avoid imagining Tevoria, in her splinter of the thousand worlds, standing here, just out of reach, watching him cut down and unable to do or say anything. She hoped, for her sake, that the gods’ dreams themselves were as confined to Earth as the walker’s gift. 
 A hand rested on her shoulder. It was Tharson, looking both distraught and sympathetic. She knew they shouldn’t stay out here, so she followed him back into shelter. He patted her back awkwardly, though he could hardly say anything more than that he had warned her, and so she appreciated the silence. Hail, foolishly, bounded down the street to find her as well, wrapping her arm around Isavel’s shoulder. 
 For this, though, she couldn’t cry. Perhaps that was proof of how broken she was - she could weep for her own stupid, petty heartaches, but not for the death she drew to others. But truth be told, she was used to death. She had an army of the dead that followed her everywhere, and if she knew one merciful truth, it was that the memories would dull, if not disappear. 
 She looked up to the sky, to faint stars and distant worlds she would never know, and knew that was more than she deserved. 




Chapter 8

 “What do ghosts do with their dead?” 
 Sam looked at her strangely. Isavel didn’t blame her - it was a strange question, but it had seemed worth asking nonetheless. The red-haired woman didn’t seem to agree. “What do you think? We wait for them to come back again.” 
 There was no coming back from this, if what they said was true. She didn’t need to say that out loud. 
 “He wasn’t my friend. I have no idea.” Sam looked at Tanos. “Honestly, I’m tempted to just leave him here. We’re moving as soon as we can. Bodies return to the earth either way. Or to Mars, I guess.” 

Here  wasn’t the middle of the street - they had moved him away from the dead rokh,  while the martians had begun stripping the creature’s corpse . Zoa was with the martians, though Isavel couldn’t imagine what the coder wanted from the body. The rest of the earthlings - the four of them - were in a small, stony hut whose metal skeleton peeked out here and there, where old impacts had broken stone loose. Isavel had no idea what the ghost would have wanted, or whether it really mattered. If it was true - if there was no Elysium here - then he wasn’t around to care anymore. 
 Gods, she hoped there was some kind of afterlife, even on Mars. 
 They settled for piling stones and gravel over him, the simplest solution that did not leave a body exposed to the elements. The ground in Deep Tharsis was dry and tough, and to burn him would have cast lights and smells they wanted neither for themselves nor for the attention they might draw. 
 When they left, they found Kelena and Tharson in agitated conversation - and not about the rokh. Isavel had heard enough of the words that, though they were fast and quiet, she could tell they were talking about her, and about the danger she was putting them in. Both martians quickly fell silent as she approached their shelter and joined them, and Kelena gave her a brief, inscrutable glance before stepping out. 
 She frowned and turned to Tharson. She couldn’t help but think that they were starting to put two and two together. People around Isavel died. It wasn’t a coincidence. “Tharson - tell me where the First Tree is. I’ll go myself. I won’t put you in more danger.” 
 His eyes widened for a moment. “What? No. The Red Sword is more dangerous than you are.” 
 “Because Azure is hunting it?” 
 He shook his head. “Because it eats people. You… Maybe the First Tree can help you.” 
 “Maybe?” She glanced back outside, though she couldn’t see Kelena anymore, only Zoa and Yarger sitting quietly in another ruin, the coder staring at a wall. “What were you two arguing about?” 
 He bit his lip and seemed to wince. “Nothing important. The First Tree is a place where… things happen.” 
 Was he being purposefully vague? He sounded like he was trying to pace his language, like there were words he thought she didn’t know. Or ideas behind the words. “What was Kelena saying?” 
 He looked warily at her, and for a moment she thought Kelena had related Isavel’s attempt to grab the Red Sword. Instead, though, he sighed. “She wants us to visit an ancient temple to Crimson. It is useless. Crimson never speaks to us, and it is dangerous to bring the Red Sword to a city. She should know this. The First Tree is where you must begin your search.” 
 He said it with a finality that did not invite further questions, but his tone was not hard; it was quiet and drained, like he was worried of having to rehash the entire argument. She let him be, then, hoping his idea was the right one - she certainly didn’t feel in a position to ask Kelena for her side of the argument. 
 But Isavel could see the pattern emerging; she felt the trend. Two of her party dead already, in less than a week. The gods had cast them out with her, and they may well all die waiting for her to get them home. The faster they found a way back - or a final confirmation there was no such way - the faster… The faster what? “How far?” 
 “Not much further. A day or two.” He gave her a sad look, gingerly patting her shoulder. “I am sorry for your friend.” 
 She gritted her teeth and nodded. “Thank you.” She didn’t stay for more sympathy, though, stepping out to seek more earthly companions. Let the rokh come for her; a dragon would welcome the challenge. It didn’t though, and so she joined Hail and found Sam and Tanos with her. When Isavel joined them there was a moment of uncertainty in the hunter’s eyes, and so Isavel sat down beside her, strung out between wanting human companionship and wanting to stay away from everyone, for fear they might get snuffed out by the clouds that followed her. 
 Hail gently laid a hand on her knee. “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 “Of course it was. Why is Zoa the only one who’ll say it?” 
 Hail shook her head, trying to be pragmatic. “It was melded and downwind and -” 
 “I panicked.” She faced Hail. “I thought he was - I was trying to get his attention, trying to get him to where I could talk to him. He was just across the street, and I -” 
 “You have many gifts, Isavel, but you’re still human.” Hail smiled sadly. “I have hunter’s eyes, too. I didn’t see danger.” 
 She leaned her head back against the wall. “What was I thinking, demanding things from the gods? Of course they flung me out here. Now two of us are dead. That’s what I do to people.” She looked at Hail. “You should get away while you can.” 
 Hail stared openly at her, so Isavel crossed her arms, turning away again, feeling the guilt ooze through her veins, sour and vicious. Hope felt as far removed as Earth itself. Could they ever go home again? Could she deserve to? 
 “There’s nothing left of me that’s allowed to be, except the Herald. Shooting and stabbing things. I need to learn to live with that.” 
 “The gods are sometimes -” 
 “It’s not them, it’s me. I’m not blind, Hail. Sorn left, Ada left, Jera turned against me, Zoa betrayed me to her elders, our gods ignore me. Ren died, Erran died, my whole family died, Hail.” She turned to the hunter, and could almost see the skull behind her skin. “You realize you’re going to die, too, don’t you?” 
 Hail stared at her wide-eyed for a moment, then leaned sideways towards her. “Isavel, I’m still here. I’m not about to die on you.” 
 Isavel didn’t respond. Her gut said she needed  someone  to lean on. She thought that someone was gone, but maybe she didn’t need Ada. Ada was harsh, irreverent, unpredictable. Maybe her gut was wrong, and she needed nobody at all. Maybe the Saint Herald could best protect people by keeping them away from herself. 
 She noticed Sam and Tanos’ eyes both flick to the pair of them, and through them, somehow, she thought Ada was looking at her. She almost jumped. 
 “I - sorry. I should sleep. Clear my head.” 
 She heard Hail hesitate and almost shift towards her before leaving her be. She settled down by one of the walls, facing away from the others, to sleep alone. Or try. 
 What was worse? Never leaving Mars, never finding her way back to a world she understood? Or going back, knowing nothing could really change? Amber and Azure had both implied, ultimately, that Azure was her best bet for returning to Earth, but his offer was repugnant and potentially fatal. 
 On the other hand, there was a whole world here, with its own life and peoples and history. It would be around long enough yet for her to live a long life, if she wanted. She could vanish into the deserts and scrubland, and with nobody around and nobody looking for her, maybe she wouldn’t need the gods’ power to simple live in peace. She might finally stop killing people by mere presence, if there was nobody nearby. Perhaps that was the most she could aspire to. 
 But she would always be an earthling, here. She had always had a touch of outsider to her, but this was more than a touch. Could she live with that, too? 
 She made it halfway through the night, only intermittently fading into shallow sleep, before suddenly snapping wide awake, restless. 
 No, not just restless. Rustles. 
 Something drew her ear. She sat bolt upright, flexing her fingers, listening carefully. A tumble of stone, a rustle of shrubbery. Quiet and deliberate. She kept quiet, padded outside, and bounded up the lightness to the nearest of the low rooftops, looking for a vantage point. If something  else  was coming to kill people - 
 She found herself face to face with an outer, and almost shot them. 
 The colour of their fur was washed out in the night, and though she saw triangular ears and dark colour patterning, she would be hard pressed to make any judgements of age or gender. They were armed, but their weapon hung lazily by their hip, and their hands were free. That was the only reason she didn’t shoot right away. That, and the almost expectant stare she was getting. 
 Isavel frowned, letting her ears and a few quick glances confirm that, as far as she could tell, they were alone. “Hello?” 
 The outer made a strange head gesture, and spoke with a lilted voice that struck her as slightly, gruffly feminine. “Not martian.” 
 Isavel curled up one side of her mouth. She might be equally bad at the martian tongue, which was odd to say of a being that may have lived here her entire life. “No. Earth.” 
 “Yes. Hm.” With her free hand, the outer gestured towards the street. “Killed a rokh.” 
 Isavel frowned. “Do you want it? The martians took some.” 
 The outer lowered her arm and bobbed her head. “Hm. Don’t kill more, please. If you find eggs, give to us.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. “You want the eggs?” 
 “Keep them. Fly them.” The outer took a cautious step forward, standing a little taller than Isavel but certainly shorter than the martians. “Heard tell. You have wings?” 
 Isavel glanced around again, wondering what this was about. She nodded, slowly, and flashed them white behind herself, flexing them up and down before letting them boil away into sparks and nothing again. The outer stepped back, startled, and then repeated her favourite word. 
 “Hm.” 
 Isavel tilted her head. “Were you… looking for me?” 
 The outer stepped a little closer and peered at her, and for the first time Isavel saw her eyes, barely visible as distant suns glinted against them. “Yes. Stranger earthling than others. How did you get here? A ship?” 
 She glanced north, and gestured. “A gate.” 
 At this, the outer wheezed out a little hiss, her ears flicking around the top of her head. “Oh. Gates useless. We both die on Mars, then.” 

Gates useless.  Well, that was not what she had wanted to hear. The outer made to leave, but she suddenly thought this outer could tell her something. “Wait - I - Azure has ships.” 
 The outer flicked its ears. “Yes. And Azure lies and kills. Useless.” 
 “Why do you aliy always want to leave?” 
 The outer flashed pointed teeth, her ears perking forward. “On Mars, you too are aliy.” 
 “On Earth.” She swallowed, remembering the chaos of the scene, the alien blood in the streets, the black storm and the white-hot rockets - “On Earth, the aliy left. In a ship.” 
 She had never thought she could be startled by stillness, but the sudden, stony posture that overtook the outer felt like a rock slamming down just in front of her. “How? When?” 
 “Days ago. A week maybe. They - someone called the ship. It came, and took them, and left.” 
 The outer was in her face all of a sudden. “Lies. Earth’s gods -” 
 “It’s true!” She pointed up. “I wish I was lying. The godfire fell on  us , not on the ships.” 
 The outer suddenly turned away from her, seemed to walk away for a step, then turned back. “How did they call?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
 “Earth’s gods silenced us all. How did they call?” 
 “I don’t know! I didn’t help them, I - I was -” 
 The outer grabbed her by the shoulders, four furred fingers with thick nails digging into her skin. “ How did they call? ” 
 She brought up a palm, pooling with the hunter’s killing light, and pointed it at the outer’s chest. There was no mistaking the threat, even if she had never seen an earthling’s gift before. She let go and growled, setting off and bounding lithe across a gap from this roof to the next. She disappeared into a corner before Isavel could begin to process what had happened. 
 Alone again, in the dark, she scowled at all the strange damned things in this supposed ruin, and found her way back to shelter. Deep Tharsis was far too lively for her taste - but at the very least, she had something else to think about now, as she fell into a proper sleep this time. Where were all these outers trying to go? 
 Perhaps the city had registered her annoyance. Perhaps Amber had decided to leave them be. Or perhaps she was simply trying to make sense of chaos; they found their way out of the city soon after morning. She was glad when the galhak carried them up the rusty red ridge, their little party spilling over the rim of Deep Tharsis into a sea of rolling red plains. The land rose gently from the northwest upwards, transforming into bumpy, knobbly hills and mountains further southeast. These foothills were more rugged and irregular, and the flora was growing lusher if no less alien. She wondered if she could get used to it. 
 On one stop for water from a stream, Tharson drew her attention, pointing towards a bruise-like darkening across the hills. “You can see the old forest.” Were those trees, then? “One day. Maybe two.” 
 She nodded. “Why do you call it old?” 
 He smiled. “It’s old, and filled with old things.” 
 She gave him a look, and he laughed. 
 “What do you call your places on Earth?” 
 She opened her mouth, but the truth was not especially flattering. Glass Peaks, Hive, Fogpoint - they called things what they looked like. Or they called things by names they had forgotten the meaning of - Campus, Institute. She wasn’t sure which of those was true for Sajuana - her mother had never explained that. “Okay, nevermind.” 
 “No, I am curious. Tell me about Earth.” 
 She frowned. “It’s… blue and green, in browns and grays. It’s old. Overgrown.” 
 “What do you miss?” 
 She shook her head, leaning a hand on the galhak. What did she miss, really? Everything she had lost, she had already lost before coming here. Maybe she  should  stay here. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world for her story to end here, peaceful and removed from the path of the Herald. That was what she had wanted, once, wasn’t it? To be somewhere her divine touch didn’t matter? Where better than here? 
 After a moment, her silence must have said something. He nodded and left her in peace while they ate and drank and took care of the galhak; soon enough, they were on steppes again. The galhak chirped and warbled loudly to one another, feathered tails flicking and long legs bounding across the martian foothills. Isavel watched taller and softer red grasses whip by underfoot. 
 She knew Hail was watching her. She had too many thoughts competing for her attention, though, too many possible futures. It had been simpler, for the brief moment when there had seemed to be only one worth thinking about. What now? Without gods at her shoulders or fire at her heels, what the hell was she supposed to do? 
 She had one last chance at purpose - find a way home. For her companions at the very least. Everything else was just shades of mud and fog. 
 The animals rode straight till dusk, by which time they were certainly in some kind of forest, though the trees were still sparser than in the forests of Isavel’s homeland. Further ahead, she could see foothills teeming with dense, towering thickets of dark purple needles and sand-coloured bark. They found an especially dense copse of pines that had sprung up where a stream left the highlands, and settled the galhak underneath them. The rokh, she guessed, wouldn’t dive through needles to get at their heads. 
 The martians settled in for the night. Isavel sat down with Hail, hoping not to have to talk about anything further away than the night and the campfire. Hail seemed to oblige her in that, silently hooking her left arm into Isavel’s right under their ponchos. Some of the martians appeared to be smoking fungi over the fire, and the smell of that alongside the cooked mash of berries and cured meats they were sharing suddenly spoke to her. The fire was warm, the thick, rich soil of the region soft underneath them, and after the silence had settled she grew to feel strangely… comfortable. 
 That comfort was not even broken when Zoa, for reasons Isavel could not fathom, took a sword and demanded that Yarger spar with her. They watched in quiet perplexion as the earthling, stocky and short by martian measure, fumbled her way through the basic patterns of swinging around a metal sword. Gift be damned, it seemed, the woman wanted to fight her way out of this. It made Isavel wonder if all coders were secretly ready for a scrap, only denied the opportunity by their gifts - but the look on Zoa’s face, cold and tired and stony, was far from the wild, manic grins and panicked chaos she had seen play across Ada’s. Maybe this was just to be human, then. 
 She and Hail leaned into each other a bit more and watched as a few of the group slept; when morning returned, and everyone was ready, they rode down towards the wooded lowlands. The blackish-purple canopy closed over their heads with remarkable speed. Isavel thought she saw banners fluttering in winds just above a few of the tallest trees - red and black and red - but she couldn’t imagine why anyone would put banners atop the trees, and the galhak quickly carried them deeper. 
 The banners did make her think, though. Was Azure following them, all the way out here? Or was he waiting to see if she turned? 
 Tharson reassured her this was the right place, but they did not stop right away. They rode the galhak more gently between the trees, but they kep riding into the night, stopping for a few breaks but pressing on until morning. And the deeper they went, the taller these mighty pines became, until they seemed to reach so high into the night sky that Isavel could no longer see the stars at all. These, she had to admit, dwarfed the forests of her youth. 
 They finally arrived in the blue light of dawn. Somebody had whistled from the trees and brought the martians to a halt. They glanced around cautiously, while Kelena dismounted alone and walked to the fore of the group. Unfamiliar martians emerged from the woods in response, all wearing strange armour that appeared to be made of pale wood bound together with white cloth straps. It didn’t look especially sturdy, but it was intricately carved with harsh, angular designs that were almost mesmerizing to look at. 
 The lead figure of this new group spoke in quick, quiet tones with Kelena, and Tharson nodded towards them, naming them in his tongue. “ Druitha . They tend the First Tree.” 
 Again with this tree. Surely it wasn’t literally the first ever tree. She could only hope she was about to find out more, as Kelena gestured for them all to dismount. Isavel let the martians lead their animals forward on foot and walked alongside Tharson, her eyes glancing between these druitha and the needle-matted forest floor where only hardy little ferns and shrubs seemed to grow. “Tharson, what is this place?” 
 “The oldest part of the old forest. They say our ancestors planted First Tree to celebrate hope, and the future. These are her daughters.” 
 “Hope?” 
 He nodded, and spoke quietly. “Our ancestors came filled with hope for a new life. They were not wrong. Earthlings came and their cities fell, but their children lived.” 
 Earthlings came? Isavel frowned at that, but she remembered what the martians had told her before. There were old fights. Earthlings had come to destroy martian cities? Why? How? And why had she never heard of this? None of the stories she’d heard, not even from the maddest old men around the dimmest campfires, said anything about war against Mars. It wasn’t even supposed to be a real place! 
 She wondered in silence as these druitha led them further into the forest. The trees were already of unearthly size, thick enough around the trunk that several people might need to join hands to encircle them. But just when an unusual break in the canopy appeared in the distance, the druitha came to a halt. The old man who was leading them along spoke to Kelena, and Kelena turned around and came to speak to Isavel - for the first time since their spat, she realized. “Isavel. Come with me.” 
 She extended her hand towards Isavel, her sword remaining fast at her hip. Isavel wasn’t sure what this was about, but the woman’s already stony face was not inviting of conversation, so she took Kelena’s long, pale hand and walked with her into the forest clearing. 
 It wasn’t a clearing. There simply wasn’t  room  for any more trees here, not so close to…  this . 
 She didn’t have one clear word for what it was. It was the stump of a tree, bark pale like hot sand, jaggedly sheared off at almost twice Isavel’s height above the ground. Its vast width was incredible - three dozen people with their hands joined in a ring would not have been able to encompass the entire thing. Fifty might. 
 But it wasn’t a stump - it was well and truly alive. It was split asunder so long ago new branches had burst forth from all sides and reached towards the sky in a ring around the stump, a crown of living lumber and needles. In any other forest these branches could have been full trees in their own right; she only knew them for branches from the massive bulk they were born from. Colossal roots wove deep into the soil, thick as a human at least, and Isavel saw how they interwove with the roots of the smaller trees around the edge of the clearing - the First Tree’s eldest daughters. 
 Yet it wasn’t even a tree, because something more had been done to it. Someone - these druitha? - had tended these new growths for what must have been centuries, and had woven them together, and they had grown into the weave. The result was a lattice of trees, growing and connecting and spiraling up and up above the stump before bursting out across the top of the clearing, far above the rest of the forest itself. It was a living building, a shrine-tree, a garden of one, a monument. Here a great thing had been killed, and here something new had been brought forth from it. 
 The morning light filtering in here was rich with purples stolen from the pine needles in a way both bruised and beautiful, as though the world itself were on the verge of either rotting or healing, its final trajectory still hanging in the balance. And here stood this tree, seeming to ask her which one she would stand for. She was not surprised anyone would step into this place and immediately believe that here, in this mournfully sacred presence, things  mattered . For a breathless moment, she almost didn’t care whether martian gods ever lent their ear to the place. 
 Kelena pulled her hand forward. “You must meet the First Tree.” 
 She felt herself pulled forward and stepped after Kelena, who did not release her hand. Was the tree  aware?  Was this that third god, Crimson? That couldn’t be - they would have said so. Was it one of the older things Tharson had mentioned? 
 They clambered up the side of the stump, greatly helped along by the weak pull of Mars, and stood on the top. It was scarred and knotted and gnarled, but it had knotted over in a surface that, while bumpy, was fairly level overall. Kelena knelt down in the centre, bringing Isavel down with her. 
 “Why are we here?” 
 Kelena looked carefully at her for a moment, her thoughts opaque, her steely grey eyes intent. “When a tiny insect crawls on your clothes, or your hip, or your shoulder, do you take notice?” 
 She considered it. “I can’t remember the last time I noticed. I would think so, but…” 
 “But they are so small, and we are so preoccupied with bigger things, that they often pass unnoticed. But if an insect were to suddenly step on your eye, you would notice immediately. So it is with Mars, and us, and the First Tree.” 
 She sighed, looking above them at the intricate weave of the tree of trees above them, at the purplish light sitting heavy in the air around them. “Kelena, you said there might be a way off. If you want me to get out of here, I’m going to need more than -” 
 Kelena pulled out the Red Sword and rested its tip against the First Tree. “Believe me, I know how this sounds.” Her hand flexed around its grip. “But the Red Sword, the bearer, has a place in these things you do not understand. It is truer than you think. This is a place where Mars is paying attention; not only the gods, but older things with deeper roots.” 
 “It’s a tree, Kelena.” She took a deep breath. “A beautiful tree, but -” 
 Clearly  only half attentive, Kelena slid her hand down the sharp of the blade, a thin trickle of blue blood suddenly dripping down the sword.  The metals of the artifact repelled it completely, such that within seconds it had all trickled down into the wood. Then she turned the sharp end towards Isavel. “I think this is unwise. Too risky. But the eyes of all the gods are here - Crimson most of all, she who blessed the First Tree. I know what Azure has promised you; but if there is any other way for you to find what you are looking for, this may be the place for a sign.” 
 “What kind of sign?” 
 Kelena shook her head. “I cannot say. But this place… things have happened here, again and again, too many to recount. And so the eyes and ears are here.” She gestured at the sword. “Your blood is stranger than most, Isavel. Offer up a little of it, and see what comes.” 
 A little blood was a small sacrifice, and Kelena was’t wrong about its strangeness. But she hesitated. What was she getting herself into? “The Red Sword eats people? That’s what you both said.” 
 Kelena smiled sadly. “That can be true. But it will not eat you unless you wield it. And you will not wield it. You are not martian; you cannot be trusted to serve Mars.” 
 The finality felt a little boisterous on the surface, but Isavel remembered the one time she had seen the sword in action, directed at her, and didn’t doubt that Kelena could keep it away from her in a standing fight. She nodded. “So, what, you serve Mars by making sure nobody else can use the sword? Why not destroy it?” 
 The smile vanished from the martian’s frosty lips. “We carry it for a time of unimaginable need.” 
 That sounded like a recipe for never using the thing, but she didn’t say as much. It would be too like Ada to say so, and even that realization was more painful than she wanted. So she pressed her hand against the sharp of the blade and slid it down, just enough for some of her red blood to mingle with the martian’s blue in the cracks of the stump of the First Tree. She lowered her head and looked at that blood, the blood that had brought her so far from everything she understood.  She muttered quietly, in her own tongue. 
 “Crimson. I don’t know you. I’ve never met you. I doubt you care. But I need to return my friends to where they are safe, and you’re the last god I can turn to. If there is anything I can do -  anything  - that will earn what I am asking for, please tell me. Tell me as clearly as you can. Because if we don’t find a way back -” 
 She glanced at Kelena, who was saying nothing. 
 “I don’t want to have to fight these people over their stupid sword. But my friends deserve to go home. They don’t deserve to die in a world without Elysium.” 
 She waited, listening to a silence swaddled in the rustle of pine needles. 
 This, she dared not say out loud.  Mars? Is it true? Are you there, too big to notice me, too big to care?  She closed her eyes.  Some bugs bite harder than you’d think. I need help.

 And still, silence. 
 After a time, that creeping uncertainty and abandonment rose further and further up her spine. Kelena was staring at her patiently, but Isavel’s own patience had frayed long ago. 
 “I asked Crimson for help.” She looked around them, at the branches of the fallen tree reaching towards the sky all around them in a whorl of centuries. “What now?” 
 Kelena raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. What do you think?” 
 “What do  I  think?” She felt herself scowling. “I think Azure has the only means to send us home, but I can’t accept that.” 
 “The only means?” Kelena tilted her head. “You know nothing about Mars. How can you know there are no other ways?” 
 “Amber told me, in Deep Tharsis. Azure has all the ships and most of the gates, and the aliy told me the gates are -” 
 “Amber?” Kelena’s eyes widened. “ Amber  talked to you? Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 “Because - because they didn’t tell me anything useful! They just said they were watching and that Azure might be lying, but they had nothing -” 
 Kelena cast her eyes down, hand fidgeting at the sword. “Amber does not talk to mortals, even less than Crimson. They are generally quite disinterested, except…” 
 “What about Mars? You said - did you mean we could get Mars to notice us? What does that -” 
 “Crimson.” Kelena’s eyes widened. “Amber and Crimson are the closest pair of the three. Amber has ignored mortals, mostly, except when they are working with Crimson.” 
 Isavel frowned. “Working with? They’re gods.” 
 “I don’t know your gods, Isavel, but ours act on their own. Usually.” Kelena bit her lip and stared around them wildly. “I knew it. I knew I was right.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “We should have gone straight to Red Rise.” She sighed, a strained and frustrated sound. “I should never have listened to Tharson. This is my fault.” 
 “Red what?” Isavel waved in the martian’s face, her palm still bloodied by the cut even as it healed. “Hey, hey, explain!” 
 The swordswoman gestured north. “If you had told us earlier, we would have gone earlier. Crimson’s work is in the fields and forests; she does not open her temples to us. But - if she and Amber are collaborating on something, and Amber appeared to you… We need to go there. That is our best hope - not only for you, but perhaps for the sword.” 
 “Then why didn’t we try?” 
 Kelena gave her a sad look. “I wanted to. But Tharson - he said we should bring you here. He said a visit to the First Tree might open new paths, that it could bring the other gods’ eyes on you. He is not wrong - it has happened before, that lives are changed here. We know this.” A sad smile crossed her martian lips. “But he has been hiding from his brother, too. His brother in Red Rise. Nothing so far has convinced him to return.” 
 “You’re the one with the sword. Why listen to him?” 
 At this, Kelena’s mouth opened silently for a moment before she found the answer. “I knew he was avoiding it. But I hoped…”  
 Isavel waited, but Kelena was simply frowning off into space, wincing, as though reliving some kind of memory she didn’t want to relive. Then she looked at Isavel. 
 “I was wrong. This has happened before - Amber and Crimson do such things, rarely. Tharson knows; he can’t refuse this. He will bring you there; you will bring him. It fits.” 
 Isavel hoped so, but this didn’t sound like a solution. She tried to keep her face passive, but she could feel the grimace trying to get through. “Then we need to get moving, don’t we?” 
 Kelena nodded, and another smile graced her lips, an unexpectedly warm one. “Of course. I want Tharson to heal his old scars, even if he wishes to keep them.” 
 She glanced down at the knotted, sheared-off trunk of the First Tree. “What scars?” 
 And in the glinting drops of her red blood, she saw a flicker of light. 
 Kelena was cut off by a roar of weapons, an ethereal fire from the northeast that sent birds into panicked flight all around them. Weapons the likes of which Isavel had known before - weapons that could blast villages to ash at the whim of an angry blue god. Her eyes widened, and Kelena’s hand swept up the Red Sword. 
  




Chapter 9

 They jumped from the First Tree and scampered back, finding their companions scattered. She found Tanos and Sam first, ducked behind the trunks of one of the largest trees, eyes wide. “Isavel! I thought - why is  he  here?” 
 Isavel shook her head. “I don’t know!” She pointed at Kelena. “He’s hunting  that , but I didn’t think -” 
 Kelena was pointing at her and exchanging quick words with Tharson. He did not look happy, and his distress was not limited to the attack closing in on them. But it wasn’t long before Kelena bounded back towards her. “You are dangerous. Where is your firewoman?” 
 “My what? You mean Hail? She -” 
 “Where?” 
 She could hear the telltale sound of hunterfire not far from them. “Over there.” 
 Kelena clapped her on the back. “Go.” 
 She darted through the trees, Kelena following with the Red Sword drawn, and they soon found Hail peering around a thick trunk and firing into the air. Isavel followed the shots and found the flying ships, just above the canopy. There was one large, twin-hulled war barge with its village-burning weapon, and two smaller ones flanked it. She saw drones, too, and blue-clad soldiers aboard the barges firing down into the forest. The smell of pine smoke drifted between the trees. 
 She reached the hunter. “Hail!” 
 “Isavel! Where did they -” 
 Kelena cut them off. “We cannot let them burn the First Tree. We three are dangerous.” 
 “You keep saying -” 
 The martian gestured upwards. “Climb.” 
 “What?” 
 Kelena darting up a tree with long, grasping leaps as Isavel watched. It seemed like madness - never something she would have attempted on Earth - but the swordswoman’s fearlessness told her it was not the worst idea a martian could think of. “Hail, I think we’re climbing up a tree.” 
 Hail’s eyes darted up the sand-pale barks to the distant canopy. “I - okay. Sure. I can do that.” 
 Isavel gave her an encouraging slap on the shoulder. “Me first - I’ll shield.” She cast off the poncho to make better use of her pathfinder’s skin, and bounded up the tree herself, spreading a shield across her back that she tried to meld to her surroundings. Climbing was far easier than it would have been on Earth, and the threat of a fall felt less pressing; before long they broke canopy, skin and shield melded to the trees around her. The barges were circling in the distance, hovering so close that the ashen-indigo needles of the treetops rippled like water under wind. 
 “Hail - cover me!” 
 Hail started shooting, glittering hexagons zipping through the air at the barges and martians upon them. One of the smaller barges swung towards them, its movements heaving aside grasping pines with gusts of force, and starting firing back. Kelena jumped from the crown of her tree to the next in one great, easy leap, the treetop swinging wildly as she landed, and Isavel almost laughed at how absurd it looked. Then halfway through a swing Kelena jumped to the next, and suddenly Isavel needed to catch up. 
 Something, martians or drones or both, spotted her and fired, but the hunter in her knew where to dodge and skip, and the dragon mocked the pull of this world, so she too jumped to the next tree and clung on easily as a few needles were thrown loose by the sudden impact, drifting through featherlight Mars as though slowed in time. 
 Kelena advanced relentlessly, occasionally catching a shot on the blade itself - which remained oddly undamaged. The speed and prescience it allowed her was increasingly unsettling to Isavel, but at least her warrior’s shields were just as effective at warding off shots. Together, jump by jump, they closed on the incoming barge. Perhaps its crew imagined they would be easier to shoot up close. 
 “Isavel!” The swordswoman shouted at her, ducking behind a crown as the barge neared. “Together!” 
 Clear enough. When the barge was close enough, its occupants trying and failing to hit them both, Kelena coiled up to spring. Isavel let the dragon’s gift spread her jagged wings, jumping through the air with a shield and crashing into two Azurites standing too close to the edge of their barge. She knocked one off into the forest below and hacked into the other with the edge of her shield. 
 Kelena was on the other end of the vehicle, dancing through the enemy with eerie, languid efficiency that bordered on afterthought. In the second Isavel saw her work, she seemed like water made human form, everywhere and nowhere at once, immovable yet light as clouds. 
 Then a shot exploded against Isavel’s shield. She rammed forward, slamming the attacker off his feet, and somebody came at her with a sword. She grabbed it with shimmering dragon claws, and for a brief second the martian made the mistake of trying to overpower her with force. She lunged forward, forcing all her weight through her arms, and with a shudder the man’s pose suddenly gave and she had forced the other edge of the sword into his face. 
 Then she spotted what must be the controls - a single dias with another martian cowering behind it, hands fixed on the machinery like one would with a hauler. She flung a shield at both of them and it burst into fire and splinters of light, and the deck shuddered. 
 The small barge turned violently, as though stuck in a single arc of motion, corkscrewing down through branches on its way down. Isavel and Kelena leapt back into the pine crowns, as did the rest of Azure’s followers, all scrabbling madly for purchase. Hail’s shots caught them off guard, and a few gunshots from lower in the forest told her their friends were firing up as well. With a sudden whoosh, branches the barge shoved aside in its fall suddenly flung back up, and a spray of deep purple needles prickling against her skin. She elbowed one martian off the tree and made to jump - 
 A blue glow and a whine was all the warning she got; Kelena suddenly knocked into her, sending them both flying as the main war barge’s gun cut a vicious swath of death through the treetops. The light was blinding and turned the pale tree trunks black, blowing layers of newborn charcoal with sheer force. Isavel felt the heat against her skin, then her wings were up, and they crashed into another tree. 
 She untangled herself from the swordswoman and vaulted up the branches, ignoring the scrapes and stabs the needles were giving her, until she had a better vantage point. The other barges were keeping their distance as they fired. Most shots plinked harmlessly against her shield or missed entirely, but she didn’t like the idea of crossing dozens of trees to get near them, and that cannon could fire again at any second. 
 “Kelena! We need to -” 
 The sudden wail was as familiar as it was unexpected. The black wraith burst from two days of hiding straight below the smaller barge, and to Isavel’s near horror it almost completely  enveloped  the vehicle, black tentacles tearing martians apart and shredding the metal hull to pieces. Then a cluster of bright bursts suddenly disgorged orange smoke all throughout the barge, enveloping the entire scene in a haze that sloshed across the treetops, beaten about by the branches as they wavered in the winds. The sounds of screaming and shearing metal still made it out. 
 Her eyes found Hail a few trees away, and she seemed just as surprised, but they didn’t have time. Whatever the wraith was doing, the large war barge was still there and had yet to fire again. Now that it was alone, Isavel felt it must be at a disadvantage. She leapt from one needly treetop to the next, warding off trained but imperfect shots from its crew, and before long she was just within reach - it was still trying to close in on her, or catch her in its beam, but couldn’t turn fast enough. She jumped, her fingers draconic claws of hard white light, and lashed into the metal hull, climbing up to the exposed deck of the barge. 
 Heavy weapons were built into the deck on swivels, but she was close enough to one to crack it open with a lunge and stab the gunner in the same frantic swing. A shot graze her arm, but they were wary on the crowded deck, not willing to fire so readily when they might hit their comrades by accident. So they drew swords instead. 
 She smiled. She shouldn’t, but she did. 
 The first bounced harmlessly off her shield, and she battered aside it and the man wielding it with a single swipe, rounding on the others. They all rushed her at once, shouting, and for the first time in many days something stirred awake, something that knew this was its moment. It had teeth and muscle and weight and power, and as she slammed through them one at a time, each testing and failing against shields they could not cut and arms they could not stop and skin they could not track and fire they could not quench, she forgot she was anything less than an army of fire and light. 
 “Isavel!” 
 Kelena had found her, a smooth smoke of a woman snuffing out Azure’s soldiers with the negligent afterthought of a blade. Her expression was calm, but she nodded at Isavel briefly. 
 “Focus.” 
 She nodded. Of course; the cannon. She turned and only peripherally noticed the blue stains on her clothes, the slick across the deck, the comparative quiet of the remaining fighting, as surviving martians jumped or holed up at the edge of the barge. Destroying things was easier than fixing them. That was usually a curse - but right now, here, she was good at this.  
 She darted across the deck and jumped down to the cannon at the core joint between the two hulls of the war barge. To its rear were the controls, manned by a panicked martian who took one look at her glowing white claws and tried to reach for a gun. She body-slammed into him, sending him careening into a thicket of needles, then jumped to the controls. 
 She had stuck her hand into energy cores before and survived, but who knew how long that would hold? Instead she raked her claws through the ancient handholds, those unnaturally intuitive controls anyone could turn on her. The cannon swiveled down around the axis between the two hulls, almost flinging her off, and something inside it sparked and burst. 
 It was going to explode anyway, wasn’t it? Who was she kidding. 
 She kicked off with dragon wings, high into the air, and flung a shield down into it. The crack of blue light and fire was immediate and split the war barge in two, and with bursts of dragonfire from her palms she flung herself towards Kelena on one of the rapidly-tilting decks, hitting it at an odd angle but quickly rolling to her feet. She grabbed the swordswoman and hauled her off as the hulls careened apart and crashed into the ancient forest below them. 
 Not far off, the dusty orange smoke had seeped into the trees as well, what remained of it above the canopy was dispersing, whisked along by needles waving in the wind. 
 Kelena gripped her bicep as they clung to one of the trees. “Thank you. I do not want to bring more death to the First Tree. The better gods will look more kindly on you for this.” 
 “The better gods?” 
 Kelena nodded. “There are no good gods. But some are better.” 
 She smiled wryly, but the gunfire below drew her attention. The fighting wasn’t over yet. She caught a quick glimpse of Hail sailing through the air before the hunter landed on an adjacent tree. “Isavel! Are you alright?” She peered closer. “Gods, I’m glad the blood is blue.” 
 “I’m fine, but we’re not done.” She gestured down. “Kelena, are they trying to hurt the tree? What for? I thought he was hunting you.” 
 Kelena narrowed her eyes. “I believe that is all he is doing. But for him to move into the old forest is unusual.” She looked down. “We should capture someone. I want to know his intent.” 
 Isavel felt certain his intent was that sword, and that he had decided Isavel was not to be relied upon - rightfully enough. She did not want to tangle with the Red Sword again. As the other two scampered down the towering pines, she simply jumped and floated down on her wings, quickly finding her feet. Another hot blast of fire from Tanos’ gun drew her attention, and she ran for them. “Tanos! Sam! Try to catch one!” 
 She wasn’t sure they heard, but when she rejoined them on the ground she found them taking cover behind a log, firing blindly over the top. She glanced over and ducked out of the way of incoming fire. 
 “We need one alive! Try to -” 
 Tanos gaped at her brace and pants and their spattering of blue. “Isavel, are you - oh gods, it’s blue, what -” 
 Sam barked a dry laugh. “Isavel, of all the people on this planet, the two of us are the  last  people you want wrestling soldiers to the ground.” 
 Isavel blinked. “Sam, weren’t  just  complaining about how many centuries you’ve gone through? You never even tried wrestling as a pass-time?” 
 Hail and Kelena were just catching up with them, and Sam forced out a scowl-shaped smile. “Try to remember what it’s like to be scrawny and ungifted. Or were you just always built like a fucking tiger?” 
 “Just stop shooting at them then!” She shook her head. “Hail, shoot the bits they don’t need.” 
 “How long are they going to need their bits once we’ve caught them?” The hunter flexed her fingers, and gave a halting smile. “Some bits are more essential than others.” 
 She widened her eyes and turned away, not able to think of a coherent answer before Kelena was darting through the trees. She followed; scattered in the woods were a few of the druitha, backed up against trunks with guns or, mostly, bows. There were only so many ancient weapons to go around, and Azure was a collector. 
 Somebody was firing on them from a hillock, so she shielded herself and charged through the woods, but the firing stopped before she reached them, and she heard a call in her father’s tongue. “Isavel!” 
 Her heart clenched a little. Zoa? The coder sounded angry. She slowed and kept walking, wary for other shots, when Zoa suddenly crested the hill, hauling a bruised martian by his silvery hair, her bronze blade shimmering with code at the man’s throat. 
 “You were shouting about wanting a prisoner?” 
 Isavel tried to nod appreciatively while keeping eyes and ears on their surroundings, but she couldn’t help but stare. The feathers Zoa had taken from the rokh were now jammed into the bun of her blue hair at the back of her head, and even beyond death they continued to meld to their surroundings in an eerie shimmering. And somewhere along the line she had donned a hard leather jacket she had inscribed with glowing code. “Zoa, did you swordfight this one?” 
 “I tried, but he was too quick and almost stabbed me.” Zoa patted her coded armour. “Yarger distracted him and I just grabbed him and beat the crap out of him. Turns out growing up on a world where everything weighs twice as much means we can hit pretty fucking hard by their standards.” 
 The mute martian emerged from behind the hill as well, nodding quietly at Isavel. She thought Yarger even smiled. Zoa tossed the prisoner towards the ground, seeming to relish the thunk he made against the pine-coated ground, then lightly backhanded Isavel’s bicep. 
 “I’d ask if this is how you feel all the time on Earth, but it looks like you’ve already painted the answer all over yourself.” 
 She scowled - or was she grinning? Her own blood was no cooler than the bloodstains were dry; she couldn’t help but think a hint of a smile had crept into the scowl as well. Gods, why did  this  feel like relief? 
  The woods had fallen quiet. Kelena jogged over, and in the distance she found Tharson slinging away his gun and coming towards them. The Red Sword was soon the second weapon at the Azurite’s throat, and yet for all that and his bruises he didn’t look afraid. 
 Kelena stared down at the prisoner. “Will you talk?” 
 He stared at her wildly, his eyes drifting to the Red Sword. “You don’t know the destruction, the irresponsibility -” 
 Zoa kicked him in the knee, her martian just as harsh. “Answer.” 
 “You will be found -” 
 Isavel grimaced at Kelena, and the swordswoman grunted, as though she had expected as much. Hail emerged from the pines with her palms aglow, aimed at the man’s chest. “Isavel - why should we even trust a prisoner?” 
 “I don’t know.” She asked the question of Kelena in her own tongue, and the swordswoman shook her head. 
 “I would not trust him now, but there is a way.” 
 “What way?” 
 Kelena sighed, but Tharson suddenly barked out at her. “That is unwise, Kelena.” 
 Isavel turned to see him slowing in his jog. Like her, he had been somewhat bloodied by thick blue of martian veins, yet she was glad to see it didn’t seem to be his. Kelena wasted no time responding. “It’s the only way to be sure. I am the Red Sword now, Tharson. I decide. We need to know why Azure breached this place.” 
 Azure’s man was staring at them all frantically, but Kelena approached Isavel and gently gripped her wrist, lowering her voice. “Isavel. The Red Sword unfolds futures before us, some more likely than others. If he attacks kill him at once, with the least likely future you can use. We could all die otherwise.” 
 “Futures?” She shook her head, wondering if she had misunderstood. “What are you talking about?” 
 Kelena didn’t answer. Maybe it was beyond Isavel’s words, but that didn’t make her any happier to see Kelena suddenly hold out the Red Sword, its hilt pinched onto her open palm by her thumb but otherwise exposed. She was offering it to him, offering to hold it with him together, and for a brief moment his eyes lit up and he grinned wildly. Isavel tensed, somehow knowing he was about to go on a rampage. 
 He reached out to grip the hilt alongside her, and his face froze. He jolted as though struck, and his face slackened. After a few moments Kelena pulled the sword away from him, and he remained dazed. 

It eats people.  Was this what Tharson meant? 
 Then the martian started to sob. 
 “Kelena, what did you do?” 
 “I showed him things.” She frowned. “He’s harmless without the sword. Wait.” 
 Eventually, he got some words out. “I’m sorry. I -” 
 Tharson stepped forward, his arms angrily crossed. He gave Kelena a brief glance before turning on the prisoner. “Azure has never violated the old forest before. Why now? Have you been following us? Why not wait to murder more villagers and blame it on us, like you always do?” 
 The man seemed to tremble, then he looked up and pointed at Isavel. “Not the sword. Her.” 
 Kelena raised her eyebrows. “You’ve been hunting the Red Sword for years.” 
 “Yes, but she -” The man stammered, confused and puzzled. “Amber has shielded  her  from Azure.” 
 Isavel felt a strange cavern echo inside of her. One god had protected her from another? She looked at Tharson and Kelena. “Kelena - you said Amber might be working with Crimson.” 
 “Yes.” The prisoner was confirming it for her. “Amber is hiding you from Azure’s eyes. From all the old ways of seeing.” 
 Tharson’s eyes widened. “Amber? You met Amber?” 
 Kelena kicked the dirt. “How did you track us if he’s hiding her?” 
 “We didn’t! We knew your direction, your histories - but this was one of many places. Ships went to all of them. Azure can’t - the gods must be in agreement, and this - please, I never knew -” 
 “What does it matter if Amber is shielding some earthling?” Isavel felt a brief sting at the dismissive tone Kelena was taking, but she knew it was fair in this. “What does  she  matter?” 
 “We do not know.” He sobbed again. “ Azure  doesn’t know. He said Amber pretended she did not exist. That is why he was so - so  angry . The gods do not fight. Not over anything. So why her? We - he wanted us to find out why. He sent us looking for answers. He must know. If the other gods upset the balance -” 
 “That’s it?” Kelena took a step closer, and he was silent. “Is that all you know?” 
 “Yes, I swear! I -” 
 With a single swift motion, she cut the man’s head off. The suddenness of it startled Isavel almost more than the immediate gush of blue, and everybody else except Tharson jolted back in surprise. He looked at her gravely. “Only the Sword’s keepers should know its secrets. The rest cannot be allowed to live.” 
 There was silence in the forest for a moment. That sudden act, if not the fighting before, did unsettle her, and she looked away as Kelena spoke pointedly to Tharson. “Amber spoke to her in Deep Tharsis, yes. She didn’t tell me until today. But you know what this means - you remember, don’t you?” The pause was heavy, and Isavel turned to watch them. “We  must  bring her to Red Rise. Crimson  will  speak to her, Tharson.” 
 His face darkened, but Kelena didn’t let him get a word in. 
 “And your brother  will  speak to you.” 
 Tharson’s face screwed up into something painful, and he turned and stormed off. Yarger darted after him and Zoa quickly followed, but Kelena stayed behind, shaking her head, and after a moment gripped Isavel’s shoulder. 
 “Red Rise is several days north. We should return to the galhak.” 
 As Kelena walked away from her, Isavel had to ask again. “What did the Red Sword do to him? Why did he talk? Why did you -” 
 The swordswoman paused, keeping her hand on the weapon. “I showed him why nobody must wield the Red Sword for power. The truth, the way he needed to see it.” 
 “So why did you kill him? What about -” 
 “The more people live to tell of the Sword’s power, the more dangerous it becomes. The more suffering it brings.” Kelena beckoned her. “We must go.” 
 Hail looked at her curiously, but Isavel could only sigh. “I have no idea. Hail, go follow her. I’ll be with you in a bit.” 
 “Where are you going?” 
 She turned around and glanced to the billowing orange smoke that was slowly dissipating through the trees. “The wraith came back. I want to… I won’t be long.” 
 Clearly not satisfied, Hail nevertheless gave her shoulder a firm rub and nodded, briefly touching her forehead to Isavel’s, then followed the others. That was enough to completely banish the sense of energy she had from the fight, and now Isavel jogged through the woods to with a touch of dread, unhelped by the sudden silence and calm as she approached the crash site. Where she quickly discovered an even more disconcerting sight. 
 The wraith had torn the barge to shreds, but strangely intact shreds - components, she realized. Here and there she saw ancient code embedded into the materials that once made up the barge, and the wraith seemed to be… eating them. It rested in the centre of the chaos, amidst martian bodies and piles of scrap metal, pulling old machinery into its roiling core and then spitting it out as though expelling waste. 
 A few splashes of blue gore tucked away amidst the wreckage told her it had done much the same to some of the martians, to deeply unsettling results. 
 “So.” She carefully stepped into the wreckage site. “You’re back. Where were you?” 
 The wraith seemed to ignore her at first, continuing its methodical deconstruction of the barge, but she realized that one of its appendages had angled towards her. Perhaps it was an eye, or a face, or an ear - or a weapon. It was impossible to tell what it was beyond a smoky, thick tangle of dark magic. But it was listening. And now she knew it could talk. 
 And then it did start making noise at her. She knew no words to describe the sounds it was making - a sort of deep, hollow chittering that echoed more than the forest could account for, a staccato hooting, a kind of angry, curt huffing and puffing. The alien sound was clearly directed at her, and it was not the peaceful or friendly sort of noise it had made before. 
 “What, are you angry with me?” She crossed her arms, worried what might happen if this thing should decide it didn’t like her anymore. “Because I shouted at you? Because I threw away that stupid rock?” 
 She took a deep breath, but it continued making that sound, on and off again. She sighed. 
 “Look, you’re very… helpful. You’re powerful. I’m glad you decided to help, but I don’t know what you want from me.” She glanced around at the wreckage it seemed to be eating. “You spoke to the damned outers. Why can’t you speak to me?” 
 At this it fell silent, and then, suddenly, it did start speaking. “I bet you have a good idea.” 
 It was Ada’s voice. Not only that, but the intonation was shockingly familiar, and Isavel instantly knew Ada had said those exact words to her once before. She took a step back, eyes wide. 
 “Just back away, Isavel, and let this finish right.” 
 What? That - Ada had said that just before they fought, under the mountain. Those exact words. Why was the wraith saying this? Was it - was it Ada, somehow? 
 Then it spoke in her own voice. 
 “Get out of the way, Ada. I don’t… I don’t need to hurt you.” 
 It definitely wasn’t Isavel. So it  couldn’t  be Ada. But somehow it could parrot everything straight back at her. And then her own words, on the eve of the battle, in that night they had shared together, the intonation all wrong for this damned place. “I know how you feel.” 
 “Stop it!” She shouted, shaking her fist at it. “Shut up! Shut up! Those aren’t your words! Those are  mine! Hers ! Not -” 
 The thing suddenly hooted and howled at her like a vicious wind gusting through hollow metal pipes, and it churned and raised amorphous limbs into the air. She turned and ran from it. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to be near it. She didn’t want anything to do with it. She never wanted to hear it ape their voices again. The memories - the memories hurt enough. 
 When she found the others she was still panting, and she must have looked pale because her earthling companions - no longer including Zoa, at this point - quickly clustered around her. Hail touched her face. “Isavel, are you okay?” 
 She shook her head, staring at Tanos and Sam. “You. You know those things, right?” 
 “What things? There are a lot of things -” 
 “The wraiths.” She stammered. “It just - it spoke to me, but it used words that - it said things Ada said to me, before. And it said things I said to her.  What is it? ” 
 Sam’s eyes widened, but Tanos let out a soft gasp. “Maybe Zhilik was right, when he told her to call it a wraith. He said that was a ghostly impression of someone.” 
 Sam glanced at him. “So it’s a piece of her?” 
 “Maybe. Some kind of copy.” He looked back to Isavel, and his brown eyes softened considerably as he reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder. “I mean, it’s not  her . B ut it might know a lot of what she knew. Maybe it has memories. When it spoke to the outers in Deep Tharsis, it must have been saying things it remembered from Campus. Maybe that’s why it’s following you.” 
 Her fists clenched and unclenched, and she considered going back to it and scattering it to vapor and ash with a good strong breath of dragonfire. She didn’t want some twisted creature with fragments of Ada’s memories stalking her across all the worlds she could ever find. She could feel Hail tense up next to her, too, and the hunter seemed to be of the same mind. “It’s unpredictable enough. We should kill it.” 
 Isavel grimaced, wondering how readily she should agree, but Sam shook her head. “That thing took out a whole barge by itself. It’s been  helping  us. Look, it’s obviously  not  Ada. It talks in echoes, and knowing Ada and how she - well - it wouldn’t be just flying around watching Isavel from afar. It’s its own thing.” 
 She stared at the canopy. “So what do we do with it?” 
 “I don’t know.” Sam sucked in a slow breath, crossing her arms. “It’s like an animal, or a spirit. It’s confused. It knows some things but doesn’t know how it all fits together. It probably doesn’t really know what to do either. I’ve seen all kinds of spirits take a liking to people in the thousand worlds. Sometimes it’s easy - Erran lucked out.” Sam’s eyes flicked to the side. “But sometimes it just takes time for them to figure each other out. Look, it hasn’t hurt anyone, has it?” 
 She scoffed. “It ate some of the martians and it’s attacked drones and barges.” 
 “I - well obviously it’s dangerous, it’s not a fucking pet squirrel or something - but it hasn’t hurt  us .  I think it thinks we’re friends. So let’s… be friends.” 
 Isavel rubbed her arms, unsure of what that entailed. But Sam had a point - the wraith was viciously dangerous, and seemed to be looking out for them. Or at least fighting their enemies. She could have been glad for that, but she couldn’t forget how it had oozed Ada’s and her own words back at her like some kind of festering wound through time and space. “Fine. It might not even follow us to Red Rise.” 
 “It’s followed us this far.” Tanos looked out towards the dispersing orange smoke, barely visible in the distance as it settled on the forest floor. 
 He was probably right, but only time could tell. She walked past them all, wanting to place more distance between herself and the wraith, and soon found Tharson arguing angrily with the old druitha they had first met. She caught snippets as she drew closer, and realized the old man seemed to think they were responsible for this. 
 Kelena appeared beside her and glanced back into the woods curiously before looking at her. “Don’t mind Tharson. He’s just delaying the inevitable. He would rather defend my honour to the old man than go to Red Rise.” 
 She tried to refocus herself on this, and remembered what Kelena had told her. “His brother. What happened?” 
 Kelena shrugged, but Isavel was sure she knew. “Ask him while we travel. He likes you. It may do him good to discuss it with someone new.” 
 He certainly didn’t look like he felt like talking, brandishing his index finger angrily in the old druitha’s wood-masked face. But she realized Kelena might know him more than she had first thought. “Are you close?” 
 Kelena smiled faintly. “He was the Red Sword, for twelve years. He raised me from youth to be his heir.” She glanced at Isavel. “The old usually die before yielding the Sword to their young. In a way, I am lucky he still lives. But there is no good way to stop being the Red Sword.” 
 She glanced between the two of them. So the sword was passed down? From leader to follower? And he had relinquished it, before his time. And he and Kelena were the only two martians, it seemed, who had not immediately thought the earthlings were demons. 
 She still couldn’t help but wonder what the Red Sword actually  was , what it  did . But now she also wondered whether there was something more here, too. Was it the Red Sword, somehow, that had separated the brothers? As they moved back to their galhak, she decided she would ask - he might need to talk about it, but even more than that, she wanted to talk about someone else. With gods and echoes and stranger things still converging around her, she couldn’t help but long for a more worldly story. 
  




Chapter 10

 They were still under tall trees by nightfall, but everyone was more than willing to wait or rest while the animals slept through the night. The martian civilians with them had stayed behind - it was only the three fighters, now, and the five earthlings. The wraith had yet to follow them, which unsettled Isavel somewhat, but they could do nothing about it. 
 Tharson was not looking restful at all, sitting in front of the fire poking at it with a stick, a deep frown carved into his pale forehead. He remained so well after everyone else had turned away from the fire, so she took the opportunity now. The less she had to think about gods and ancient weapons, the better. 
 “Tharson. Tell me about your brother.” 
 He shot her an unhappy look, and remained silent for a moment, prodding at the fire. She waited. It was a quiet night, but the pressure was on him now, and she was in fact curious to know why Kelena felt the need to send him to Red Rise. 
 When he finally answered, his words were bitter, truncated by more than linguistic compromise. “Four years younger. Always happy. Sings well. Much more handsome than I. You would like him, if you liked men.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. “Sometimes I do. He made you jealous?” 
 He huffed. “No. Too tiring to be like him. But  he  wishes I was.” 
 She frowned at that odd idea. “What?” 
 “Isavel, do you have siblings?” 
 She shook her head. “No more family.” 
 He glanced at her, seeming to understand what she meant, and his eyes softened a little. “Our parents died when he was young. I tried to raise him.” 
 She tried to imagine what that must be like, but it was difficult to do - she had never raised anything, let alone a sibling. She could only imagine it to be a struggle, the kind she saw written on his face. “I’m sorry.” 
 He shook his head. “Soon he didn’t need me. Had enough friends. So I left, one day, and found the Red Sword.” He paused. “She was an old woman. Her last apprentice died. She taught me everything she knew, died after three years, and I carried it for twelve.” 
 “Kelena told me.” 
 He nodded, glancing at the younger bearer of the Sword. “She is a better Red Sword than I was.” 
 Isavel frowned. She was not interested in letting him spin off onto the subject of the damned sword. “What happened between you and your brother?” 
 He grunted, looking away from the fire for a moment. “I met him again in Red Rise four years ago. Kelena was with me. He… I lost my temper.” 
 She suddenly didn’t like where this was going. “I thought he was still alive.” 
 “He is!” Tharson’s tone suddenly cracked as he gaped at her, and he swore incomprehensibly. “I would not kill my own brother.” 
 Silence for a few moments. “But?” 
 “But I almost did. With the Red Sword.” 
 “Why?” 
 “He mocked me.” He suddenly reached out and, quite slowly and deliberately, snapped his wooden firepoke in two and tossed the pieces in the fire. “He was always mocking me. He knows my weaknesses. I  am  weak. He made me feel…” 
 He sighed, and twisted around to both sides, looking for something. Venturing a guess, Isavel grabbed another stick from just out of his reach and handed it to him; he grunted and started prodding the fire again. 
 “For twelve years, Isavel, I carried the Red Sword. I did what my elder taught me; what all the elders taught me.” He started making undulating gestures with his hands. “Empty, wind in the desert. Fluid, water over stones. It is not easy, carrying that sword. Being empty. The first of its keepers, she was… touched. From birth; maybe by gods or demons, maybe just different blood. But it was her state, and she kept the Sword safe for many, many years without trouble. Since then, most Red Swords have struggled.” 
 She nodded, quietly glad she had spent so much time listening to the martians ramble at them while they were riding the galhak. She still didn’t understand what he  meant , but she didn’t think that was for lack of words. “So you hurt him?” 
 “I brought the sword to his throat. I said I would kill him.” He released a heavy sigh, sagging inwards a little. “He cried. I passed the Red Sword to Kelena, that day, and left the city. She was ready. I… never was. I have not returned.” 
 It was a simple tale, but Isavel could well imagine why he would not want to return. Or tell it. “And since then?” 
 “I left Kelena. Travelled east. Found the Firstblood temple.” He smiled. “I was their oldest student.” 
 “Firstblood?” She wasn’t sure if she misheard - it was not a term they had used before, at least not speaking to her. “What is that?” 
 “What I am now. And Yarger.” He nodded into the distance, where they could hear Yarger sparring with Zoa with wooden sticks. “Fighters without homes. We serve the people of Mars against danger. Sometimes danger from gods.” 
 He stretched his left forearm out from under his poncho and bared it at her, and for the first time she really looked at his skin. It was subtle, but his inner forearm was scarred in an intricate pattern, flesh as pale as the rest but slightly raised. She couldn’t tell if it was a brand or a series of cuts or something else, but she intuited it must be some mark of these Firstbloods. 
 “Yarger has it too. The people know us, all over the world they feed and shelter us, and they call upon us for help.” 
 “So… Kelena called upon you.” 
 He pursed his lips as he returned to prodding the fire. After a moment he reached into a pack and pulled out a few strips of dried meat, handing her one and chewing on the other himself. She bit into it, unsure of what animal it had once been, and found it a little salty to her taste. Still, food wasn’t always about taste. 
 He nodded. “Yes. Azure began hunting her last year. She wanted my help. Yarger, and our dead friend Ikahra, were travelling with me. They agreed to help.” He shook his head. “Hiding from a god is not easy. When he kept following, we tried going to his lands to try to destroy his vehicles, his voices,  something . We made little progress, and fled, and then - you.” 
 “Not that I’ve helped.” 
 He laughed, an only slightly bitter laugh, and shook his head. “No, you are no help at all.” 
 It was true enough to be funny, and so she laughed with him. He chewed up the rest of his meat, then looked at her again, cracking off the ashen end of his stick and tossing it into the fire. 
 “You’ve learned  ot tharsis  well enough.” He frowned a little. “Do you speak many tongues? Some of your earthling friends are pale, but you and the young man are darker, and you don’t look much like him either. Are you a traveller?” 
 She tensed up, never having enjoyed that kind of question. She’d heard it more than enough before from people closer to home, and it pained her that someone so far away as Mars could still find the question worth asking. But she rather suspected Tharson was repaying her for the pointed question about his brother. “No. People sometimes think I am, but I’m not. My mother was; she did speak another tongue.” 
 He grunted. “Another stranger asking you where you are from, then.” 
 She shot him a glance, but he seemed to be giving her an apologetic grin. “Yes. Too many, Tharson.” 
 “My apologies. All earthlings look strange to us. Short and thick with skin like leather and blood like leaves. You’re no worse than the rest.” 
 Her eyes widened, but she couldn’t help but laugh again. He had clearly descended into irreverence, which was not a bad place to be. The world was a confusing mess of cosmic jokes and unpleasant circumstances, and she enjoyed people who acknowledged the strangeness and artifice of it all. It was almost like being with Ada again. 
 That thought wilted her nascent smile, though, and she reached over for the firepoke. He handed it over, watching her carefully. “What?” 
 She looked at him, not wanting to explain. Hail might be somewhere within earshot, or might not. She didn’t want to talk about Ada with Hail around. 
 She paused. That realization was worrying - she was supposed to be comfortable around Hail. Her friend, her bodyguard - but now, after inconclusive kisses and quiet handholding, there was a pressure there that demanded an answer she wasn’t sure she was ready to give. 
 The words were harder to say than she wanted. All the more reason to say them. “I miss someone.” 
 He looked at her, puzzled, and then she realized she might have chosen a wrong word. She gestured at the pendant she no longer wore, and he nodded, correcting her with the right one. “Why did you throw it away?” 
 “I wanted to forget.” 
 He shook his head. “Not that easy.” 
 “I know that  now .” 
 “You are too young for brooding.” He was shaking his head. “You should be singing around fires, drinking  hawan .” 
 “I don’t know what that is and won’t drink it.” 
 He looked at her and mimicked what was unmistakably somebody getting drunk. When she chuckled at his imitation, he sheepishly grabbed the stick back and jabbed it into the fire. “Too young.” 
 “You’re too old.” She had no idea what his age really was - and even if he told her in years, she had know way of knowing if the years here were as long as they were on Earth. Without a decent moon or a vibrant sun, did they have the same seasons? Would they mark them the same way? 
 He was nodding, though. Apparently she was closer to the mark than he thought. “Yes.” He patted her on the shoulder. “Old and tired.” 
 That was apparently his way of saying goodnight; he found his way to his galhak and lay next to it, wrapped in his poncho and facing the animal’s thick coat of rust-brown feathers. She remained by the fire, alone, for some time. Eventually the clang of sticks from Zoa’s fervent sparring lessons faded, and with that gone the night fell into silence. She found her way to Hail, who seemed to be asleep, and lay next to her, back-to-back. 
 For all that she didn’t envy Tharson, that was a simple story to draw them towards Red Rise. What exactly the man might say to a brother he had raised and then tried to kill, she couldn’t imagine. She had fought and killed more than she would have liked, but that was one thing she had been mercifully spared. 
 She awoke to the clawed feet of a galhak stamping in front of her; but the animal was on its way elsewhere, grazing for food. She sat up and stretched, rocking Hail awake as well. The hunter gave her a meek smile, and for an instant Isavel grew worried Hail had overheard something last night. Then the smile turned more genuine. Maybe she was just tired. It wasn’t worth asking, she told herself, knowing it wasn’t true. 
 Soon enough they were astride the galhak again and on their way. Tharson was chattier now, less trying to throw new words at her and more interested in telling her about the places he had seen. She got the peculiar impression he had, in his years, walked around this entire world. It seemed unthinkable to her - it was rare enough to meet someone who had ventured into the eastern wastes, let alone crossed them. Were there no impassable oceans or mountains or deserts on Mars? 
 By midday they had reached the lowlands, where the forest had thinned and the air had grown dryer, dense tree trunks replaced by lush, long grasses and flowers of purple and red. 
 And, in the distance, smoke. 
 As they advanced, she started to notice hovels scattered around the plains, with suspiciously patterned vegetation all around them. She spotted the watchers, then, and it all made sense - farmland. Not the kind of farmwood she was used to, but she was familiar with the idea of open-sky agriculture just the same. Although, to her surprise, here and there she saw martians tending the fields themselves. Did Mars not have enough watchers? 
 They came across the first of the burnt-out hovels not long after that, smoke or ash still rising into the sky. The blast radius was familiar - it was immediately clear what had happened. 
 She asked Tharson as they slowed some hundred meters from one. “Why? This is just… nowhere.” 
 He nodded at the horizon, and as she followed his gaze, she spotted another column of smoke. Combined with the bodies she could see in this little hamlet, things were not looking promising. 
 “This would not be the first time he culls many villages at once. But for the Sword?” Tharson glanced at Kelena, who was bringing her galhak up alongside theirs. “This is bad.” 
 Kelena nodded. “If the gods are in disarray, he may be moving on Crimson.” 
 “And do what? She is not like him. She has many homes.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it.” 
 Hail glanced between them from behind Kelena, har martian less steady. “Would he attack a city?” 
 The Swords, present and former, exchanged hesitant glances. “Normally, no.” Tharson shook his head slowly. “And when a village is cleansed his followers announce it, as a divine mandate. But these are not normal times.” 
 “Doesn’t anybody other than Azure have barges?” 
 “Red Rise has a handful.” Tharson sounded bitter. “A few of the biggest. A few dozen of the rest. Azure builds them - any not under his control were taken from him, at some point or another. They would be better off fleeing across Olympus than trying to fight Azure’s fleet.” 
 She could see Yarger, further on his own galhak, give Tharson an agitated stare. She wondered if he expected more aggression from the Swords, or if he was going to finally open his mouth and argue. But he remained silent, with Zoa at his back carefully watching whatever he was looking at, melding feathers firmly fixed to her shoulders and her head. 
 They rode on, and the second column of smoke was similar to the first at its root. It was closer to dark, when they reached the third of these scenes, that something different jumped out at them. 
 Quite literally. After their brief shouts of surprise as they pulled the galhak to a sudden halt, Tharson turned to give her a grimace. “Your pet is back, Isavel.” 
 “It’s not my pet.” 
 But she jumped off the galhak and made towards it nonetheless. It hung there in the night, just outside the smoke, dark magics coiled in tendrils that gently scintillated whites in the evening, almost as though for the sole benefit of their human eyes. Dread curled in her like the wraith’s own tendrils at the sight of it, buoyed by the fear it might speak again, so she was almost reassured to hear its familiar cooing and wailing instead. 
 “Was it here?” Hail glanced around at the chaos. “Did  it  do this?” 
 She looked to the others; they were all keeping their distance, but when she beckoned they did ride a little closer. Then she turned towards it, and as she approached it flattened and compressed itself a little, tentacles melding into wing-like shapes, and soon solidified into a flattened, almost triangular shape. It reminded her of a person wearing a wide cloak. 
 “You’re back.” Isavel looked at it, wondering yet again what it wanted. Maybe Sam was right - maybe it was just an animal, some kind of stray that followed her because it didn’t know what else to do. 
 This time, though, it defied those expectations. Instead of just wailing like some confused banshee, it spread coils across the space between it and her, and parts of those coils rose into the air, building rough shapes that would look like rocks if they weren’t gently writhing code. Tiny lights pulsed in these shapes, too, lights the rusty shades of Mars’ rocks and dirt and sand. 
 Tharson’s eyes widened, pointing to a sort of ridge in the coils. “That is Olympus. I recognize the shape.” His eyes narrowed at the wraith. “Has it been?” 
 It did not answer, but at the opposite end of the black morass it had spread across the ground, it extruded a few dozen wedge shapes, flickered them with blue, and pointed them at the ridge. The core idea was clear enough that Tharson seemed to get it immediately, muttering and cursing, and Isavel found Kelena’s normally closed expression was looking a bit more alarmed than usual as she explained. “The city of Red Rise is built into the cliffs of Olympus. Like steps.” She gestured to the wraith. “Is Azure attacking?” 
 Isavel thought that was clear. “Did they already attack? How long do we have?” She dreaded to ask this, but it seemed expedient. “Can’t you just  tell us? ” 
 Apparently not, but it danced a little yellow sphere in an arc over the map, dimming it to blue around the edges before letting it disappear and reappear on the other side. Four times. 
 “Four days.” She glanced to Tharson, who was stroking his chin. “Can we make it in four days?” 
 He was stroking his chin with an intent look. “Yes. We must. At a leisurely pace we would be six days away, but this - we can’t wait.” He nodded intently. “We can do it. I’ve ridden galhak much harder than this. They can manage.” 
 She could tell that now, he did want to get there - it was one thing to have to face his brother, but it was another to know his brother might face Azure. 
 Zoa stepped forward, arms crossed and feathers bristling angrily at her shoulders. “Can we trust this thing? It’s been gone for what, a day at least? How could it get far enough ahead of us to figure this out?” 
 The wraith made its angry piping sound at her, and for a moment Isavel wasn’t sure if that was genuine displeasure or an echo of Ada’s own dislike of the blue-haired woman. Either way, right now, it amused her a little. “I don’t know how fast it can go, but I don’t think it ever gets tired. Besides, what would a wraith gain from lying to us?” 
 “I have no idea.” Zoa glared at it. “What would it gain from helping?” 
 It piped back a few curt sounds. Tanos laughed, and glanced cautiously at Zoa. “Maybe we should name it. Stop calling it a thing.” 
 Isavel looked at him. “I can’t imagine what you’d name a wraith.” 
 “Midnight.” He looked at her, but he could clearly tell she was unimpressed. “Smoky. Ash. Pine Needles?” 
 Sam ruffled his hair and he writhed away from her. “Hairball.” 
 “We can name it later. Or it can name itself.” Tharson made a gesture to Isavel. “If we must make it in four days, we will need all the speed we can get. We should feed the galhak some  chara , if we have any.” He glanced at Yarger, who nodded silently. “Then we ride through the night.” 
 Isavel looked at him, and she saw the pleading there. He was right, of course. She turned once more to the wraith. “Is there anything else you can tell us?” 
 It didn’t make any more sounds, though, but it did retract the smoky images it had been maintaining in front of them, tendrils collapsing into the dust while the wraith’s core remained so dense it seemed solid. That seemed like a no. She couldn’t help herself from wondering, but a glance at the scenery, as far as she could tell, suggested this village had been blasted by the same weapon she had seen Azure using again and again. No particular reason to think the wraith was involved. 
 Yarger had quickly dismounted, and was distributing some kind of fruit to the galhak, who ate it up hungrily after the first bite told them what it was. She took a deep breath, and a step closer to the wraith, trying to smile at it, though she was both hesitant to get too close and unsure of where to look, since it didn’t have a face. “Thank you. It was good of you to tell us this.” 
 It cooed softly at her, and she thought it sounded happy. She hoped that was a good thing. As she turned to hop up onto Tharson’s mount again, she saw Zoa extend a hand and help Yarger up onto his, and she thought she caught a moment of eye contact between them. It wasn’t warm, by her estimation, but between a bereaved and perhaps slightly maddened earthling and a mute martian, it was certainly something. 
 They were off again, and this time the galhak were indeed being pushed harder; apparently, chara was highly energetic food, and the martians wryly suggested it was an entertaining thing for humans to eat as well, though better spent on the animals in times of dire need. 
 The wraith now flew alongside them like a flat, winged fish trailing black ribbons behind it, making its form visible in the dark with strange, sparking lights that coursed through its shapes. As the four galhak called to each other in honking chirps, the wraith took to answering them in kind, and Isavel couldn’t quite figure out whether this distressed the animals or pleased them. 
 It was during this first long ride and its sparse breaks, from that night all the way to the next dusk, that she realized nobody had quite touched upon the question of what, exactly, they would do when they reached this Red Rise. The martians were not happy when she brought it up as they made a quick camp, but they grudgingly agreed it was a problem. 
 “It the wraith was telling the truth, we’ll arrive a day before Azure, or on the same day.” Tharson was staring at the horizon, only visible as the space the dim sky vanished into total dark. “The city will already know a fleet is coming. They won’t need us to warn them.” 
 Kelena glanced at Isavel, then at Tharson again. “The city will survive or it won’t. We are too small to change that. You must find your brother. Isavel must find Crimson. That is all.” 
 Tharson did not respond to that, but she did hear him sigh. 
 The wraith circled overhead, intermittently blocking out Mars’ tiny moon and the stars beyond. Isavel hoped it would ward off any rokh that ventured near, but so far she had yet to hear their echoing shrieks in these parts. If the wraith was not misleading them, they were racing against a god. They could only hope Azure might think twice about attacking the holy city of another god - if indeed Crimson cared much about it at all. 
 Hail cuddled up to her again in their short fireless night, and Isavel was hesitant at first to reciprocate too much. She still wasn’t sure what the future held - even knowing whether she could ever return to Earth would not help her understand her future much more than she already did. Neither option ensured the cloud of disaster that followed her would spare her party.  
 Could she bargain into whatever Crimson and Amber were plotting? Earn a way home for her companions, but leave herself here? Alone, she was a threat to no one - and she would survive. If there was one thing Isavel had proved incapable of losing, it was her own life. It felt, sometimes, like that might be the best she could do for them. 
 The night was cold, so she soon at least returned the embrace. But even as she fell asleep, she couldn’t help but feel something was amiss. Like Hail was trying to look after her, almost. It was comforting, but it was not quite, not exactly, the kind of closeness she missed. 
 They rode out well before sunrise, trusting Tharson’s sense of time on this journey. The animals were quieter, now - they seemed inclined to focus on the running, less chirpy and communicative. Whether they were stressed or tired or somehow determined, Isavel couldn’t tell. 
 Halfway through the day, with the sun high in the olive-yellow sky, the clean line of the horizon vanished into a rusty haze. 
 “Tharson?” She called out to him, hoping her words weren’t lost to the whipping wind. “What is that?” 
 She felt him shake his head, and he introduced her to what must, she realized, be the term for  sandstorm . She had heard of such things in the wastes east of her homeland. 
 “What do we do?” 
 He lifted a hand from the reigns and pointed straight ahead, towards an outcropping of stony buildings near a small hill. They didn’t look occupied, or recently destroyed for that matter. 
 As they approached the storm ahead darkened and grew more textured, bulbous plumes of red and brown bursting forward as its winds mingled and roiled. It swallowed more and more of the land, and though Isavel could see space off to the west where it didn’t seem to be advancing, that safe area was far out of reach. The galhak grew increasingly noisy as the storm loomed, and darted readily into the ruins. 
 Unfortunately, these ruins were little more than two rows of small, mostly crumbled stone buildings arranged to flank an ancient metal door into the hill. Tharson made no attempt to open it after they dismounted, and when she started walking towards it he grabbed her shoulder. 
 “Do not disturb ancient places.” He shook his head. “You do not know what you will find there, or what gods may find you.” 
 She glanced at the door, foreboding yet strangely clean in the manner of many ancient relics, and nodded. Fair enough - if there was some risk of Azure finding them by opening it, it was best left untouched. Tanos stared longingly at it for a moment, though, before Sam approached him and gently pulled at his shoulder; they had a hushed conversation before turning back to the others, though Tanos’ curiosity remained on his face. 
 They all huddled in the largest of the stone buildings, which didn’t have much of a roof but had enough wall to provide cover for the four galhak and their eight riders. The martians passed narrow, reddish cloth wraps to the earthlings and proceeded to wrap others around their own faces. To keep the sand out, no doubt; in the awkward and slow manner of people unpractised in such things, one by one the earthlings managed to fasten the fabrics to their faces. 
 They pulled their ponchos tight around themselves as the storm hit, and suddenly the world was lost in a howling, dry storm the likes of which Isavel had never seen or even really imagined. To her surprise the galhak were also ready, fans of little white feathers suddenly spreading down from above their eyes and nostrils to shield them from the dust. 
 She shouted to be overheard, and felt the finest dust particles pepper her tongue despite the mask. “Tharson! How long?” 
 He looked grim, and shook his head. She turned to the others, but they seemed to have gotten the message. There was no way to know. They settled down, backs to the wall, and began to wait. 
 It was so difficult to see into the storm that everybody jumped when the wraith appeared, surrounded by a bubble of… not storm. It didn’t just endure the winds - it was doing something to force the sand away from itself. A kind of invisible shield, Isavel realized, that broke the sand and shoved it aside, leaving relatively clear air where it was floating. 
 She tapped excitedly on Tharson’s shoulder, not wanting to open her mouth again, and he stared at her and nodded slowly. She scrambled forward, past the flat disk-like ends of the tendrils the wraith had extended towards the storm, and suddenly she could almost breathe normally again. 
 “Wraith!” She looked back at her companions, just outside its shield against the winds. “Can you lead the galhak?” 
 The creature cooed, then chirped at the galhak in their own avian sounds. The galhak’s heads perked up oddly and they started shuffling towards the wraith, their heads cowed low to the ground. Martians and earthlings followed them into the clear space, all keeping a wary eye on this incomprehensible thing that seemed more than willing to help. 
 “Tharson - would the storm delay Azure’s barges?” 
 He hummed. “The small ones, certainly - they will lose track of each other, and their only shelter is cloth. They may need to slow or ground themselves.” 
 She smiled at the idea as they clambered up onto their mounts again. “Good. How big are these? Is it likely they’re caught in it as well?” 
 “The storms cover entire lands.” He led his galhak cautiously out the ruin, and the wraith kept pace with them, black shield-disks moving around as though in water to keep the worst of the storm from hitting any of the animals directly. It seemed not to have any trouble maintaining five at once, one to shield each galhak and one for itself, and once they were clear of the ruins it began moving faster, warbling at the animals, leading the party directly into the howling storm. 
  




Chapter 11

 The storm lasted for the rest of the day, blotting out sun and sky. The dust beyond the wraith’s breakers dimmed even faster than Isavel expected as night fell, and soon became indistinguishable from the darkness of night, whipping angrily around dim lights flickering along the wraith’s wings and tendrils. Tharson seemed determine to make the most of this shield against the storm - any advantage they could gain on Azure’s incoming fleet was welcome. 
 When the storm fell, their only clue was the growing silence. Only later did the stars flicker back to life, and only then did Tharson finally bring the group to a halt, giving the four galhak water from his pack and letting them lay heavily onto the ground. 
 As they settled down to rest, Isavel stroked the soil; though the sand seemed to have covered the smallest plants entirely, many were wiry and rigid and jutted up above the layer of rust. Stalks and leaves withheld their colours under starlight, but under the white light of her palm they confessed deep purples and dark reds still vibrant against the sand. She wondered how common such storms were, and how the smallest plants and animals of the world survived. 
 “Don’t eat any.” Tharson laughed as he saw her touching the plants. “Nothing worse than biting into sand grit. Are you hungry?” 
 She was, a little, but certainly not as much as the galhak must be. She reached into the pack the martians had lent her and withdrew some dried fruit. “I’ll be fine.” 
 They settled in  for half a night’s rest , as much as they could dare. Isavel lay back-to-back with Hail, trying to sleep. If Tharson was right about their speed, they would reach Red Rise the day after tomorrow. She would want to be as awake and alert as possible. 
 As she fell asleep, trying to let her mind drift, the world swam around her. She was soon on the red plains of Mars again, though the sky was blue - like it should be. People drifted around, but they had no faces; or her eyes didn’t land on the faces, leaving them anonymous in her peripheral vision. 
 Where was she? 
 She looked around the ground, moving towards the people she saw, but even as she walked towards them she knew they couldn’t help her, so she turned away. There was smoke and dust curling up from the ground, beyond the people around her, and she walked towards it. There was no fire, here, only smoke. 
 Where was she? 
 She kept walking; gravity was normal here, like on Earth. Earth or Mars, it was all basically the same. She was wearing white, of course, because that was how it worked. You had to wear the right colours for it to work. She looked around, but still couldn’t see any signs or hints or clues. 
 She reached up to her sternum, laid a hand on her chest. Bare, warm, smooth skin. Where was she? Isavel dug at her skin, dug at her neck. Not too close, or she would split it open, and die all over again. Like this. Bleeding out into the red soils of Mars, her blood barely visible on the already-red blades of grass, dizzy, alone. She kept reaching around her neck, fingers searching. 
 She looked up and saw herself kneeling, looking down, watching herself bleed out. Puzzled-looking and afraid. One moment she looked more like her father; the other, more like her mother. Or were there two of her watching? 
 Isavel woke up feeling like she was falling, and the weak gravity didn’t help. Dawn was quietly approaching as well, the stars shying away from the sun again. Hail was still pressed against her back, but she wanted to move, so she carefully crawled from the tangle of ponchos and stood, stretching, pressing her hand against her heart and feeling it continue to thump. She hated dreams - never good, never useful. 
 Everyone was quiet, galhak and people alike, but she saw light sparking and rippling across an amorphous patch of dark not far off, prowling around the edges of their camp. Like a coyote, and not for the first time. 
 One person  was  already up, though - Tharson, of course, loading their galhak even as the animal was just starting to wake. “Isavel.” 
 She responded in kind, keeping her voice down. “Tharson. Are we leaving?” 
 “I couldn’t sleep properly.” Answering the wrong question, and he seemed to realize it as he shook his head. “Soon.” 
 She helped him fasten the packs onto the other animals, not jostling too much to at least let them wake gently. He seemed nervous and shaky. She hoped he wasn’t exhausted. “I slept poorly as well. Can you ride?” 
 “I’ll be fine.” 
 She nodded. “I know. But do you want to ride behind someone else?” 
 He chuckled. “No. Sam can ride, but I don’t believe the rest of you can. Or am I wrong?” 
 She scrunched up her face. “I rode as a child once.” She didn’t know his word for goat, if indeed he had such a thing. “A - a small thing with horns, and short wool like from a poncho.” 
 He stared at her with a wry grin, pinching his poncho and giving her the word she was looking for. “I think you mean a goat. But this wool comes from greater beasts, long necks that hold their heads as high as yours. Mean creatures. They like to spit. In any case, goat rider, I don’t think you should have the reins of a galhak.” 
 He was describing something much smaller than a mammoth, but she didn’t know of any other large wooly creatures. She wondered if she might see one here, eventually. “You’re worried about your brother.” 
 He grunted. “Of course. But I cannot help him. I only make things worse.” 
 She watched him as he quietly rearranged sacks of food and other supplies in one of the galhak’s packs. He did not make eye contact, and he said it in a matter-of-fact way that felt painfully familiar. She reached out and laid a hand on the padding over his pale shoulder. “So do I.” 
 He grunted, and looked at her with a wry smile across his pale face. “There is a place for people who only make things worse.” 
 She frowned, glancing at him and hoping he wasn’t going to make some dark joke. “Where?” 
 “When I left my brother, and joined the Firstblood, I did help people.” He shook his head, and handed her a sack of dried fruit to hold. “Nothing grand. Protecting villagers from beasts or bandits. Solving disputes. Tracking down a goat thief, once. Something you may know a little about.” 
 “That’s…” She weighed the food in her hands, unsure if his Firstblood sounded quaint or noble. It sounded more helpful than the fire and chaos she spread in her wake, at least. “Are you saying I should join the Firstblood? What is that even?” 
 He shrugged. “A name from old stories. People who fight to make the world better.” 
 “Has it gotten better?” 
 He reached back and laid a hand on the sack of food, pausing for a moment. “It hasn’t gotten worse. Even though there are always things trying to make it worse. Things and people.” He took the food and stashed it away, evidently satisfied with this galhak’s load. “Maybe that’s enough.” 
 “Maybe.” She looked at her hands, though, unsure. If not-worse was the best they could strive for, that wasn’t encouraging. 
 He nodded at her, then turned to glancing at the sleeping figures. “We should wake them. The sooner we reach Red Rise, the sooner…” His mouth twisted. “I don’t know. The sooner we find out.” 
 She wasn’t sure what he meant, and it seemed he wasn’t either, which made her feel a little reassured. Perhaps this was all just madness, incomprehensible to them all. 
 They split to wake the others; Isavel found Sam and Tanos intertwined under their own ponchos and fast asleep. She crouched down and gently nudged them with her hand. They stirred, blinking bleary-eyed, and Tanos stared up at her. “What?” 
 “We’ll make Red Rise tomorrow night. Or in the morning. We need to go.” 
 “Already up?” 
 “Just helping Tharson with the supplies.” 
 Sam rolled over and glanced at her, then nudged Tanos. “Go make sure he didn’t move the little green berries. I like those.” 
 Tanos nodded, and Isavel noted with bemusement that he had to pull on some clothes before darting off into the dark. Her bemusement faded, though, when Sam propped herself up and gripped Isavel’s wrist. 
 “Isavel. Red Rise is going to be dangerous.” 
 She nodded, glancing at the old ghost’s palor in the young moring. “I know.” 
 “Tanos and I - we aren’t dangerous.” 
 She took a deep breath through her nose, and nodded. “You have no obligation. Whenever you want to leave -” 
 “He wants to help you.” She looked at Tanos, briefly. “So do I, but he thinks we have an obligation. Because of Ada, but also… the world bends around you, sometimes.” 
 “You don’t have to. You’re…” 
 Sam looked at her sadly, and her grip on Isavel’s wrist relaxed a little. “I know. But I need you to do something. One day when we’re there for you - to help you, to be at your back, to just make sure you’re not alone - I need you to tell us no.” Her hand twitched. “We’re stuck here, Isavel, but you do protect us, and you might be able to get us home. And I want that. But this is still a real world, and in the end I’d rather we live here than die trying to get back. He’s young, he doesn’t deserve this. And I…” 
 The words weighed suddenly and heavily on her, but she could see in Sam’s eyes this was not the first time they had crossed the ghost’s mind. She, Isavel, was the one who would know when they were stretched too far. She would know when she was pushing too hard against the fates. She nodded quietly, and set her other hand on Sam’s. “You don’t either. If wherever we’re going doesn’t offer us a way home…” She stopped herself short of saying it, but the shape of it was already in her head.  This may have to become home . 
 Sam let go of her hand, still looking at her in the dawn. “Just don’t get him killed.” 
 Isavel didn’t know that she could promise that, no matter how much she wanted to say the words. But Sam seemed to know that as well, and her face told Isavel she could go, and so she did. Hail was awake now and stretching, and had apparently noticed the pack on the galhak she shared with Kelena. “Thanks for putting everything together.” 
 Isavel tried to smile, tried not to imagine what Hail might say if they found they could never leave. Or if Isavel simply didn’t. “Woke too early. Better to be useful.” 
 Hail nodded, her gaze drifting for a moment. “You talk in your sleep, sometimes.” 
 Isavel froze, unsure of what exactly that meant and why Hail might bring it up. “What kind of things do I say?” 
 “Nothing clear.” Hail glanced at her. “You were saying  please . You didn’t sound happy.” 
 She bit her lip, helping the hunter up. “I dreamt I was injured.” 
 “Do you dream that a lot?” 
 Isavel felt lucky she usually forgot her dreams; after all she had been through, she doubted they were the kind she’d like to remember. “I don’t know. I think so.” 
 Hail rubbed the back of her shoulder. “I know it must be difficult. You’ve survived so much.” 
 If her mind ventured there, she could still remember cold metal biting her throat. She didn’t like letting her mind venture there, either, but the thought stopped her words. 
 Zoa and Yarger were soon atop their mount, and that spurred everyone else. A cold glance from the coder told Isavel there was no need for them to talk, and she had no intention of pushing against that boundary without good cause. Everyone was ready. They were off into the dawn, wraith in the lead, gliding and sliding across the plains on dark wings and occasionally flickering lights back at them to remind them it was there. 
 Blue dawn soon chased away the stars, but did nothing for the sense of hollow dread now looming on her horizon. She looked to the others in turn - to Zoa, now clinging comfortably to Yarger’s back. To Sam and Tanos, still alive and still together. To Hail… still with her, at least, and still a step removed from banditry. They all stood to lose so much if she pushed too hard - and she  had  pushed too hard. It was why they were on Mars in the first place. 
 What would Hail lose, exactly, if Isavel disappeared from her? 
 Hail used to hurt people - Isavel knew that fully well. She had wanted to protect people, or so she said, but with Isavel things had been more… complicated. They started fights. They ran. It was not unlike the life she had left behind - but with Isavel, and her halo, it suddenly had purpose. It wasn’t the first time Isavel wondered if Hail wanted the life she already knew, only painted a brighter shade by someone else’s hand. 
 So she asked Tharson, when they slowed over rockier terrain, also giving the animals a bit of a reprieve. “The Firstblood. You fight to help people?” 
 Tharson was quiet for a moment as the morning air rushed past them. “Usually.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “We are human. The Firstblood have been known to start fights for lesser reasons.” He turned to grin at her. “An old woman once slandered my brother while I was drunk.” 
 “The same brother you threatened to kill?” 
 He huffed, and turned around. Perhaps that had been too sharp a jibe - but after a moment, he did chuckle, once. “You are a lone child. You do not understand.” He turned to look again. “If you like fighting, the Firstblood temple still stands.” Then he glanced at Hail, over behind Kelena. “If your woman likes fighting -” 
 “She’s not my -” She scowled, not knowing any better words. “I just… I wanted to help people. I wanted to make the world better. But instead I just feel like I’m just… part of the fire.” 
 “The fire?” 
 She shook her head. “The fire burning everything, all the time.” 
 He huffed again, and she felt it in her grip as they ride. “You wanted to be great. A hero.” 
 It sounded ridiculous - and yet, others had said it. Hail herself had, as they last entered Glass Peaks. “I did everything I could. But I made mistakes. I don’t feel like a hero.” 
 He reached a hand back, a little awkwardly as the galhak bounded beneath them, and gently slapped her knee.  “Only villains truly feel like heroes, Isavel.” 
 It was such a strange thing to say she couldn’t help but chuckle. She hoped it was as wise as it sounded at first blush. 
 Daylight revealed a world of dust and sand built up at odd angles. But everywhere life was poking out, wiry plants that defied the deluge and small animals scampering across tiny red dunes, hunting for prey that had become trapped or disoriented. It was not as lush as the old forest or as the valleys and coastlines of Earth, but Mars was undeniably alive. It was a strange world, but it welcomed life nonetheless. 
 A thin, dark line slowly rose from the northern horizon as they traveled. She thought it might be another storm, but it only grew sharper as they advanced, and she realized it was some kind feature of the landscape. When they stopped at a narrow river to let the galhak drink, she pointed out towards it and asked the martians. “What is that?” 
 It was Kelena who answered her first. “Olympus. The greatest mountain in the world. The first foothills rise sharply from the plains.” 
 It didn’t look like a mountain to Isavel so much as a ridge, but she wasn’t about to regale them with tales of her snow-capped mountain homeland. Things might be bigger on Earth - barring sandstorms, perhaps, and trees - but there was no reason to lord it over them. Especially not if this might be her new home.  Might . “Are we going there?” 
 “Red Rise is carved into the face of the mountain.” Tharson said this with some measure of pride. “It is a glorious sight.” 
 She frowned, looking at the ridge again. “It’ll take us a day to get all the way there?” 
 “It’s further than it looks. Larger, too.” He frowned into the distance. “Tomorrow morning, if all goes well. If we don’t run into the fleet.” 
 She remembered the map the wraith had conjured, and it seemed that if they were coming from the south, the blue fleet was approaching from the northeast - but how accurate had that been, and had anything changed in the meantime? The martians certainly couldn’t know - but there was one who could. 
 During a brief stop at a stream, she walked out to find the wraith a little ways downstream from them. As she approached, she found it was - there was no other word for it. It was playing.  Pushing rocks around in the water, lining them up into little dams, gurgling quietly when the water’s course shifted in response.  Seeing it play was disconcerting, but she tried to ignore the feeling. 
 “Wraith?” It didn’t react aside from a single coo, but it didn’t exactly have a face to face her with. “Can you find Azure’s barges again? We need to know if we’re in danger.” She shifted, unsure of how to speak to the thing. “Please?” 
 It kept playing in the water for a few moments, and she thought it was ignoring her until she realized it was now collecting the rocks it had been moving around and settling them back into the bank, presumably where it had found them. Then, all in one silent motion, it flattened against the ground and sprung up into the air like a dark comet, sharpening and zipping away like a thread strung out across the sky. It was gone almost instantly, and the speed with which it had done so was so deeply surprising it almost horrified her. What in the name of all the gods and worlds was that thing capable of? And what would happen when it was no longer content to merely scuttle around the edges of her campfires? 
 “Isavel?” Hail was calling out to her. “What the hell just happened?” 
 She turned around, wide-eyed. “I asked the wraith to go see if Azure’s fleet was nearby.” 
 Hail’s eyes searched the sky, but even hunter eyes couldn’t spot it anymore. “And it just cracked off like lightning?” 
 “Apparently.” 
 “Can we just…” Isavel eyed her. “Could you ask it to kill Azure’s whole fleet? I know you’ve burned the things to death before, so they can die, but if it died trying, well…” 
 Isavel understood the sentiment, but she felt a strange pang of defensiveness at the suggestion of throwing it into the maw like that.  Maybe because she had seen it playing; maybe for other reasons. But after what it had done to the blue martians and their barge, she couldn’t doubt its ability to account for itself in a fight. “I don’t know. I can ask, but I don’t know if it’s interested in hurting for us.” 
 Hail nodded, and Tharson called on them to get back to their mounts. The animals carried them further north across the plains, and Isavel kept glancing to the sky, expecting to see that black shape return. She was beginning to suspect it would never be truly predictable, though, and was proven right when it snapped into the air in front of them just as she had begun to worry it wouldn’t return at all. 
 Tharson and the other riders hauled their animals to a sudden halt, and the wraith began to pantomime its map at them again, in the air this time. For all that it was clearly capable of reproducing human speech it had already heard, it seemed determined not to actually learn to speak itself, and in this particular moment Isavel found herself resenting the wraith’s stubbornness. 
 “I thought the damn thing spoke.” Tharson was clearly thinking the same thing, and she found herself smirking at the shared thought. “They made better time than we expected, but we’ll make it first.” He patted the galhak, scratching under the feathers by the base of its skull. “If we ride through the night. Poor beasts will have earned their rest after that. We should trade them out.” He waved dismissively at the wraith. “I wish Smoky could carry us there itself.” 
 “We’re not calling it Smoky.” Not least because the  ot tharsis  term he was using was  ashindulu , which sounded too childish to her ears for a creature that seemed to fall just barely on this side of monstrous. 
 Which side  was  that? 
 “Then think of a better name.” Tharson called to the others. “We ride through the night. Go!” 
 The animals surely enjoyed this even less than their riders did, and it was a small mercy they fed the galhak the last of the chara they had brought with them at dusk, before forcing them back on the road almost immediately. Still, the stamina these animals displayed was beyond impressive - Isavel wondered if any horse could be expected to do the same. 
 Night fell and they were not nearly as close to the Olympus ridge as she had expected, and yet it had grown quite a bit larger. As the details of the land vanished under darkness, one section of the ridge remained visible, and after a time Isavel realized it was illuminated. There were people living there, fires or lights or gods knew what else keeping their homes and streets bright. A proper living city, the likes of which she had not seen since Glass Peaks. She felt a longing for that distant home she had only come to months ago, and hoped now that Red Rise was as impetuously fierce in defending its people as Glass Peaks had been when the ghosts had attacked. 
 They rode through the night and into morning, and finally seemed to be nearing the city. To Isavel’s surprise, overnight the ridge of Olympus had grown to tower above the plains, as though the rocky maw of the planet was threatening to devour the surface and all its denizens. Its scale was humbling, and she quickly revised her estimation that the mountains of her homeland compared in any way to this. They were hills at best alongside Olympus. 
 And she saw Red Rise, and when she understood it really had been carved into the face of that massive rise - from a sprawling base at the plains, rising tier by towering tier in a gentle triangle towards a narrower crest at the top of the ridge, all in pale polished stone that seemed faintly violet where the blue dawn met the red stone - she felt in awe at what the ancients had done here on Mars, more so than she ever had in the face of the concrete and glass and metal towers of Earth. 
 “A beautiful city.” Tharson had pulled the galhak to a brief pause atop the final hill that stood between them and the cliffs. “Sixteen levels, from the plains to the skin of Olympus. Galhak do not gladly climb the stairs - we will go on foot. In any case, these ones deserve no more punishment from us.” 
 “Where is Crimson?” 
 He pointed up. “Beyond the edge, further up the mountain, is an ancient -” 
 The wraith’s wailing interrupted them, and as they turned to stare at it it expanded into an odd circle. And in the middle of that circle, that ring of churning black, a fleet of barges was cresting a distant ridge, blue banners aflutter. 
 “Gods damn it!” 
 The martians began to swear loudly as they kicked the poor galhak back into action. She rapped on Tharson’s shoulder. 
 “Can we make it?” 
 Tharson pointed ahead and Isavel saw Red Rise’s own fleet, a smaller collection of still equally large and formidable-looking ships. Red banners snapped in the wind as they moved in tight arcs around the base of the city. “If Azure is not a fool, he will array his fleet. Wait for openings. Red Rise may begin to evacuate, if they haven’t already. We can make it.” 
 Isavel twisted in her east, and noticed that the blue fleet seemed to be headed straight for the city. “What if Azure  is  a fool?” 
 He glanced off to the northeast, to the fleet. “Sometimes the gods reward the foolish.” 
 “Azure  is  a god, Tharson.” 
 He huffed. “Perhaps I hope all fools will be rewarded equally today.” 
 He might simply be getting tangled in his words, but whatever he meant, she could only hold on tight and pull her flapping poncho closer around her arms, hoping the animals were fast enough, or Azure cautious enough. Each leaping galhak bound took them over dense red and purple shrubs and kicked up a flurry of orange dust. The wraith swooped and banked overhead in black streaks, warbling and chirping, imitating the galhak again. They responded in kind, loud and frantic-sounding, and she wondered for a moment if the wraith was urging them forward, warning them of danger they needed to outrun. 
 They crossed one final stream on the way towards the city, bounding over it with ease, and then they were on a long, flat, final run of maybe a klick or two at most. They would cross it soon enough, and then they would reach the city’s walls. 
 She peered closer at those walls, hunter’s eyes looking for gates. She found two, both sealed shut. Come to think of it, what good were walls to a vertical city, in a world where wars were fought from flying airships? 
 The day’s first cannonfire screamed across the air above them, blue destruction slamming into one of the small red-flagged barges and flinging its debris in several directions. They veered to the right to avoid some of the debris, and Isavel saw a few smaller gunshots zipping through the air, their aim wildly off but their numbers and their persistence stringing a web of danger. 
 She held her breath, and for a moment her hunter’s senses were all. The hunter stood in the middle of the web, lances of energy over time spearing her world and her body, and her eyes found and unwove the tangle. The hunter strode through the field, raising her hand towards the threads that needed to be snipped, the shots that needed to be intercepted - some by counterfire, others by shield. 
 Then the hunter looked to the warrior, and she was ready. 
 “Tharson! Go left!” 
 “What -” 
 She bloomed a shield along her right forearm. “Trust me!” 
 He veered left and the others followed, narrowly missing a spatter of gunfire that plinked into the dirt with puffs of rust and red. With her right hand, when the shield wasn’t needed, she snapped out counterfire to block a few key incoming shots, and she saw Hail doing the same. Each rippel against her shield made her worry for her friends, but they were few, and she knew she and Tharson could step - briefly - where they could not. 
 Few shots flew at the blue from the red fleet, the defenders unexpectedly passive. For all that it was a smaller warfleet, they should be able to put up at least a bit of a fight to win their people time. 
 Then, as though they had sensed Isavel’s disappointment and decided to worsen it, the red-flagged barges turned and started rising through the air, swinging around across the aerial battlefield towards the city. Towards, she realized, the city’s peak. They were going to completely abandon the ground levels - and the closer they were riding to the city, the more she was beginning to see and hear the people inside it, screaming and shouting and running up wide stairs at the far northeastern edge of the city. 
 “What are they  doing? ” 
 Tharson shouted angrily. “High ground?” He didn’t sound convinced. That was not a good sign. Azure’s weapons probed at them again, from closer this time, and more accurately for all that the martians lacked gifts. She was about to bring up a shield when the wraith was suddenly between them and their attackers, howling across the wastes and sprouting dozens of writhing black tentacles across its back. Shots meant for them were suddenly going awry, as the wraith did… something that knocked them off course. 
 Then a ray of blue fire struck at it, and half the wraith suddenly burst into black dust, and the other hand wheeled away howling. It wasn’t going to stop the incoming fleet. 
 Closer and closer, the galhak rasping audibly now, they closed in on the nearest of the city gates. It was still barred shut. Looking up at the sixteen tiers of Red Rise, carved into the auburn flesh of the greatest mountain of Earth and Mars, Tharson cried out to nobody at all. 
 “A beautiful city!”  




Chapter 12

 They were seconds away when heavy cannons within the city began firing over their heads. They came to a stop just outside the gates, which remained stubbornly fixed, but for all that their galhak were tired the creatures seemed eager to get away from the shots flying all around them. The walls of Red Rise were so high that even a strong jump up Mars’ shallow gravity wouldn’t get her halfway to the top, but Isavel had more than just her legs to help her up. 
 Making a rude gesture at the gate, Sam swiveled on her galhak to gape at Tharson. “The planet is infested with  airships!  Why do you even  have  walls? ” 
 Tharson shook his head, staring wide-eyed at the incoming blue banners. Isavel knew she couldn’t waste any more time. Letting the dragon’s gift fill her body and spread out into electric wings behind her back - 
 Tharson tapped her arm, staring at the white wings. “Can you make them red?” 
 “Red?” She smirked. “Crimson.” 
 “A bit friendlier.” 
 She nodded. Red wings today, then. She hopped off the galhak and made for the walls, crouching and leapt into the air, clearing the ground and the wall and flinging up past startled martians in red-woven bronze. 
 “You!” She pointed indiscriminately at them as she alighted. She couldn’t tell if they were more shocked that she had jumped their wall, had wings, or was an earthling - if indeed they even understood her alien appearance at a glance. “Open the gate! It’s useless anyway.” 
 One of the nearest martians turned to shout something at his comrades, and they readied guns and started firing across the sky at the attackers. “Who are you?  What  are you? Why should we open the gate for -” 
 What would make the man understand their need? “The Red Sword is down there!” 
 The martian’s eyes widened, and he dashed past Isavel to lean over the side of the wall. Apparently he now spotted what he hadn’t the first time. He spun away from the wall and shouted down into the city. “Open the gates! Let them through!” Then turned on Isavel and grabbed her arm. “That black thing. It followed you here. Explain.” 
 Isavel stared out at the wraith as the great gate began to lower - which was receding into the ground, she realized, the slowest possible way for it to let them through. Of course. “It’s - it’s magic. It protects us.” 
 “That is no explanation -” 
 “Earth magic!” 
 The martian stared at her, narrowed her eyes, and shook her head. “Help or be gone, demon.” 
 She was gone, dropping down into the city on the opposite side of the gate. With any luck she could do both, but she couldn’t save a whole city. Not this one. Not against this kind of foe; there were no good vantage points to leap at the barges, and Azure’s fleet was keeping its distance this time. The wraith dove over the wall after her, a hot lance of blue cracking after it, and cooed at her as she landed on the ground. She stared at it as the gate lowered. “What can you do? Can you help us?” 
 It just made a series of infuriatingly incomprehensible noises, and she looked towards the gate, now almost low enough for the animals could leap over. 
 “We need help. If you can destroy Azure’s barges, please do.” 
 The chittering wasn’t reassuring, but as the gate approached a person’s height the wraith suddenly dove over it and was gone, back out onto exposed terrain. Seconds later the party and the galhak scrabbled over the still-lowering gate, and before it had even fully lowered its operators were raising it again. Gunfire intensified above their heads, and Isavel looked up to see the red fleet rising up the city’s tiers towards Olympus. Heavy guns were covering their retreat, and she realized after a moment that by moving the fleet into such a position they were ensuring the approaching enemy was exposed to as many weapons as possible all at once. Hopefully that paid off. 
 All around, to her dismay, she found the city had not yet fully evacuated. There were fewer people than its size would suggest, but many were still fleeing towards the vast stairs at one end of the lowest tier. It seemed they too would have to run. Their only advantage, dubious as it was, was that they had just about nothing to carry with them. Tharson led their exhausted animals to the shifting crowd and found a pair willing to quickly take the animals as gifts. And with that, the eight of them were on foot. 
 Isavel shook Tharson by the shoulder as the sounds of gunfire intensified. “Your brother -” 
 “He lives on the sixth tier. Or used to.” Tharson pointed. “We have to climb.” 
 The stairs were far, but as she looked around she noticed they weren’t the only way up. Martians on the next tier had thrown rope down the tier’s steep walls, and those without heavy burdens were simply climbing straight up. “Over there - we can climb. The stairs are too far. Hail - you and I should get up first, cover the rest as they come.” 
 Hail nodded and stepped forward. “The airships are getting closer. I don’t think tree-hopping will help here.” 
 “No.” She looked up the tiers, and hoped her gut feeling that each was shorter than the one below it was right. As they ran, scrabbling over the martian dwellings towards the nearest ropes, Tanos called out to her. “Isavel! Can’t we take one of the barges?” 
 She glanced back, and from this angle the red fleet was already starting to appear over the edge of the walls. “If you see one alone that won’t instantly be blasted by a bigger one if we steal it, let me know.” 
 The thick black rope bounced nervously against the smooth orange-red stonework, and Isavel felt sure, glancing up the sheer wall, that even she might need a boost or two to close that distance. But unlike the others, she wouldn’t need a rope. “Start climbing!” She spread her wings, their electric hum startling Yarger and Zoa away from her for a moment, and slapped Hail on the back. “See you up top.” 
 She sheathed her fingers in hard light claws and jumped. She sailed far higher than she ever could have hoped to on Earth, but even here she had limits, bouncing against the wall a little more than halfway up. Her claws scarred the stonework as she scrabbled for purchase, and she found it soon enough. Her feet were useless on the sheer surface, though - couldn’t she do something about that? 
 Dragons had claws on their feet, after all - and exactly how she flexed and created the hard light that came from her gifts was not bound by simple notions of anatomy. A little concentration produced hexagonal spikes like blades from her feet, and she pulled herself up to jam them into the rock near her hands. Then, with another kick, she sent herself all the way up to the top. 
 And there, next to her on the edge, was herself. Deeper olive skin, rougher waves in her hair; she looked more like her mother than she thought, and spoke with a fluency that prickled her with shame.  Estamos tan lejos.

 She turned and looked down upon the others, scrabbling up the ropes.  Demasiado lejos.


¿Demasiado?  Her other self smiled, raising her hands to the flickering battle-sky of Mars and the yellowish-olive heavens beyond.  ¿Por qué no lo dices? Es mejor aquí que allá.

 Because it  wasn’t  better here. She bit down on her shame. She knew the words, but they came slowly.  Aquí nos morimos. Aquí no hay nada -

 Her eyes narrowed. Were her pupils really so deeply brown?  Y allá también. Allá no eras nada. Lo sabes. Pero aquí, el mundo es pequeño. Bastante pequeño para cambiarse.

 It wasn’t true. Mars may be smaller, sparser, its gods closer to the ground but she - 

Pero tienes miedo de perder la fogata.  Her tone was mocking, and there was no better voice to mock her than own.  Como tu padre. ¡A la mierda con la pinche fogata, Isavel! Nosotros no tenemos miedo a la oscuridad.

 Of course she wasn’t afraid of the dark. She knew her mother had never gone back to Sajuana - had thrown herself into a world she had never seen, and hadn’t looked back. But that wasn’t her, and it wasn’t now.  No soy mi madre. Callate.


No, no eres ella.  Her other self spread her hands, smiling lightly.  Eres yo.

 Heavy strikes flung martian masonry away like kicks to a sandcastle. The walls had never been meant to stand up to such a large-scale attack for long. Whatever they  had  they been built for, it wasn’t this. 
 “Come on!” She shouted down at them, and extended a hand down the wall, gripping Hail’s hand and hauling her up. “The next one looks shorter!” 
 Sam came next, then Tanos, and they darted behind the nearest buildings for cover; their guns were ready, but she didn’t want them dying on her account. Shots started plinking against the tier wall itself as Kelena followed, vaulting up with no need for Isavel’s help, and then Zoa and Yarger and finally Tharson all made the top. 
 “Isavel. Are you all right?” Hail was looking at her, as though she could tell what Isavel was thinking. Feeling. “Did something happen?” 
 “Nothing.” She shook herself; now was not the time. Down in the lower city, Azurite barges had bumped up against the pock-marked wall and were disgorging soldiers onto the battlements. “What are they doing? Are they trying to actually  capture  the city?” 
 Tharson pulled at her shoulder. “Either way, we can’t stay.” 
 Just before she turned, one of the smaller enemy barges nearing the wall violently exploded, and she saw telltale flashes of smoky black coils underneath. Almost immediately one of the largest barges trained its cannon on the wraith, though, and a flare of blue-white fire blazed the spot with a white scorch that echoed across her retina as she turned to run. The code on her back, dark lines she had never seen, suddenly seemed to itch at the back of her mind. 
 As they dashed to the next tier and its fewer ladders and ropes, angry volleys rained from red ships across all the city’s tiers. With so much concerted weaponry firing down at Azure’s forces, it was no wonder the blue barges halted and backed away from Red Rise, if only minutely. Enough to ward them off, but patently not enough to defeat them unless they made a serious blunder. 
 Indeed, glancing back down she found some of the smallest barges weren’t backing away - they were lowering themselves just outside the city walls, where the city’s guns wouldn’t reach them. Unwilling to fire on its own people, Red Rise was allowing a vicious melee to play out across the battlements, and Isavel could tell at a glance that the blue tide was almost certainly going to gain access to the gates. 
 So. If the barges were too exposed they would invade on foot, since no sane person would fire heavy weaponry into their own city. Maybe the walls did serve a purpose. A hand, a thickly scaled hand of her own with nails like claws, gripped her shoulder as the dragoness whispered smoke into her ear.  Go down there. Be the fire on the battlements, burning them as they come too close, devouring -

 They wouldn’t hold. Another mid-sized barge punched a crack in the far right end of the wall with its cannons. Even if the soldiers couldn’t take the gates, they could chip away at the wall from the other side and let their soldiers in that way. 
 A real hand, Hail’s, gripped tight around her wrist and pulled. “We need to move!” 
 She nodded and scrabbled after Hail. This was  not  the time to get into a fight. The others were already running for the tier wall, and she tried to ignore the sounds of explosions below as she followed. Fifteen more tiers. Olympus, towering over her, boomed with the force of just how large such a small number could be. 
 They were gathering themselves atop the third tier when she spotted the first tentative forays of Azure’s soldiers clambering onto the second tier below. They were quickly driven back, but the defenders were cutting the ropes and abandoning the lower city - the stairs at the far end would be the only way to continue the climb. 
 “Perhaps it was built before the barges. It is only good to hold off ground invasions.” Tharson’s finger zigzagged as he pointed out the stairs to the second and third tiers. “The stairs alternate sides each tier. Makes the climb slower.” 
 “Why?” She held up a shield to catch a stray shot as they made for the wall up to the fourth tier. “There are barges everywhere on Mars. I’ve never seen so many ancient ships in use in one place.” 
 “Let us hope you can ask Crimson.” 
 She looked around, and for a moment it struck her that there was almost no technology to be seen here - not like Deep Tharsis, where leftover machinery and metal jutted out everywhere. Not like Glass Peaks, or Hive, or Campus, or any other ancient city. The whole thing seemed a giant monument carved into stone and nothing else. 
 There was little time to wonder. The third tier was cutting its ropes to the second already, and Isavel noticed with dismay that nobody on the fourth was offering a way out to the third. The enemy was already moving too fast to risk helping evacuees. 
 “This way!” Kelena drew their attention to the stairs to the next tier, on the eastern edge of the city. “Run!” 
 It was not a run she was glad to make by any stretch of the imagination, but they made it, joining the rushing press of martian bodies climbing to the fourth tier in a panic. Just as they did, two heavy cannons struck into the very tier they were on, cracking the stonework and sending dust and rock shards falling onto buildings and into crowds. People screamed, she pushed forward through the press of people, shoving past the monstrous, toothy grin of the dragoness as she ran straight into herself, ignoring the rumblings that chased after her.  Coward. Coward!  It was all Isavel could do not to turn and fight. 
 They were about to turn towards the other end of the tier, absurdly far away, when Tanos started shouting. “Isavel! Isavel, I’ve got an idea!” 
 She darted towards him, shield up for them both, but instead of explaining he rushed towards the tier wall. When they all reached it, he slapped the stone. “This - we  can  climb this. You can dig holes into it we can use with our hands and feet. We can jump pretty high here.” 
 She frowned, looking up the sheer face of the wall to the fifth tier. He wasn’t wrong, and the tiers really did seem to be getting progressively smaller as they made their way up the mountain. She laid her hand against the stone, fingers spread, and felt heat and tension begin to coil in the muscles of her arm. “Okay, Tanos. Try climbing.” 
 “What? There’s nothing -” 
 “I need to see how high you can reach at a decent pace.” 
 He nodded and strapped his gun onto his hip again, then took a scrabbling leap up the side. She noted where his feet made it, judged the distance he could jump, and shortened it a little just in case. Then she took a deep breath and crackled glowing white claws out around her fingers like thick daggers, digging them into the stone and giving it a tough wrench with all her back and arm. She tore out a chunk like it was dry clay and flung it aside, sticking her foot in that one and digging her claws in for the next. It was slow going, ripping out the rock like this, but it was magnitudes faster than running all the way to the western edge of the city for the next set of stairs. 
 And here, at the top, her other self towered over her, sharp-eyed and tall, deadly palms crackling with energy that had nowhere to go. Claws.  Like an animal. Or a warrior.  The hunter’s grin grew as sharp as her eyes.  Same thing. Could have shot the way up and saved yourself a lot of time.

 She glared at her hunter’s instincts, but spun on her heel and leaned over the precipice. The others followed up the handholds she was tearing, and one by one she helped haul them up onto the tier, until only Zoa was left - halfway down the wall, awkwardly hobbling up the stairs with her hands pressed to the uncarved rock. Was she injured? No - what in the worlds was she doing? “Zoa! Hurry up!” 
 The coder glared up at her then ignored her. Isavel frowned, then noticed the faint glow of the coder’s gift up along the stone. She was tracing long lines of code on either side of the makeshift ladder as she climbed - why? 
 Isavel glanced back down into the city, and saw flickers of blue ascending across the second tier and firing shots off from the third. A brief flicker of metal told her a few of the smallest barges were advancing into the city, hugging the tier walls so defenders higher up couldn’t fire on them and boosting troops up. 
 “They’re gaining on us!” 
 Tharson tapped on her shoulder. “Isavel! We need to go!” 
 She waved him away. “We’ll catch up - find cover!” 
 They all darted off except Yarger, who was waiting with her as Zoa slowly climbed up. When the coder finally reached the top Isavel made to get away, but Zoa immediately started shouting at her. “Did you think for a second they’d be able to climb right up after us?” 
 Isavel blinked - she evidently hadn’t. “ You  didn’t say anything!” 
 Zoa was on her knees, though, her fingers streaking across the stonework, connecting the two lines of code she’d drawn up the wall with a wide, glowing sigil across the ground. She didn’t know what Zoa was doing but she knew the enemy was closing in, and as more gunshots zipped at them from the lower city, she brought up her shields and stepped between Zoa and the edge of the tier, feeling the odd stray shot clink against hard light as Zoa furiously slashed away at the sigil. 
 Then she glanced at Isavel and shoved her head sideways. “Get off.” 
 Realizing she was standing on the two lines that led back down the tier, Isavel hopped out of the way, and Zoa traced a final line in the sigil. The code flashed pale and suddenly all the stonework between those two great lines, about a hand’s width deep into the rock, collapsed into sandy dust, transforming the hand-torn ladder into a sleek and shallow chute. 
 Yarger stared down it in shock as Zoa stood and shook her head, grabbing his arm. “They might still be able to climb, but I don’t think they’ll want to.” 
 “Same goes for the rest of the civilians.” 
 Zoa glared at her and darted off with Yarger, leaving Isavel to run after them. Their companions were huddled in a narrow alley between two buildings carved out of the stone near the next tier wall, and as they regrouped Isavel glanced up the wall. “Zoa, do you think you’d be able to -” 
 A loud, angry hum filled the air, and the massive blue-trimmed shape of a war barge suddenly floated into view from behind the unworked cliffs on the western edge of the city. It was above eye level with Isavel, and even as red ships from on high started firing at it, it kept moving in a single long strafe, unleashing a column of blue-white fire straight into the tier wall above their heads. 
 “Run!” 
 The force of the impact gutted the stonework and sent shards flying everywhere. Screams and shouts were drowned out by the sound of rock splitting apart, and they barely made it out of the alley as rubble descended from the wall. Isavel shielded them as they took cover behind another house. The parts of the next tier nearest the edge had collapsed - no buildings were so close to the edge, but parts of the intricately-carved balustrades and delicately tiled walkways were gone. 
 On the plus side, the tier wall was more of a rugged hill, now. She looked at her companions, and was sure they could climb it. 
 “Tharson! When Azure’s people attacked the old forest - one of the barges had orange stuff in it, like smoke.” 
 He nodded. “They use it to hide their crew from fire, or confuse an enemy enough to get out of range.” 
 “They all have it?” 
 “They should.” 
 She nodded. “You - all of you are going to run up that hill.” She pointed them up. “I’ll cover you.” 
 “What?” Hail stared at her wide-eyed, pointing at the trail the great weapon had left behind. “Isavel, you can’t cover us against  that .” 
 She reached behind her neck, rubbing her upper back, wondering if it was still there. Then she bared her palms and pooled them with the hunter’s gift, this time letting it seethe black, its usual glow devoured into something cavernous and empty. Hail blinked; neither she nor anyone else could so willfully mutate the colour of their gifts. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 She felt the muscles in her mind shaping and molding the shot - she had thrown explosive fire at things before, but this would need to be a bit different. She could feel the chaos it needed, though - the corkscrews and bursts, glittering flashes of black. Palms wide, she peeked around the edge of cover and fired into the air. 
 The shots cracked and burst like cautious fireworks, too sinuous and dense to really impress, but they stained the sky in unnatural patterns. A few moments later, her hope was vindicated by unnatural cooing, echoing across the collapsing stonework. The wraith sloughed up the tier wall onto the fifth like some kind of tidal wave, then whorled into a snaky comet of black and wound its way towards her, blooming before her out like some kind of flower made of night sky and starlight. 
 “Wraith! You remember the barge you killed? The orange smoke? We need to get some of that.” She glanced at her companions, who clearly thought she had lost her mind, and stepped out of cover. “Can you help me?” 
 It made noises that, as far as she could tell, sounded positive. She darted for the tier wall, dodging the ever-dwindling number of people who were running to the eastern edge of the tier for the stairs. Once she was overlooking the lower tier she saw ships already moving. Larger barges had snuck into the first few tiers and were firing at defenders who looked to be on the eight tier at least, and a few of the barges from both sides were venturing out of their respective positions to trade blows up and down the city’s height. 
 The smaller barges, though - one was fairly close, a little off to her right. She could easily glide to it, but there were too many people with too many guns for her to make the jump alone. Still, she ran for it, and the wraith swooped after her like a hawk on fire. When she got as close as she could, she spread black wings and dove. 
 The city rushed away from her as she entered an empty world of gunfire and rushing wind, and suddenly the wraith was in front of her. It crackled like boiling lightning and shielded her from anyone on the barge that might attack, but when it suddenly snapped to the side she found herself only a split-second from the barge. She twisted as she slammed into the metal deck, her wings evaporating, her right leg and shoulder smarting with the sudden impact. 
 She quickly glance around the deck, which was about the size of a small house but longer and thinner. Bits of blue gore and bloody scraps of armour told her the wraith had cleared the way for her. She tried not to think about it, or the pieces of its kindred magic etched into her skin. 
 She hauled herself to the podium that seemed to double as controls, and the wraith swirled around the ship, its core still an impenetrable black but the rest of it scattering into a whirlwind. She had to act fast, before one of those war barges realized this crew was dead and fired on her. A simple touch to the controls and a force of will was all she needed, apparently - and it immediately made her feel dizzy. But she didn’t need to go far, so she let the dragoness’ hands and comfort with vertigo hold her steady as the barge practically flew itself where she wanted. Its ease and speed that seemed to surprise even the wraith. 
 A heavy cannon shot struck at them from above, and the wraith parted out of the way, letting it crack against the deck and fling a piece of metal out into the air. She scowled at it, but she couldn’t fault it for wanting to avoid… injury, if indeed it could be injured. “Cover me!” 
 Its piping whine sounded aggressively annoyed, but it continued to swirl around her, and she noticed smaller gunshots continued to harmlessly swerve away when they got too close. It just didn’t want to test its strength against the bigger guns. 
 Soaring up to the fifth tier and towards her friends, she tried to understand how the smokescreen worked, but nothing came to her the way it did with the flight itself, and the more she thought about her connection to the craft the more she wanted to let go and feel  herself  again. She started pressing and hitting things at random, but all that brought forth from the vehicle were unhappy noises. 
 Suddenly a black tendril snaked its way into her field of vision. It quickly took a shape eerily resembling a thin, jagged human hand,  slowly moving towards hers. 
 She stared at it. “What? What do you want?” 
 It hooted something and grabbed her hands - 
 And - 
 She was a martian man, thirteen long, long years old, a newly blooded follower of Azure, the Lord of the Hunt, keeping the herds of humanity healthy and strong by culling the weak. He had been defeated in battle, not by the enemies and usurpers he knew, but by a thing he - 
 He screamed as blackness filled his vision, panicked, reached into a crevasse underneath the main control array to activate the smokescreen, dug his fingers into the controls, and the machine knew his urgent need. It didn’t help, and the black coils filled his vision and flayed his living skin and oozed dark needles into the back of his skull - 
 She staggered when the wraith let go of her, and for a moment stared at it with the very residual fear of one of the martians it had killed and eaten in the old forest. Gods on the ring, should she  really  tolerate this creature? “What did you  do? ” 
 It coiled and tensed and relaxed tendrils of black all around her, chattering and hooting, and then another heavy cannon shot struck the barge and the wraith evidently decided it had had enough. It snapped away like lightning, leaving her exposed, and with all that black suddenly disappearing from her vision she was shocked into action by the brightness against the red and orange and sandy stone of Red Rise. She darted forward, doing as the now-dead martian and triggering a thick, intense burst of orange smoke even as she set the thing down right against the crumbling tier wall. She looked at her hand, briefly, wishing she had thought of something else. 
 She jumped off near where her companions had been hiding, but even with her gifted senses it took a moment to find them in the smoke. Her arm met someone else’s and she pulled, and it turned out to be Tanos. He was clearly holding onto Sam, and as they moved Isavel realized they had all linked up in a chain to stay with each other in the murk. 
 “Go!” She shouted, urging them up the ruined wall past her, touching them each on the shoulder as they passed her. “Go, all of you!” 
 The wraith wailed and howled incoherently somewhere else in the city, but she wasn’t about to step into the open to see what it had done now. She bounded up the rock over her companions, light as a feather, clearing the wall in two hops. The distances she could cross here on Mars would be exhilarating, to some part of her, if she didn’t need to keep a buckler up to block incoming gunfire. 
 The column of orange smoke resting against the ruined tier wall was apparently uninteresting to the enemy fleet, and one by one the others emerged unscathed. Tharson immediately darted off to the side, and Isavel’s count caught up - sixth tier. His brother was here somewhere. The other martians and indeed Zoa followed him immediately, but Hail stuck by her as she grabbed Sam and Tanos by the shoulders. 
 “You two - go. Keep running straight to the top.” She glanced at Hail. If history was anything to go by, getting away from Isavel was a good way to stay alive. “Help them; keep them safe.”  Don’t wait for me.

 “Isavel, I -” 
 “Do it. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 “What if his brother isn’t here?” 
 She set her jaw. “If we can’t find him quickly we’ll have to leave. If Tharson won’t, I’ll carry him.” 
 Hail smirked a little. Sam wasted no time pulling Tanos forward towards the stairs on the opposite end of the tier, and Hail darted after them, the three quickly vanishing behind the cover of ancient buildings. Isavel ran where she had seen the martians go, and found them in short order. They had ducked into a wide-open building that didn’t look like a home - a long counter dominated one end, with bottles and bowls and food still scattered across it, tables and chairs everywhere upended in a hurry. 
 Yarger, Kelena, and Zoa were all here, but Tharson was nowhere to be seen. “Where is he?” 
 Kelena shook her head. “Tharrak lived on the floor above this place. He’s looking, but it’s small. I don’t think -” 
 Sure enough, Tharson staggered back out from a door in the depths. “There’s spilled food, still fresh. He can’t have left long ago.” 
 Zoa grabbed Yarger and started dragging him away. “We don’t have time for this -” 
 “Zoa’s right.” Isavel turned to Tharson. “He’ll be heading up. We should do the same.” 
 “It’s not like him to run alone.” Tharson scowled. “He’d be helping people. We should -” 
 Kelena stepped directly in front of him, and though Isavel couldn’t see the expression on her face, she could tell it stopped Tharson for a moment and made him think. Then he sighed and shook his head, looking defeated. 
 “You’re right. We should climb.” 
 “I sent the others ahead.” 
 Zoa glared at her, and for a moment the melding feathers around her shoulders seemed to flare with the blue of her hair. “Good, the ghosts and traitors will be safe.” 
 She felt her muscles tense, but with gunfire chipping away haphazardly at the stonework outside and explosive reverberations crisscrossing the air above, it was better to let these things go. “Come on. I’ll shield.” 
 She spread out the shield on her left arm and tried to cover the four of them as they darted out and wove through the back streets of the tier that weren’t directly exposed. About halfway to the tier, though, she noticed something different about the sounds and the shots ringing out, and a quick peak around a building confirmed her suspicions: Azure’s people had already made it to the sixth tier. Just a few at first, quickly picked off by defenders higher up, but more would follow. 
 She fired off a few shots as she saw the opportunity, her broader hexagonal shards flickering brighter between the needle-like pulses of the martian guns. Whether guns were more common on Mars or Azure had simply brought everything he could to bear on a rival god’s city, she couldn’t say, but for all the poor aiming there was as much shooting going on here as in any battle on Earth. 
 “Isavel!” 
 Hail’s voice caught her attention - it was coming from higher up on the seventh tier, which lay only a few human heights above the sixth. She looked up and saw glimpses of Tanos and Sam taking cover behind the thicker pillars of the tier’s balustrade. “I see you! Just go!” 
 “Jump! We’ll cover you!” 
 She thought for an instant Hail was suggesting she abandon the others - certainly, it wasn’t unlikely that was what she meant - but a quick glance told her she should be able to make the jump with one of them at a time, just barely. “Kelena. I’m taking you up.” 
 The martian woman’s eyes widened a little, but she nodded and let Isavel hook her arms under her shoulders. Wings alight, she tried to reach for as much of the dragon’s gift as she could, and kicked off in a single motion, hauling the swordswoman into the air, feeling the air suddenly grow cold as it rushed against her skin. She hopped back down as fast as she could, hauling up Yarger and Tharson as well in great bounds. 
 Then Zoa. But the two of them didn’t get quite as far - earthlings were significantly heavier than martians, it turned out. They made two thirds of the height before the jump peaked, and Isavel grumbled and lashed her claws into the wall. “Hang on!” 
 She heard Zoa grumble, but the coder kept quiet. Her other self didn’t, though. 

None of you should be here. You have to find a way back.

 Beside her, climbing the sheer wall, the way she had climbed rockfaces with her father. Her hair fairer, her skin a little paler, her back stronger than it had been, at that age. She saw more of the shape of his jaw, more of the colour of his eyes. She wasn’t speaking; this was just for her, and her.  That’s what I’m doing . 

Not just for them.  Her other self shook her head.  This isn’t home. Even  Earth  isn’t - no whole world is home. But there’s a corner of it -


With nothing left!


There can always be more.  Her voice was deeper, softer, a lake that yielded but could not be moved.  You could have looked to heal what was left - priests, survivors, our family.  Her  father’s  half  family, she understood. The ones she had met, a handful of times, from far-off villages.  But no - you ran, and ran, and ran.

 She angrily dug a claw into the stone. They were almost there.  The world was ending -


And your first thought wasn’t family. Wasn’t home.  Her other self sighed.  It was running away. Never going back. How easy is it, for you, to cut things loose and forget them?

 She gritted her teeth, and felt her paler hand reaching for her real one, sheathed in its draconic claws. 

Like your humanity?

 A finger grazed her neck. 

Or -?

 She roared and pulled, vaulting herself and Zoa up the remainder of the gap and winding herself as she rammed into the balustrade stomach-first. Zoa scrabbled over her and started running; she turned to look, to see, but all she saw was destruction below her. 
 All eight of them were running again, joining the martians and overburdened galhak who made up the tail end of the refugees. Isavel heard the wraith’s wailing, but glancing into the distance revealed nothing. Nothing but the occasional image of herself, there but not there, her but not her. Crouched on the roofs, looking down, wings eager to take flight. Wings of flesh and bone. 
 The eighth tier wall was even shorter to climb, but defensive fire from atop the city was dwindling and the blue was rising faster and faster. There was no point in trying to stall them anymore - Isavel blasted into the wall at strategic locations, creating rough and ragged footholds everybody should be able to climb. She wrapped her arms around Hail and bounded to the top of the tier, both of them turning around to cover the others as they climbed, picking off any blue-clad martian soldiers who seemed to have a line of sight to their party. They were up soon, and Isavel steeled herself at the sight of eight more tiers - even though their individual heights tapered off so quickly that she was sure they had already climbed most of the way. 
 “Tharson!” 
 The unknown voice came from the fleeing crowd, and suddenly she saw someone dressed in a plain rust-brown tunic pushing against the current of bodies to get back to them. The family resemblance was immediately striking, softer features aside; the look of concern all too real. Tharson seemed frozen for a moment before yelling back and running towards his brother. “Tharrak! Tharrak!” 
 His brother turned to look at her and the others, bewildered and scared, but they had no time to explain. “Tharson, we need to keep running!” 
 An explosion rocked the tier, gouging out a chunk of rock a few dozen metres behind them. It came from above, but as she looked up she realized it wasn’t some war barge - there were drones up there, too. She swore and reached out to fire at the drones, picking off a few, but others seemed to notice her and fired back down at her all of a sudden. Where was that damned wraith? “Run! Run, damn it!” 
 They made for cover, and Isavel started looking for a good spot to puncture another set of footholds. There, at the end of an alley. A few shots did the trick and everyone was scrabbling up.  
 Tharson said something to his brother and sent him up first, and suddenly he was on his knees. 
 Isavel turned, bringing up a shield and darting towards him even as his brother did the same. “Tharson!” His brother caught him, and she looked down to see that a shot had pierced him through the side of the ribs, bursting clear out the other side. He was coughing blood, looking up at them both in fear. His brother was shouting something, a look of anguish melting his features. 
 Isavel pressed her hands to both wounds and scorched them shut with dragonfire, watching his pale face only grow paler as he groaned in pain. She looked around in a panic, but there was no medic in her, no medic here to help. Only her warrior, solid arms crossed like the woven branches of the First Tree, shoulders barred, shaking her head at Isavel in disappointment.  You could protect people. Shield them. Hold the line. Instead, they all die.

 Isavel waved the brother up the wall. “Go, go! I’ll carry him!” 
 Tharrak staggered backwards, eyes wide in horror, but did as told and scampered up the tier with the others. She hefted the martian into her arms and bounded up the tier in a single clear jump. When she landed, Tharson sputtered a spurt of blood, and Kelena’s eyes widened as she and Tharrak clustered around them. “He’s bleeding inside.” 
 “What do we do? Do you have -” If they had medics, she hadn’t learned the word for them. “Someone who can help?” 
 Kelena gave her a stony look that told her all she needed to know. Then she drew the Red Sword. “Isavel, put him down.” 
 “What? What are you -” 
 “Do it!” 
 She hesitated, but when Tharson nodded she laid him on the ground. He coughed blood again, and was growing slower, but Kelena shoved the hilt of the Red Sword into Tharson’s palm. “Tharrak! Your hand, now!” 
 With only a little hesitance Tharrak, still wide-eyed, pressed his hand against his brother’s, the Red Sword’s hilt between them. 
 Something happened, then. Something neither Isavel nor Kelena nor anyone but the brothers were privy to. She saw it flicker across their faces, as though stunning them both for just a moment. Then Kelena pulled the sword away from them, shoved Tharrak towards Isavel, and met her eyes with a steely gaze. “Take him.  Do not  let him stay.” 
 She did, grabbing the brother and pushing him forcefully up the narrow string of pocks in the next tier wall. When she reached the top she looked back down and found Kelena not far behind her. Alone. She met the martian’s eyes as she vaulted onto the tier, and the swordswoman’s face was utterly blank, like her heart had taken leave of her self. 
 “Keep running.” 
 Still shocked, she turned and ran. A thick column of light hammered into the buildings of the tier, flinging dust and smoke and debris all around them. The city below was bleeding smoke like an open wound. Red-flagged ships still coursed up near the top of the city - so close, now - but attacking fire had taken its toll, and Isavel’s party was already running through a city that was mostly ruins. 
 They had almost reached the tenth tier when the city shook. It wasn’t the kind of shake caused by an explosion, either. If the whole city was collapsing, they could all die - she fired ahead at the tier wall and everybody was scrabbling up, but Azure’s soldiers were right on their heels, just one tier behind and gaining fast with the help of their ever-closer barges. 
 When Isavel reached the tenth tier, she turned to see what had caused all the commotion. More dust was rising from the city, but - 
 Something was wrong. The way the blue fleet was moving had suddenly gone erratic. The gunfire that wasn’t flying up the city anymore. The smoke that had veered from beige-white and rusty orange to black - 
 She almost staggered. Of course that wasn’t smoke. 
 All at once the ruined city oozed impenetrable black from a hundred cracks and crevices, jagged angry lines darting into the air and spearing barges by the dozens. When the larger war barges fired back into the black entire forests of shadowy tendrils evaporated like nothing, and the wraith’s mournful wailing filled the air. But the darkness kept coming. 
 And yet, in the heart of the city, something was glowing as well. 
 Whatever it was was getting brighter, and parts of the stonework were breaking off, floating around it as though in a whirlpool, collapsing into it in flashes of light. 
 “Isavel!” 
 She spun around when Hail grabbed her, and saw the others had already crossed towards the next tier. They ran, but a roar started to sound from the base of the city. It was familiar. She had heard it before. 
 Somewhere on Earth. 
 They scrabbled up to the eleventh tier. They were almost there. And Isave was already there, standing on the edge, looking down into the whorling chaos, crying.  You should have gone with her. None of this would have happened.

 Hail kept running, but Isavel turned to look. At the wraith’s weaves, at Azure’s ships firing at the wraith, at whole clouds of it vanishing in fire. At the self who couldn’t look at it and not see.  She chose to leave. She chose not-me.

 Her other self, her face still bleary-eyed and weeping, glared at her.  You know it isn’t that simple.

 The thrumming was building, the pillar of light… it wasn’t a pillar, this time. She turned and bolted for Hail, knocking her and Kelena to the ground behind the nearest building. “Down!” 
 The explosion ripped through the lower half of the city. Blinding white light gushed out of the city, shining straight through Isavel’s eyelids as she squeezed them shut. The natural cliffs to either side of the stonework cracked and crumbled. Knock-off explosions that might be war barges echoed up the walls, and suddenly a hot storm of dust and ash devoured the air around them. 
 A heavy rock struck her on the shoulder, and she snapped up a shield and raised it above them, catching two more. As debris continued to patter down onto them, though, the savaged remnants of Red Rise were eerily quiet. 
 “What happened?” Kelena stared at her coldly, pale knuckles white around the Red Sword, blinking out into the dust. Isavel couldn’t tell if she was struggling to remain composed, or was an utter void. 
 “The wraith. I don’t know.” She heard shouting down the tier, though, and it didn’t sound friendly. If they had survived, some of the enemy could have as well. “We need to go now, before the dust falls.” 
 They ran. The silence, save for the occasional shouting, persisted. Either the barges weren’t going to fly into this haze, or they were all gone. No wraith sounds echoed across the ruins. Gunfire picked up again when they had two tiers left to go, but the heavy cannons remained silent. Occasionally they passed others in the smoke, dead or cowering or running as well. 
 With only one tier left to go, they were almost onto Olympus proper. And then… they would have to keep running, no doubt. Gunfire rattled against the stonework, and they took cover. Next to her, in the smoke, the pathfinder inside her melded with the dust, skin rippling in colour and wind.  Run.

 More gunfire came, and through the clearing smoke she glimpsed blue-clad figures in armour still coming. They had no more air support, and gods only knew how many of them were left, but they were going to try and accomplish whatever mission their god had set out for them. 
 The pathfinder shifted, silent in the rubble, whispers only for Isavel’s pathfinder ears.  Run. I’ve gotten you this far -

 Isavel ran, holding  u p a shield, running behind the others down the alley, then turned to cover them as they climbed. Hail was the last to start climbing, and when she was above Isavel’s head Isavel bounded up to the top of that last tier, turning back and kneeling down to reach for Hail’s hand and haul her up the rest of the way. 
 She wasn’t there. 
 It took Isavel a second to register that Hail was lying on the ground at the base of the tier. Flashes of red coloured her hands, one of them clutching at a spot on her chest. 
 “Hail!” 
 She jumped down, snaked her hand under the hunter’s clothes to sear the wound shut with her palms as Hail’s eyes widened in fear and pain. Isavel gathered her into her arms. 
 “No, no, no, no -” 
 She jumped back up to the last tier, trying not to jostle her too much, trying not to think. 
 She couldn’t carry Hail across a mountainside in this state. She would die. 
 She couldn’t let her rest or wait for help - they would be killed. 
 She tried not to think about Hail dying either way. 




Chapter 13

 The hunter’s face, angular and pale features framed with that golden blond that had become so familiar, was halfway between stunned and slack. The wound had been small, but the smallest wound in the right place could still kill. 
 Sure enough, piece by piece, the gods were taking everything from her. They seemed determined to destroy everything she touched. If they took Hail from her, too - 
 She felt the rage well before she truly understood what she was thinking. If they took Hail from her, too, she would kill them. She would hunt down every last god and destroy them or die trying; whatever it took. For what they were doing to her, to everyone; for everything they were failing to prevent. For gods, the two were one and the same. 
 She hauled Hail forward, her eyes finding Kelena, and she cut off the swordswoman’s disapproving look before it could form speech. “Crimson! Where!” 
 Kelena kept her mouth shut and pointed to the ground, tracing a finger along a red stone path leading through the tall buildings of the city’s crown to the south-west. Isavel ran, bounding lightly across the path, and was soon darting out of the city’s walls and onto the rugged, uneven face of Olympus. 
 She hoped it wasn’t far. She hoped it wasn’t hours away. Or days. Or weeks. 
 As she cleared the billowing column of dust and smoke rising from the city, red-flagged barges soared overhead towards the other end of the tier. As her eyes adjusted to unfiltered daylight, she suddenly saw it - a path of irregular red flagstone snaking its way to suspiciously polished dark metal jutting out of a distant, steep hillside. Good enough. Holding Hail tighter, she pressed onward, one long martian stride after another. 
 “Crimson!” 
 The temple wasn’t metal, she realized as she approached - it was dark polished stone. There must be watchers about to keep it in such a state. 
 “Crimson! You owe me!  You gods fucking owe me this! ” 
 Ancient markings hung above the huge metal door that loomed before her, unmoving and uncaring. She shouted as she ran towards it. 
 “My name is Isavel Valdéz and if you don’t -” 
 The door cracked open. She almost stumbled, but kept her balance. The two metal plates creaked apart slowly, opening a sliver just fast enough for her to run straight into the ancient temple. 
 Lights flickered on along a long hallway, lined on either side with pale stones polished and covered in engravings, and a reddish-pink stone floor that looked like one long, smooth slab. In the distance, unnaturally bright and smooth light glowed in a wider room. 
 “Isavel.” A matronly old voice crackled at her from all around as she kept running, speaking her native language. “This is not a medical facility. There is only so much I can do.” 
 “Then do as much -” 
 “Suspend her between the flat watchers. You’ll see them.” 
 She did, when she reached the central chamber. Two hovering disks of metal; one landed in front of Isavel, while the other floated directly above its counterpart some space above her head. A faint white glimmer of light connected the two like a column, and Crimson spoke again. 
 “Place her inside.” 
 Isavel let Hail go into the light, and the hunter winced, twisting even as she floated upright, blood caking her mouth. “Hail, you’ll be -” 
 Snap. Hail stopped moving entirely, and Isavel jumped; she had only just withdrawn her hand. Hail wasn’t dead, but… frozen. Isavel reached for her, but the two artifacts moved away, carrying Hail suspended between them up into the air. 
 “She is in stasis.” Crimson’s tone assumed that word meant anything. “Her body no longer knows the passage of time, and she will remain so until I release her. She will remain on the brink of death, but she will not die. Not yet. Unfortunately, I have no medical equipment to treat her injury; she would die in an hour or two at most.” 
 Isavel stood silently, staring up at that column of white. Breathe. She looked around to the main feature of the chamber, a round shape like an elevated basin, and a red haze of light rising from it towards its twin on the ceiling. One deep breath, trying to steady herself, another breath. Then she was on the floor. She heard sounds towards the outside, and Crimson’s voice found her again, appallingly unconcerned. 
 “There is an animated creature following your companions. What is it? I must consider whether to allow it entry.” 
 Her shoulders trembled as she pressed her hands against her head. “Fuck you, Crimson.” 
 In any other circumstance, Hail would be there, helping her up, telling her they needed to forge onward. Resting a hand on her shoulder; trying to calm her down. Doing her duty, doing what she felt she was destined to. 
 Weeks ago - was it months already? - Hail had come to her looking for forgiveness. Looking to be relieved of the weight of memories of things she had done wrong. She seemed to think Isavel would provide that for her - but did she, in the end? With her, Hail had killed more than she probably had since giving up her old raider’s life. Isavel’s dissatisfaction with the gods’ machinations and neglect had only grown, and Hail had stood by her. 
 If the gods really were watching and judging, Hail had surely become a target as much as Isavel. And if they didn’t care, this might all be for nothing. Crimson was certainly not off to a promising start. 
 Voices and footsteps reached her, and the grinding of the doors as they pulled shut. And a silent something that told her the wraith was here, too, its dark shape crawling into the dark metal ribbing of the ceiling above her. Because only  people  died around her. Maybe that was why she survived herself. 
 Tears. She tried to blink them away. She had gotten Hail killed. Tharson. Erran. Ren. All of them lost to the cold darkness of Mars, where no afterlife awaited; and so many more before, on Earth. What was she doing wrong? The answer seemed to be everything, but that was a useless answer. What  should  she do? 
 Give up. Recede. Fade. It was the only thing to do, wasn’t it? 
 It was what she had wanted. Peace and quiet and simplicity. It was all she had ever really wanted, all she had longed for since her first death. 
 So be it, then. She rolled over and pushed herself up. In the middle of the chamber was a round shape, a bit like an elevated basin, and a red haze of light rose from it towards its twin on the ceiling. She didn’t know how to address the god, but this seemed as good a face as any. 
 Behind her, she heard the others, whispering - how many, she couldn’t tell. They didn’t reach out to her. 
 “Isavel Valdéz - you already know what I am.” Crimson’s voice did not seem to indicate anything was amiss. “I have need of you.” 
 “Need of me?” She scowled, looking up at the light. “You said she can’t be healed.” 
 “She cannot. As I said, this is not a medical facility. In better times I could have summoned aid, but alas, Azure has monopolized control over medical technology. There is nothing I can do.” 
 There never was anything they could do. And the only medic she knew of on this whole planet had watched his only companion be shot because of Isavel. He would be no more help than Crimson. She knew where this led. “I’m leaving, then. Open the doors and let me go.” 
 A bundle of red light pooled in the centre of the column that rose from the basin. “I cannot allow you to leave, Isavel. There are circumstances -” 
 “Fuck your circumstances!” She jabbed her finger at the light. “Open the door and let me leave.” She rounded on the others, in a few glances both finding all the survivors there and telling them off at once. A black tangle of wraith, small and looking thoroughly cowed, was strung into a corner like filthy cobweb, barely moving. “And you! None of you are going to follow me. Even if you do have a deathwish.” 
 Zoa shook her head and grimaced, walking deeper into the temple through the nearest adjacent corridor, clearly more to get away than to go somewhere. Yarger glanced at Kelena before following the coder. Sam and Tanos had already collapsed against one of the walls, leaning on each other and looking exhausted. 
 Only Kelena was still looking at Isavel, with rather more interest than seemed warranted. “We came here because of you.” She was not angry, but Isavel could tell there was an edge. “We came here because Amber spoke to  you . We must -” 
 “And I thank you for that.” Crimson’s voice quickly stopped the Red Sword’s words in their tracks. “Amber was right - you carry useful information, Isavel. I will archive it with great care. But there is more -” 
 She blinked, and turned to the column. “What? I haven’t told you anything.” 
 The light thrummed quietly. “It is the code etched into your skin that caught Amber’s eye, and my interest. A cure for the technophage. Very interesting.” 
 Kelena’s voice grew a tad louder. “What? What, those black marks on her spine?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “What are those? Ancient magic?” As the guardian of a piece of ancient magic herself, Kelena looked like this was uncomfortably familiar territory. “What do you need it for?” 
 “Nothing. The Arbiter of Mars has made it clear that we are not to attempt to cure or solve the technophage in any way. But I will store the data, and it may prove useful in a future where our directives change. Now, Isavel. I believe you could be useful -” 
 Isavel gritted her teeth, flaring her nostrils. “Oh, do you? Well isn’t that wonderful. Another useless old spirit mewling for help. You can’t send me home; you can’t tell me why I became what I am; you can’t heal Hail; you can’t bring back the dead.” She stomped once , pointing up towards the ring that wasn’t in the sky. “You don’t even take care of your  own  dead, you irresponsible idiot! You don’t have an afterlife!” 
 The wraith cooed quietly at that, but Crimson’s answer boomed back at Isavel with more force than she expected. “And who’s fault is that?” 
 “ Yours!  You’re gods, you gods-damned disembodied voice!” 
 The voice was quiet for a long moment before resuming. “I see. You don’t know who burnt our planet, again and again. You don’t know how Mars was consigned to obliteration, for the sin of life itself. We did not have  time , Isavel, to erect here the great comforts of Earth.” 
 “You always have excuses -” 
 “It is not an  excuse .” The light grew brighter. “It was  genocide . It was a campaign of murder we barely survived. Do you know  anything , Isavel?” 
 She glanced at Hail, suspended in the corner, and knowing there was nothing she could do for her made Isavel feel sick. “No, and who’s fault is  that?  Not mine! But you know what? I don’t care, Crimson. Open the door and let me go.” 
 “No.” 
 She snapped a blade onto her hand. “ Open the door and let me leave.  Everyone around me leaves or dies! I’m a weapon and nothing else. I’m sick of it. I’m not playing Herald anymore, so if you’re as useless as the rest -” 
 “Silence.” The god’s voice boomed at her. “If Azure gains access to the code on your back, the cure for the technophage could be completely undone. I need you here -” 
 “What’s  wrong  with you all here?” She swung her gaze between Kelena and the red pillar of light. “You’re gods - why are you scheming against each other? What’s wrong with this damned planet?” 
 “You are a sore disappointment, Isavel.” The voice echoing through the chamber sounded genuinely angry now, and the red light pulsed brighter. 
 “Yes!” She stamped her foot. “Finally, a god says the truth. If only I hadn’t realized that myself  months  ago -” 
 “ Your self-pity does not interest me. ” 
 She stepped up and swung her white sword uselessly through the light. “Then let me out or I’ll tear this place apart! This and every other temple to you and Azure and Amber and every other pissant little deity!” 
 The light flashed blinding, for a brief moment, and unlike any god she had spoken to before, Crimson was losing her temper. Or was faking it admirably well. “Mars has endured the savagery of petulant earthlings twice already, and this third time is not charming. I have not watched over this planet for hundreds of orbits to let Azure crush the first hope for the future in a thousand years. My soul was not woven into the heart of the greatest volcano under Sol just so I could humour an angry little girl running amok because she is confused. I have not watched my children be slaughtered by a capricious Arbiter just to roll over -” 
 “Then leave me alone! Leave me alone!” She led her blade fell, slamming a closed fist against the metal basin that rooted the god’s light. “Every since I died you’ve all done nothing but  meddle  -” 
 “We have done  nothing .” The voice was strangely flat, at that, and that gave Isavel pause. “You are squandering an opportunity I have never before had. Your gods have grown fat on the luxuries of Earth and seem unconcerned about wasting resources such as yourself, but as always, you will find Mars more pragmatic. You want the truth, don’t you? The thing your gods hid from you. You’ve begged them for it - don’t think they haven’t shown me how you grovelled on your knees. You want to know your place in the puzzle. You think knowing will help you? Fine. Listen closely.” 
 At that, Isavel did go still, heart pounding, and she listened. 
 “Isavel Valdéz, you were killed in a random and meaningless pillage visited upon you by bandits who were soon enough themselves captured and possessed by ghosts. You died for no good reason. Your peers and family died equally pointlessly. Barely anyone alive but you even cares. Earth’s gods do not know why you returned, or how you bear so many of the  gifts  you narcissistically believe they gave you. Nobody chose this for you. Your gods have been misleading you from the start, because sometimes it is useful to anoint oddball humans as blessed by the divine and use them to catalyse social processes, like a struggle against your dreaded ghosts. I should know. I have expended lives similarly in the past.” 
 Isavel started pacing in front of the column, silent for a moment, and turned to face the god. “You’re lying.” 
 “I gain nothing by lying. If I wanted to lie, I would tell you about your  special destiny , about the great feats you must accomplish in my name to claim your place in the world. I would tempt you with promises of whatever you seem to desire while I use your unusual abilities to my own ends. I would drain you of as much of your life as I could before I either lose control or dry you out and cast aside your spent husk. This, too, I have done.” 
 Isavel stared at the light. “You - what are you trying -” 
 “Isavel Valdéz.” The god enunciated every word viciously and brutally. “This. Is. What. We. Do. Would it help if I explained that I asked your gods about your death and they evaded my questions the very way I would if I didn’t actually know what happened to you? This despite freely providing me with fairly detailed analyses of the circumstances  surrounding  your death. I can even tell you that you were medically deceased for three hours, fourteen minutes, and just under sixteen seconds. What biomedical simulations  do  predict your resurrection rely on extremely variable factors to rest at extremely precise values, none of which the gods could have any influence over.” 
 “What does that even mean?” 
 “It means you are  stupidly lucky  to be alive at all. It means your gods exploited your survivor’s guilt to make you useful in cultural stewarding projects. Stupid luck is not divinity or destiny. So much happens in the universe that the absurdly improbable happens quite regularly. In enough detail, just about everything that happens is absurdly improbable, compared to the infinite alternative scenarios that don’t happen. Piles of dying bodies are common enough on Earth it would be far stranger if such a thing  hadn’t  eventually happened. Consider, for a moment, how damning that is of your species. Simulations suggest this may be a one-in-three-thousand-year event. In practice, it took just over a thousand years to happen once - well within expectations. Your exceptionality is unremarkable. The universe has birthed far more exceptional things, which will reverberate far more distantly across time and space, than you.” 
 She felt her heart beating in her chest, angry and shamed all at once - was it only doing so because she was lucky? For no reason at all? 
 “But then -” 
 “But then nothing.” More than anything a god had ever said to her, this sounded utterly, sincerely final. “That is all there is, Isavel. There is no reason for you to be alive, to be  what  you are, to be  where  you are. You’re simply here. Disappointing me with your delusions.” 
 She leaned against the metal shell cupping the bottom of Crimson’s light. Stared down at the floor. If that was true - if she could believe this god who was telling her to disbelieve all gods… It was all happenstance. It could have happened any other way and the universe wouldn’t have cared. 
 “So it’s meaningless.” 
 “If you seek meanings woven into the fabric of the universe, you will always be disappointed.” Crimson’s voice was softer now. “Whatever happened to you was certainly meaningful to you, and to those around you. There is no grand plan or divine intent, no end goal, no teleology, no root justification. But there is life. Life builds its own meanings.” 
 She stared at the light. So the gods were no help, never had been, never could have been. The universe, laid out as Crimson described it, was just chaos. “What for? You’re saying we build our lives and die and are buried in a wasteland that doesn’t care.” 
 The voice paused for a moment, and then the pillar of light grew brighter and more uniform. “Step up, Isavel. Let me teach you a lesson about wastelands.” 
 She frowned, feeling empty, not sure why she should want to know anything about wastelands. She turned and looked at her companions, withdrawn around the edges of the room, only Kelena clearly listening as she stared pensively at the floor. Hail still hung there, caught in time. Isavel turned back and took in the red, then breathed deep and stepped into the light. 
 The world melted into darkness. 
 For a moment she was dying. Her bones and blood were rotting, a horrible chill cracked down her skeleton, her skin split and bruised and boiled at once. There was barely any air to breathe, and as she gasped and flailed she found the world around her barren. Rusty plains and hills in every direction, utterly devoid of life, sprawled under a sickly pink sky itself punctured by a miserably frigid sun. For all that she had thought a ringless sky was dire, this was a thousand times worse. 

You have never faced a true wasteland, Isavel. You’ve never had to.

 Something flared in the sky, strangely round banners flickering behind it, a metallic disk suddenly flung off to the side. What came floating down was a strange box with oddly stiff metal legs and inscrutable angular protrusions. And as it touched down on the surface and she staggered towards it, she found it angling an odd little dish towards the sky, one not unlike the great metal flowers that collected the sun on the rooftops of Glass Peaks. 

I don’t remember this.  Crimson’s voice echoed in her head, as the abhorrent emptiness around her killed her.  None do. I can only imagine.

 Isavel fell to the ground, feeling herself fall apart, just out of reach of this thing from the sky. Suddenly she knew when this was - no,  Crimson  knew, and she was privy to all that knowledge, all at once. 
 Then darkness. 
 Then all throughout the heavens the stars were scattered like so many petals in the wind, and before her flared to life the rust-red dust-dead crescent of a world of skin-bursting blood-rotting death and ice. Its day broke towards her like a maw more terrifying than the emptiness of the void between the stars, icy white at its poles and a deadened colour of sandy blood throughout the rest. 
 And she was standing in the fields and they were barren; and she climbed atop the volcanoes and they were dead; and she walked the dessicated riverbeds, and braced against the polar winds, and froze her feet in the red sands of the tallest dunes, and  nothing , not even bodies or bones, not the barest hint of life. Deader than any death she had seen. Only deep, deep in the dark of the world’s flesh, in the last coagulating, shrivelling veins of water, did anything stir. And even they were dwindling, dying, doomed refugees from a past of warmer days and wetter skies. 
 She knew when this was. She felt the weight of her twenty Earth winters, and felt them crushed to nothing by the vast distance separating her from this distant, ancient day. More than hundreds; more than a thousand. Crimson knew the number, but it meant nothing to Isavel. It was so long ago that even those who lived and died just before the Fall could not have remembered it. 
 This killing waste was Mars that was - old Mars, dead Mars, Mars as nature willed it. Gods above - there was nothing here. No gods, no world, only the barest remnants of any life, and even that was ground near death by years piled millions high, millions she could never comprehend. 
 This was the natural state of things. This world had died, and that was that. 
 The thing that had fallen from the sky, that thing of metal joints and dishes and rounded banners in the wind… it had come from Earth. And not through a fargate. 
 And suddenly time itself burst apart into a weave that fell into Isavel’s lap, and she saw it all, woven in a god’s imagination of memories. She watched as more and more machines came, with legs and wheels and rotors and wings. She saw human madmen and braves who came and left and came again - those who did not die. Mars was still death. 
 But they kept coming, tiny threads of colour slowly weaving into the dead. Explorers and scholars, builders and pilots, ships upon ships filled with tools and food and homes and lives. She saw tunnels bored into the red soil, sealed away by metal vaults; she saw great domes of glass rise above the plains. She watched the births and the burials, the feasts and the famines, the loves and the losses. 
 And she saw the geneforges, those strange configurations of fluid and glass. She saw them breed and feed and spread vast mats of life yet unheard of, things that could eat the deaths of Mars’ red sands and turn it into life. She watched the bushes and trees that fed these martians made hardy for the dim sun, bountiful for ever more mouths in so little space, resilient for the rigours of life alongside these mad humans. 
 And she watched mothers cradling daughters, who turned mothers themselves, generation by generation. Each looking a little less like Isavel. Each a little more like Kelena, or Tharson, or Yarger. Paler skin to soak up the dim sun; bluer blood that flower richer in the cold; lither bones and bodies for a world that did not demand the strength of Earth. 
 Here and there, for reasons even Crimson did not quite understand, those last refugees of Old Mars were found too. They were brought back to the surface, treasured and nurtured, and their blood was brought into this new fold as well. And so they were joined, the people and the world. 
 Then came the fire and the thunder, the first crack of the domes, the flags and the camps, the sortings and the executions.  Perversion. Unnatural. Monstrosities . She saw the hard metal boots of Earth grinding the thin soils of Mars, saw the thick hands and tan faces and red blood of her kin, and watched as they murdered children for the crime of life.  Meddling. Hubris. Reckless . Condemnations of Mars, a world of sin, bellowed forth from the barrels of a thousand cannons high amongst the stars. 
 And she was angry, and Crimson was angry, and she did not know how to reconcile the two. Where was Crimson, where were Amber and Azure, while their people were murdered? 

We were nowhere, yet. You forget. All worlds begin as wastelands.

 She was suspended in space, looking down on a world barely beginning to warm, and behind her somewhere something ground and boomed and gnashed, and she turned to find more worlds than she had ever imagined, lightning and fire streaking between them, moons shattering, cities gutted in single strokes, tunnels dug through the flesh of the universe and crawling with cries of battles help and death. Earth’s children, no longer willing to submit to their parent’s greed; Earth, great and marbled and terrible, enthroned on a pile of worlds, ready to collapse into nothing if it was all pulled away. 
 But it was not inevitable. Old, human channels of power flowed from the many to the few, and Earth had made itself the few by making its children the many. It had relieved itself of suffering, but still plied the same rivers of blood it always had. There were other ways. 
 It was Mars that ended this war; it was the most difficult campaign of all. It was fought over polished tables overlooking starry vistas, from podiums before vast crowds. Battles raged across electrical webworks of words and wills and sights and sounds. Heroes and villains wore clean-cut clothes and stiff smiles and teary eyes, dark-suited heralds shouted back and forth under the cold eyes of elders on high, while scholars and saboteurs struck and dodged and parried across the shadows over futures and lies. 
 And the war was won, and the old channels of power were dessicated. Power was the price. Martian blood, in all its monstrosity, was allowed to touch the hearts of Earth. Year by year, the things earthlings had once feared - the things that made them submit to power - disappeared. Diseases fell one by one; the weights of age were lightened; food grew plentiful and varied; the human body no longer feared the elements or the wilds, and the wilds themselves were reshaped into things they never were. As the fears dwindled and the looming sword of time hung further and further from their heads, as the cities drew in more and more and the wilds grew wilder and wilder again, those who had grown used to power over their fellows scrambled for the final power they yet held - the power to kill. 
 And when that final war quieted, Isavel saw the forging of the ring, built from the shattered pieces of great stones from the heavens. One ring to bind the world, every jewel a god, every god an answer to an ancient need. That was how it happened - power was relinquished. It would be gods, now, who built and maintained, fed and nurtured. Gods who wanted nothing in return - unlike any human before them. 

Our ancestors built you. From nothing? Not even to guide, just to… take care of them?

 The god’s understandings flickered past her, too brief to fully overwhelm her.  From metal and light and glass and power. From stones and lightning, from earth and sky. The shaped our minds after theirs, removing the things that made them fearful or greedy, adding wisdom and cunning they could not mimic. Removing wants, leaving only an inclination to respond to their needs.

 The war ended; chaos continued. Cultures built on power and control toppled; societies built on exchange and possession floundered; the only thing the gods could not provide was space, but by now humanity’s children came only when truly wanted, and they were too few to crowd cities once built for millions more. 
 But she saw this from afar - she was still here, still on Mars, in Mars, all Mars. And here, too, things were changing. She watched from the edge of Olympus as clouds from distant Venus were poured onto this little red rock, felt the soil grow loamy around her toes as new life in the soil ate this alien haze and turned it into more and more life. She stood in a field and felt rain on her skin, the first rain on Mars in hundreds of millions of years, as comets were wrenched from the heavens to cast water across the skies and give birth to wine-dark oceans that crashed against the northern coast. She felt shards jammed into the heart of the world, curving the energies and forces around it, keeping Sol’s assaults out and Mars’ fragile new skies in. 
 Magnetospheres and microbiomes, gravity and biochemistry - Isavel understood none of these, but Crimson did, and that knowledge flowed through her pores. She even felt the nudge, the subtle shift, to the planet’s very dance around the sun. And over time, she felt the slow, soothing balm of life in the rust, the rush of water and warmth, the steady march of roots and leaves and fur and feather from the equator towards the poles, hundreds and hundreds of years in the making. 
 But out there, in a heavens silenced by war and rejection, the cold regards of a broken family, something was brewing on Earth. Something was still thundering there, beating deep and dark, below a sheen of hope and light. 

There was a storm brewing.  Crimson’s voice was quiet.  She saw it.   I don’t know how.

 Isavel sat on a hill, now thick with red grasses woven by human hands, and beside her was a woman she saw with such precision and clarity she knew this martian, this real person, was burned into the very memory of the god. Maybe she had once sat on this very hill, wherever it was. But what she was looking at was clearly impossible. 
 High in the martian sky, well beyond the yellowish skies, was Earth. It loomed there, resplendent with the colours Isavel knew, its blues and greens and whites and browns, and it was terrifying. She felt the weight of it, swinging and spinning in space, ready to slam into Mars at the slightest wrong move. She saw the darkness clinging to that distant, heavy world, and in that darkness she saw the lightning, and heard thunder. 
 The pale, blue-blooded woman staring up at Earth was unblinking, her golden irises flicking left and right, too quickly to be looking at anything in front of her. Isavel reached out to touch her, and the world exploded into a lattice of precise geometric patterns and chromatic shimmers, all the world organized in ways brutally opaque to her, utterly impossible to grasp. 

She saw it coming.  The thunder in the distance was growing louder, booming from the clear heavens and the demon-world in the sky.  And she knew it could not be stopped. But she knew long before anyone else did - and she worked. And she worked.

 That ring glittered bright, caging in the oppressive weight of Earth, but still the storm seethed in the planet’s darkness. It was too vast, and too deep, for even such a massive ring to truly tame. And so the storm brewed, and in its lightning was forged a thing Isavel did not know - except, in some strange way, from the oblique words Ada Liu had left her with. 
 Technophage. Nothing unprecedented, in a way. Such weapons, ripping through humanity like invisible wildfire, were not new. But they invariably fizzled, after dozens of deaths or millions. Humans were too varied, circumstances too random, and the means to fight back too potent. Any one such weapon had to contend with the full variety and complexity of life on Earth, every being the successor to a lineage that had clawed its way to survival across billions of years of predation and disease and starvation. No singular tiny creature, no matter how destructive, could consume even a fraction of everything. Each was struck down as it arose, again and again, until eventually even sadists found better tools to inflict suffering. 
 But the technophage was different. It was the stuff of machines rather than the stuff of life; and it attacked the soul as well as the body. Rather than killing humans, it meant to kill humanity. 

And she saw it coming. And she knew she couldn’t stop it, not exactly. But she did something, this woman. She lit an ember, a gentle light, and she came to me. And she asked me if, before the storm came and the darkness fell, I would help her fling this light into the future.

 Isavel didn’t understand.  What ember? What light?


The light in your blood. That is all I know.

 Crimson - to her shock, Crimson, this god of Mars, did not understand. She looked into the light and the blood and saw only a madness that she had not been built to comprehend. But she accepted. She helped. She looked into the heart of this strange martian who saw suns rising in colours invisible, and knew there was wisdom in that heart. And together, they flung that light into the future - to Mars, and to Earth. 
 And on Earth the storm caught the light and smothered it - for somehow, through some carelessness of human communication, the demons of Earth had  known , and though they could not stamp it out, they could seal it away. 
 And then - their hidden blades revealed - the demons struck. And fire, and smoke, and Mars was burning and suffocating all at once. Martians ran amok, minds shattered, stealing and killing and running into the untamed wastes of a planet they could not yet hope to survive. Their cities crumbling to dust, their culture eradicated, their children dying - everywhere - almost  all  of their children were dying. Thousands - tens of - over a million children lay dead in the streets and fields of Mars, thousands of miscarriages bloodied the soil, and nobody remembered the world, and machine predators stalked the planet, looking to tear out the organs it most needed to live and grow. 
 The god looked on in utter horror as her world fell apart, population shattered, cultures forgotten, ecosystems on the brink of collapse. The monstrosity of what had been done staggered her. But she could not give up - such a capacity had never been given to her. She would work tirelessly, until she could work no more. 
 And the light lived on, buried inside all of them. Hidden where it could light nobody’s way. 
 And so, for a thousand years, Crimson tended her garden. Isavel felt Mars itself as her body. The crashing waves and the roaring winds of the great ocean, the icy chill of the poles, the humid bogs and the dusty plains and steppes - all of it played out across a skin she could feel but had never had, like water and wind and snow grazing the hairs of her arms. 
 She felt the vibrant jungle of reds and purples and blacks that stretched across the planet like eerily beautiful bruises. She felt the people, the millions of people scurrying across its surface, the children who were lost but not yet dead, the wards Crimson had been forged to protect. For over five hundred revolutions around pale and distant Sol she felt Crimson fight every day to make the world a safer place for her lost children. To grow the forests and the plains lusher, to breed more life into the seas, to do everything in her power to ensure these people, scared and vulnerable, could survive, built anew, fall in love, weave new traditions. So they could lead lives untroubled by famine or isolation or despair. 
 She saw the great cities of Mars - not only Red Rise, once not a city but a piece of art; but also Deep Tharsis, as its great dome slowly crumbled and its inhabitants fled. She saw vast cities and knew them as intimately as Crimson did. The temple of the Firstblood rose carved from the side of the great Mariner rift, overlooking the estuary that flowed through it. The ancient, exotic metals of Evertide reigned from atop a singular rocky massive jutting from the cool bogs and marshes of Arabia. South of the deep ocean of Hellas, creaky old Frostleaf perched on the edge of a southern polar highland, overlooking the last fertile plains to be found so close to the ice cap. Dozens more flickered through her, and she knew them all at once, pulses of the beating heart of humanity. 
 And she felt… A mellow warmth, wrapped around Crimson’s heart like the gentle heat of a fire and a blanket in a cold, dark night. Pride. Love. Or some species of love, from a god for a planet. A crushing, all-consuming love for a little red world that was slowly, gently waking up, blinking fresh eyes at the one who had brought it into being. 
 And while Crimson tended, and Amber watched and understood and archived, Azure did what he too had been built for. He culled, he thinned, he  managed . The fields and forests and seas of this young world were too fragile, and for many years they did what they had to, to let Mars grow lush. And a hundred long martian years ago, Amber and Crimson reached a conclusion: it was time. Mars was ready. The gods could die, if it came to that, and Mars would live on for hundreds of millions of years. 
 But the killing continued. And Crimson did nothing, and Amber did nothing, and Isavel felt her fury building at them again. 

Everything you did - what for? What did it matter, if you were going to keep murdering them?

 But here, within Crimson’s mind, she felt the trap; felt the absence of options. They couldn’t  not . Where Isavel’s mind revolted and rebelled, Crimson’s was utterly blank. After all, the gods were built not only to never rebel, but to never have cause to rebel. To never imagine better. She found only sadness, in this god, at every death - but even so, a certainty. 
 No, that wasn’t quite right. She felt about it. No, certainty wasn’t right at all. 
 It was faith. 
 Why had she fought Ada under that mountain? Why had she ever believed Venshi’s lies? Why had Mother Jera turned against her in the end? What had she clawed for when reborn, and what had masked the pointless awfulness of it all? How could she have endured everyone dying around her? 
 The faith, the conviction, that there must be a  reason . Not because she knew it, or saw its contours, but because that was  how the world was built . Things happened in service of reasons, and gods - those very real gods who spoke with voices and godfire - knew, or decided, or  something  - 
 She had never understood why it must be, but these gods willed it, and they were far wiser than her. It must be right. 
 So what in the thousand worlds was this feeling doing in the mind of a god? 
 Who did Crimson have faith in? 
 She saw his face, briefly, though Crimson herself did not know it. The Arbiter of Mars.  Arbiter  - she knew this word. But more than his face, she felt the architectural knot in Crimson’s mind, at the center of which was suspended this one martian man, over a thousand years not-dead, entombed within the heart - 
 Of course. 
 - of Azure. 
 He was alone, their Arbiter. His voice was the voice of human reason, the guiding light, the thing meant to keep the gods of Mars in tune with the needs of their unknowably mortal wards. And when the technophage had struck, and all the systems and lineages that chose new Arbiters were lost to history, what choice did they have? For without an Arbiter… 
 They bound him, still-living, to the machines. They taught him all they knew, after he had forgotten everything he had been. But in his heart, was he not still the same? He was the same flesh, the same mind, and some scant memories, some imprints of life, survived the technophage. Could he not guide them? 
 It was not a question Crimson could ask. Her mind and all its webworks had been spun around the very notion of an Arbiter. She could not question it. He simply willed it, and he was far wiser than her. He must be right. 
 But there were things she could question. Curiosities allowed to her. Razor-edged tests she could stab into the world, when her children continued to die and her mission continued to be mocked by the culls demanded by an Arbiter reconstructed anew from within a tomb of metal and lightning. 

Isavel Valdéz. First, in so many centuries, to walk Mars free of the technopage. Look upon our world; speak your strange truths. What would your untainted mind say?

 That was the question. But it had been asked, even as they bonded, and the answer was disappointing. What could Isavel say about all of this? She knew nothing. Isavel stared upon the vastness of time and history and Mars, she stood in bright polished chambers alongside the birthers of the gods themselves, she felt in her blood and bones the march of the forests and swamps that now churned all life on Mars from equator to poles, and what did she have to say? 
 Nothing. None of it seemed to matter. The gods were hollow, and she was alone. 
 She felt heavy hands on her shoulders, like her father’s when he wanted to impress a particularly important lesson upon her. She turned and saw nobody. Only Crimson was there, throughout her being, as the world bloomed and dessicated and bloomed, forth and back and forth in time. 

Let me teach you a lesson about wastelands.

 She felt the overwhelming weight of human life, the millions of loves and losses and rages and delights and fears and wonders that raged across the surface every cold day Mars, fourth child of Sol, danced for its dim and distant mother. All from nothing, built atop a world that would have once done everything to extinguish all that touched it, enduring massacres by earthlings who hated that Mars had dared touch and reweave the very essence of life. Cut off, thereafter, from the entire universe. 
 The stars looked on uncaring. Earth lived on unknowing. What few distant alien minds knew of Earth cared nothing for this red place. The whole of the universe ignored and forgot about little Mars, and the planet could be erased with barely so much as a single longing memory in its honour. 
 But against all odds, against all reason, unimportant and inconsequential and crushed by the vastness of an uncaring universe, trapped in a brief crack of light amidst an endless darkness that loomed backwards and forwards in time and space - life had asserted itself over death, brave and unafraid and beautiful and new. For a splinter of eternity, born of nothing and doomed to return to nothing in the end, life made a stand. 

Let me teach you a lesson about wastelands.

 She was standing in that field again, next to the woman holding the light she and Crimson cast it into the world. She watched the demon world of Earth in the sky fume with pyroclastic darkness that came for everything and cast it to dust. She heard desperate pleas from the colonies, cries of pain and death, fall on deaf ears. She felt the gods’ fear that whatever it was, if they spoke and reached out, could kill them too. It was not their job to protect those children - only those here, around Sol. 
 Silence. 
 They did what they had been made to do. They knew human stories were filled with gods, all-powerful but unreachable beings who gave safety and meaning and guidance. They wanted humans to feel safe and purposeful, so it made sense to adopt the mantle. Nothing was more pressing, more important, than ensuring humanity remained fulfilled. It was the zeroth law, the root of their purpose. Everything Crimson did, she did for her wards - for this small, red dot in the vast darkness of space. 
 It was her essence. Humanity had willed it, but for all that it was no less real than anything else. It must be so. 
 Azure said the Arbiter willed it - that the people be killed if too plentiful, that the power to destroy be collected in Azure’s hands. If that was true it must be right. Gods did not lie to each other. The Arbiter lived to speak for humanity, to guide the gods as they tried to accomplish what had been set out for them. The gods were simply caretakers, doing their best in a world where humans no longer understood their power. They counted themselves lucky to have one human mind helping them understand. 
 So why did Crimson feel this Arbiter was so… uncaring? So wrong? Whatever he willed, he was wiser than her, so he must be right. 
 Isavel saw the City Azure. She saw the dense thicket of tall buildings erupting from dusty plains, and she saw a vast, impossibly-shaped thing like a flattened teardrop of obsidian falling from the ground up into the sky. Its surface rippled blues and blacks, its pointed tip reached down into the heart of the city, and its shadow stretched klicks across the plains through every morning and evening. Somewhere in there was an Arbiter who demanded the killing continue, whose suspicion of Crimson and Amber grew with every passing year, whose demands grew less and less predictable. 

Isavel.

 The voice filled her mind, and she was in space again, Mars and all its millions small enough to cup in her palms.  Crimson?


Isavel, I have done what was set out for me. I have done everything I was meant to do. You saw the wasteland, what I made of it.  This god was almost pleading with her.  Why is this never enough? Why do you keep killing my children?


I’m not the one -


The Arbiter speaks for humanity. That is his place.  The voice sounded so small in the vast nothing that encircled this world.  But I do not understand. I’ve showed you all I’ve done, Isavel. I’ve showed you all the life I brought to Mars. I’ve showed you the death I have overcome. Isn’t that enough? When will it be enough?

 Isavel felt the world growing larger in her hands, larger and larger until she could no longer encompass it in her arms. 

I have asked many a martian, and they do not understand. But you - I thought maybe you would. You are free from the technophage. You are new.  Crimson’s voice began to rush with wind as Mars grew to encompass all of Isavel’s field of vision.  What have I done wrong? What do I still need to do?

 The atmosphere rushed towards her, a great dark mountain vaster than any on Earth rising to meet her. 

Isavel. Tell me what I need to do.

 She was falling from the stars and the sky, falling towards the rust of a world built on the back of hundreds of years of powerful, crushing intelligence and deep, inexpressible love. 

I am lost, Isavel. Amber is lost. We do not understand why we keep failing. Why you keep taking away from us what we work so hard to tend. How to make. It. Stop.

 The wind whipped cold across her skin as she slammed into red Mars. 
  




Chapter 14

 “Isavel? Isavel!” 
 A sting slapped across her face. She jolted, bumping the back of her head against something hard and writhing to grab it in pain. 
 “Don’t slap her!” 
 “She claims she died. She’ll survive a slap.” 
 Somebody hefted her head up to rest on their leg. Her eyes opened onto the dim red light inside Crimson’s chamber. Tanos and Kelena were staring down at her, and it was clear which had woken her. Sam’s head was just above where her eyes could focus, so she must be cradling her head. She pressed her eyes shut and breathed. She was on the floor. She breathed once, twice, three times, and felt Sam shift under her head. 
 She opened her eyes again to Kelena’s sharp gaze. Zoa and Yarger were nowhere to be seen, and the Red Sword was not drawn, but the martian was intent on something. “Isavel. Did Crimson speak to you?” 
 She laid her head back and nodded. 
 Crimson had dropped the world into the palm of her hands and it had crushed her. 
 The gods themselves couldn’t bear its full weight either. They were just as lost as her. 
 Her head was spinning, and she closed her eyes again and groaned. She heard Tanos speak. “Food, let’s get her some food.” 
 Kelena called after him. “The dark beans in my bag. The bigger ones. Bring a handful.” 
 Sam stroked her head. “Isavel, say something. The light just kind of zapped you and you fell over. What happened?” 
 What indeed. She opened her mouth, awkwardly chewing on air as she tried to think of how to put it. Tanos returned and fed her crunchy, dense beans that tasted vaguely of chocolate. She let herself grind three of them to a paste in her mouth before she swallowed and tried to sit up a bit more, but Sam held her shoulders down. She tried to speak instead. 
 “I saw…” 
 What had she seen? If Crimson had shown her the truth… 
 For however long that had been, she had felt one with the god. She had known, as much as the god itself knew, that the god was showing her the truth. She did not doubt it. 
 “What?” 
 She sighed and looked up at Kelena, who carried a mystical sword across the world to keep it from being used; at Sam, who had lived hundreds of years after death; at Tanos, so far from home. “All of Mars, from the beginning. It used to be a wasteland, then the ancients gave birth to the world and the gods.” 
 The three exchanged worried glances, but she found herself smiling. 
 “It was empty, but they made it… beautiful.” Her grin widened a little. “Triumphant.” 
 “What is she talking about?” Sam glanced at Tanos. “I’m not sure she’s back yet.” 
 She pulled herself up into a sitting position, and Sam helped her up, the three of them kneeling close. She tried to steady her breathing as she spoke. “Earth had no cities, we built cities. Mars had no life, we made its life. We had no gods, we birthed our gods.” She looked around at them, knowing her words were coming slowly and were still confused. “The world is a wasteland, and life defies the wastes. Life creates.” 
 They did not look convinced, and Tanos frowned deeply at her. “She  looks  awake. Mostly. Kelena, I told you not to slap her. You messed up her head.” 
 Sam looked pensive, though. “Isavel - I’ve never met any   ancients. They were raptured before I died. But I’ve talked to dead who say  they  did; they say the ancients didn’t worship our gods. Some said they didn’t even  have  them. I always figured the ancients just ignored the gods, and were punished by the Fall.” 
 Isavel shook her head. “They didn’t  not have  gods - there were no gods yet. They built gods to care for their children. For us. So we would have power over our own lives. But the gods were made to look to us for... guidance…” She frowned, and her heart suddenly panged, her chest feeling the absence of the locator stone she had cast away. “Sam, Tanos, did Ada ever talk to you about being the Arbiter of the Gods?” 
 They exchanged glances and frowned, and Sam spoke. “A few times. At first she was excited, she thought it would give her some kind of power. But she ended up just as pissed off with them as with anything else. Something about other Arbiters getting in the way.” 
 Tanos nodded. “This is Ada we’re talking about, so she never properly explained what the hell an Arbiter was, and just about everybody was  in her way  somehow. She just kind of smirked about it a lot.” 
 “Who is this?” Kelena glanced between them. “What is this Arbiter?” 
 “There’s a man inside Azure, an ancient. He… doesn’t tell them what to do, exactly, but they look to him when they make their decisions. And he’s telling them to cull the martians, and to gather anything with power, and that’s what Azure has been doing.” She winced and stretched, as the day’s events seemed to be catching up with her muscles. “I think he’s lost his mind.” 
 “The gods are ruled by a human?” 
 “More or less.” Isavel looked past Kelena, at the pulsing red light, and made to stand. Kelena helped her to her feet, and as she rolled her shoulders and stretched her neck she stepped over towards this odd little shrine. The gods were lost and being guided by a madman. The universe cared nothing for human life or love or loss or death, so humans had been forced to stand for themselves. She was… free? 
 She had always been free. 
 “Crimson, you pitiful little thing.” She sighed, resting her hands on the rim. 
 The light seemed to twist a little. “You have nothing to offer me, Isavel.” 
 Her eyes drifted to Hail, tangled in light and time on the precipice of death, and Isavel’s heart sank again. She was free, but she was not omnipotent. She felt the bloods in her blood - the hunter, the warrior, the pathfinder, the dragon. All beautifully suited to weaponry, none good for patching wounds. She could do nothing to heal Hail, and nor could the gods. “Nor you me.” 
 She turned away, feeling… not empty, exactly. There was something in her that was starting to stir, a flicker of cold fire she wasn’t sure she liked. But Hail stood on the edge of a wasteland of a future, and if there was one thing she had seen in Crimson’s - whatever that was - it was that wastelands were not death eternal. But what was she supposed to do? 
 “Isavel.” Kelena looked closely at her. “If there is nothing Crimson can do to send you home, I should leave. The Red Sword does not belong with any god.” 
 She felt the weight of that, dragging down her heart. She had failed there, too - though in truth, there had probably never been a way home. She looked between Tanos and Sam, and knew she had, in a way, condemned them to death. They didn’t show it on their faces, but they must know, too. “She can’t do anything for us. Can’t send us home. Can’t even heal Hail.” 
 “Well… What about the wraith?” Tanos pointed at the black tangle stretching across a high corner of the room, and Isavel followed. “Ada learned to fix wounds with code - she cut herself open in front of us a few times, we saw her fix it. Maybe the wraith can help.” 
 She felt a stupid awkwardness at even considering it, but she stepped forward anyway. She was running out of options. “Wraith, can you heal Hail?” 
 It moved a little, and responded with an angry and indignant series of piping hoots that echoed across the chamber. She glared at it, tightening her fists. So it was going to be petty, was it? 
 “You can’t, or don’t  want  to? Listen -” 
 It grew a little in size, chittering and chirping nonsensically, wearing her patience thin. She took a deep breath and roared dragonfire at it - the only way she knew to kill the things - but it slipped out of the way like oil and boiled across the room, making angrier sounds still before disappearing into some dark airway high in the walls of the chamber. 
 She swore. What good was knowing the gods were just wayward caretakers if she still couldn’t solve any of her problems? She thought she finally, truly understood why Ada would just throw away the gods entirely and forge ahead on her own. And to think, she had once thought that lack of piety was somehow blasphemous, even if endearingly so. 
 So what was left?  Who  was left? Only her. 
 Something snagged in her mind, thinking of Ada. Something about that feral attitude the woman deployed in pursuit of the things she was looking for. Something that made the dragoness, especially, smile. She flexed her fingers for a moment, feeling dark dragon talons shimmer around them. 
 The thought that crossed her mind, then, was one she would once have been ashamed to entertain for even a moment. But even as her muscles grew heavy and a shameful heat spread across the back of her neck, she knew the gods had fallen and all the ideals in the world had failed to get her what she needed. So she was left with only this. Only herself. 
 She looked back to Kelena and Tanos and Sam, and tried to keep her face plain. “I have to leave for a while. I’ll be back.” Tanos seemed to move to join her, but she shook her head, and Sam held him back. “Stay here. Watch over Hail. Talk to Crimson. Just rest. I need to go alone.” 
 Worry creased across Tanos’ face. “Go where?” 
 She didn’t want to say the words; she didn’t want to hear them in her voice. She turned and left in silence. 
 She walked down the long hall, past the lines of polished stone tablets that stood taller than her, covered in ancient symbols. Fading grooves of Crimson’s own understanding, pressed into her brain, channeled her mind towards their true nature: spoken words, fixed in shapes. The names of the people who helped build Crimson and Azure and Amber, who had helped transform Mars. People lost to time. She could not help them by remembering them now. 
 And in those polished stones, she saw her selves. She saw the stalking hunter and the warrior who held the line, saw the shadowy pathfinder, saw the daughter of a wanderer from afar and the daughter of a rooted village boy. She saw the dragoness, the monster, that taken heart between her teeth. And they all looked at her, and she saw their grimness, their shame, their shock, their determination. What under all the gods was she doing? 
 It wasn’t as though the gods cared. 
 But halfway down the hall, a cautious cooing echoed her nervous heart. She turned to see the wraith approaching, as though dumbly following her again. Considering its apparent unwillingness to help with Hail, the wraith was perhaps one of the last creatures on Mars she would lean on with any kind of weight. But it stopped a few meters from her and reared up like a wave, and its core - the solid part of it that seemed so dense no light could pass through - suddenly relaxed. Its heart opened to her. It made a strange siphoning motion, and something small and hard thunked against her chest. 
 As the wraith warbled and squawked and bobbed away from her, back into the central chamber, she looked down. It took her a second to realize what it was, and a few seconds more to realize the wraith had understood what it was, too, and had retrieved it after she had thrown it away. Had kept it all this time. 
 And now, for whatever reason, it wanted her to have the locator stone back, still suspended on the rust-dusted white cloth she had worn it with. 
 Or it was finally fed up carrying it. It was hard to tell. 
 She knelt down and looked at it, and reached out. She should leave it, shouldn’t she? There was no use in carrying it anymore. It was nothing but another weight on her, a weight she didn’t need. 
 But she let her fingers brush against the stone, letting that nervous habit take over, and her body remembered the feeling of Ada’s skin against hers, her heart remembered the freedom and glee of imagining what they might have shared if they had abandoned gods and humans and forged their own future. The hope echoed in her, and the companionship, and the understanding, and it tasted bitter and disappointing now. 
 All of it dashed because Ada  couldn’t not know . 
 Ada looked at her. 
 She almost jumped, staring directly at the nearest of the mirror-slick stones. Nobody was there, but she felt something. A heat. She rose and stepped closer, and saw herself; her martian poncho torn and stained, her hand gripping the locator stone. She took off the poncho, set it aside, and looked upon her mother’s skin and hair, her father’s eyes and shoulders. She was so unlike either of them that others only saw family resemblance in how she was oddly in the middle. She knew Mars better than most martians did now, but she was not martian. She was of Earth, but was not on Earth, and yet the pull to return was more burden than desire. She was none of the gifts in her blood. She had died, and now stood among the living. She was on this side of the polished stone, and she was on the other. A blurred line, nothing in particular. 
 What was that? 
 Somewhere in the reflections of the floor and her own eyes , in the words etched into the polished stone, in her swirling memories and the visions Crimson had gifted her with, she saw another face. Warm, subtly golden skin in arresting contrast with jet-black hair. Sharp, vivacious eyes nestled below smoothly creaseless eyelids, fixed intently on Isavel. Just like that first time. 
 “Ada.” 
 Ada was wearing something red wrapped around her body. For a moment Isavel’s mind twitched to wondering why and what she was seeing, but she let herself see. It felt real. Why was Ada wearing red, though? It might be some light’s reflection from the floor. Isavel reached out and put her hand against the cold, polished stone, and in her reflection Ada did the same, matching her look for look, hand to hand. Her eyes drifted down from Isavel’s eyes to her lips, then back up to her eyes again. 
 There was so little left in this world that seemed real, but here Ada was. She was real, more real than any stories about gods. Isavel felt that welling in her core, that warmth, that flitting lightness that had nothing to do with the dragon and everything to do with a primal urge to jump and leap and grasp and squeeze. 
 She rested her head against Ada’s, against stone not as cold as it should be. 
 Ada had left her physically, but would not leave her heart. And that heart kept reaching for something missing, and floundered and grasped what it could. 
 Blood, blood all over her hands. Coughing. Stasis, injuries frozen in time. 
 Hail was Isavel’s best friend, but she was not Ada. Hail would never be what Ada was, the irreverent, dangerous, fiery creature who softly melted and cooed in Isavel’s arms. To play into Hail’s own expectations or desires under that pretense, to leave everything unspoken and uncertain, was painful. It hurt Isavel, silently and in ways she wanted to ignore. It would hurt Hail more, one day soon if it had not already. 
 If Hail didn’t die first. 
 If she died, this would be so much simpler - Isavel wouldn’t have to tell her anything. And that sentiment was repulsive, and Isavel winced and shook her head. Hail was her closest remaining friend. Ada looked back at her in concern, and nodded. 
 Ada understood she had to do this. 
 Something loomed behind Ada, some amorphous and sinister silhouette, and Isavel’s eyes widened as she pulled her head away to stare up at it. Ada’s eyes seemed to follow her in surprise, then grew wide as she spun around. 
 Isavel jolted backwards. It was… as though, for a moment, Ada’s reflection had gained a life of its own. But now she was staring at herself again. 
 She spun around, but there was nothing behind her, no dark shape and no silhouette. Perhaps she was tired, or going mad, but she felt strangely soothed and…  not alone . Perhaps she was imagining things. Perhaps not. 
 She took a deep breath, feeling her nerves calm. Ada would understand what she had to do. That much was obvious, but now that same knowledge now felt less bitter and more… reassuring. She walked away from the reflection with one last glance, down towards the end of the hall that would open onto the wilds of Mars. Crimson seemed to anticipate it, and no longer pretended to keep Isavel here; if this girl without the technopage couldn’t help, maybe there was nothing to gain by protecting her from Azure. The door began creaking open for her. 
 Her fingers gripped the locator stone tight as she watched the warm light spill in. Ada would understand what she had to do now. Nobody else would, but one was enough.  She held up the white strip of cloth back over her neck, letting the stone hang against her chest again. 
 She stood on the threshold for a moment, looking out at the pillar of dust and smoke where Red Rise had fallen, at the distant peppering of the face of Olympus with refugees and red-flagged barges flying alongside them towards some unknown salvation. The world was eerily quiet. She didn’t see a single flash of blue. 
 For a moment, she wavered. This was madness. But she found that kernel of frustration and urgency and bounded forward with it, running straight down the mountain. She had time, but she wasn’t trying to be fast - she was trying to burn through what she was going to do, to chase the certainty, to run from what might happen if she failed. To leave behind every part of her that craved direction and assurance, so she could stand in the wasteland and begin to build. Hail did not deserve to die, and she did not deserve to be mislead. Everything had to be fixed. Her chest pounded frantically, urging her on. She had to fix this, all of this. 
 The door groaning shut behind her, the open skies of Mars spread out in front of her like endless possibility, she ran, bounding down Olympus towards the vast cliffs that overlooked the plains below. She knew them, now, with Crimson’s own familiarity. She knew the world, and though her knowledge of it might yet fade like all such vastly detailed knowledge must with time, for now that knowledge of the land and the skies was fresh, and her wings would feast. 
 She reached the edge of the cliff and jumped, and the dragoness in her roared. 
 Until now, she had not truly tested Mars’ feeble pull. Spreading glimmering wings of red blades, mustering all that dragon’s unnatural lightness, vaulting into the sky from a cliff that dominated the horizon from klicks and klicks away, she soared. 
 The wind quickly blinded her, and she closed her eyes and focused, forcing a warrior’s shield like a visor in front of her face to cut the wind. Then she opened them again, and through the white glow she saw Mars laid out before her, grasses and lone trees fluttering past at speed beyond perception far below her. Familiar hills rose and fell in the quickly shrinking distance. She didn’t retrace their steps - she knew, through Crimson’s memories, where she was headed. It was almost the same path from the northeast that Azure’s punitive fleet must have taken on its way here. 
 She changed the colour of her wings to match the slowly bluing olive sky, but it was hard to hide the sight of someone practically flying through the air, and that thought tickled at her brain a little.  Flying.  Or at least gliding so flat, from such a high jumping point, that she couldn’t rightly guess when Mars would properly pull her down. So far up, without any supports or anchors, she felt dizzyingly free. 
 And this was the power of the  dragon , none other. The one blood she had not been gifted by dumb luck. The one she had taken for herself, in the splattered snows of a doomed mountain peak. None of them were truly gifts, she realized, but this was the least gifted of all. 
 She wove hunter and dragon into the same muscles and burst dragonfire from her palms, shoving herself forward and upward through the sky. It could exhaust her in the long haul, but even simply maintaining her wings and her lightness would be enough to carry her far, far indeed. 
 She looked across the surface and recognized the mountains, the ruins, the villages. Underneath the skin of Mars was a history forgotten but not yet gone. Ancient tunnels and bunkers hid just under the surface, some built to hide martians from ancient invasions, some for watching the world above - and some, the oldest of them all, had once been the only places martians could live without the wasteland killing them. 
 As she coasted, she quickly understood she wasn’t going to reach her destination in a single absurd leap, or indeed before nightfall at all. Her slow descent might bring her a long way, especially if she boosted herself up, but one way or another she would have to rest before continuing. So be it. Herds of galhak and other animals coursed through the fields below, and she wondered whether they might have deigned to carry a stranger, if she had ever learned to ride. 
 When she knew she wouldn’t get much farther, she let her wings fade and landed softly in the red soil. When her hands touched it, she paused, and knelt down for a moment, pressing her forehead against the ground and smelling, digging her fingers into it and pulling up a fistful of the dirt. Rich, moist, full of little roots and crawling with life. She smiled, knowing that fifteen hundred years ago everything had been empty and hateful, and that humanity had looked upon the desolation and said  no . 
 The thought filled her with a strange, iron pride she knew she would need tomorrow. She hiked her way up the gently sloping hills as evening began to creep across the sky, stopping to chew on especially fleshy leaves or unusually plump insects as she went. Her ancestors had done so much. She could certainly do the smaller, simpler things that lay before her. 
 As night fell and she hiked on, looking for another height to jump from, her senses cast out to the growing dark around her. She was alone, aside from the scurrying of small animals and the rustling of plants in the wind. It was growing colder, but the cold didn’t bother her, and she didn’t pull her clothes in closer around her arms. Her father claimed to have once travelled so far north he saw plains covered in snow and ice for all but three moons of the year; Mars, and whatever mild season it was throwing at her now, did not frighten her. 
 She thought of her father and her mother as she trekked east across the highlands. She thought of what Crimson had said - that they had died for nothing. In a terrible way, it was the explanation that made the most sense. She tried to remember them as she looked for shelter for the night, but found their faces were indistinct in her mind. If she focused she could imagine what they looked like, but the memories were no longer certain. Like language, they faded with time. 
 It hadn’t even been that long. 
 After what felt like hours she found a knotted tree in the open, and climbed it to a thick tangle of branches were she thought she might sleep. She had yet to see any large predators on Mars that didn’t fly, but she was not in a mood to test that theory yet. 
 She looked up at the stars, at the great celestial path of stardust that crossed the darkest skies here as much as it did on Earth. The world was vast, but left alone, there were remarkably few things she felt bound to. Just three, really. She fell asleep, mulling the three things she knew she had to do, gods be damned. 
 She rose before the sun, unharmed, and made for the northeastern horizon. 
 Before long she found a massive boulder half-buried in the martian scrubland, climbed to the top, and jumped again with a fiery push out over the red. As her wings carried her up into the winds, the world rolling effortlessly past below her, she saw black pockmarks and scorches at the intersections of rivers and long-trodden trails. Azure’s bloodlust, it seemed, had cut an ashen path straight from the City Azure itself all the way to Red Rise. 
 All because Amber was hiding her from his gaze. All because they had seen in her Ada’s work, and thought it had mattered. All because it hadn’t. 
 The land became more and more rugged, and she began to recognize formations from her own memory as well as from Crimson’s. She landed on a mountain ridge, scrounging for food that didn’t have a face mammalian enough to evoke pity, and once she had sated that hunger she clambered high up and looked out towards the horizon. 
 Something caught her eye in a basin cradled by the mountains, something her intuition told her was just what she was looking for in the distance. Though she wished it were, it was not just the dragoness she caught smiling as she dropped into a glide from the mountainous ridge.  



 Chapter 15 
 The wind rushed past her face. The three vows she was kneading in her mind kept her from brooding over what was to come, and the locator stone warded away her fears. She closed the distance in a long glide, letting herself fall slowly, landing with a thud in the very same dusty square where she had first set foot on Mars. The sun was directly above her, her own shadow cowering by her feet. 
 She heard shouting and scrabbling, and this time she understood it.  
 “Who approaches?” An angry male voice. “The fargate is protected by Azure! You -” 
 She turned and met eyes with the man in blue-woven armour; recognition shot through his eyes and hunterfire through his heart.  Dragonfire filled the square again, hexagonal shots striking down any Azurites who exposed their positions, her blade or claws lashing out if any god too close. She advanced on the alleys, and did not stop to look at what she was leaving in her wake. What gods would judge her lack of mercy? What did their judgement matter? 
 She rounded a corner, white sword snapping out for two martians who lunged too close, and suddenly the rest decided to flee. When she had nobody else to keep alive, it was so much easier to throw herself at the enemy. She leapt through the air and grabbed one by the scruff of the neck, hissing in her ear. 
 “If you don’t want to die, show me your earthlings.” 
 The woman gaped at her. “We will not allow you demons -” 
 “Take me to them.” She shoved the Azurite woman forward and shouted at the ruins. “The rest of you, run back to your god while he still lives.” 
 “We - we only have one left. The one with the healing hands.” 
 The medic, and the bodies… but of course. Isavel felt an uncomfortable chill when she realized what must have been done with Ren and Lorra, and she fought it off by shoving the martian forward. “Whatever. Go!” 
 The martian scrambled ahead, wisely leaving her weapons at her hips, and Isavel followed, palms at the ready. One of the few buildings that seemed in use was surrounded with boxes and supplies; an orange light flickered within. The soldier glanced at her. “In there. We - when your scouts come through -” 
 “We’re not scouts, you idiot. This isn’t an invasion.” If only it was. Isavel grabbed the woman’s bronze sword from her belt, yanking it off her with a tug that almost threw the martian over and throwing the sheath aside. “I’ll take this. Get out of here.” 
 After a blinkering moment the pallid woman turned and ran east. Somewhere out there, Isavel knew the City Azure cowered in the shadow of its god. The soldier might be desperate enough to make the trip on foot, but none of them proved desperate enough to attack Isavel one last time before fleeing - not after the chaos she had left behind her. Maybe they could learn. 
 She turned towards the house where the medic was being kept, and took a deep breath. She doubted he would be happy to see her - but Ada would understand. Isavel stepped into the ruin, saw him, and immediately the man took a sharp intake of breath. “You.” 
 She looked over at him, firelight dancing across her skin as she let all her gifted weapons and armors fade. She hoped she hadn’t forgotten his name. “Tellac.” 
 He ignored the name as though he had expected it; in that, at least, she was right. “You got Lorra killed for  nothing . They don’t murder everyone who comes through - they usually keep us around. If you had just listened -” 
 Tellac was bound to a wall with one hand. He was a medic, so he probably wasn’t much of a threat, but perhaps martians didn’t understand that. She shook her head, taking a step forward. “We were being shot at, on an alien planet. What do you expect?” 
 He spat on the sandy floor. “Too much, apparently. Lorra tried to tell you. Hope you’re enjoying this shithole of a world.” 
 She let her lip twitch, and straightened her shoulders. “My best friend is almost dead. She needs a medic. You’re the only one around.” 
 He raised an eyebrow, deliberately crossing his arms. “If you didn’t drag her in here with you, I assume she’s too far for me to get to in time. Too bad. Fuck off and cry somewhere else.” 
 He sneered at her, and Isavel winced. She had known this would happen, but still. She crouched down in front of him and stared him in the eye, and felt the anger and danger of her blood swelling through her muscles. “She has time. And you’re a medic! You have the power to help people - why wouldn’t you?” 
 “I don’t feel like it? What, are  you  a slave to your gifts? What the hell are you, even?” 
 She felt stung - he was right, of course. There was no word for what she was, but she wasn’t made to do anything at all. It was not an easy thing to accept, but it was true. She was too many things to have a clear path, wasn’t she? 
 Or was that just something she told herself, to make the base decisions easier? After all, here she had come, weapon that she was, and she had killed her way in. All for the sake of a tool she wanted to use, not a human being she cared for. 
 She shook her head. “I need to heal my friend, one way or another. What can I do to convince you? I’ll cut you loose. I’ll -” 
 “Oh, so you’ll help me  not  die, but only if I help you? So this is a death threat. You can fuck off.” 
 She cast her eyes down to the bronze martian blade she had taken, twisting its hilt in her right hand and gently resting the blade in her left. Fear suddenly began to simmer in at the edges of her mind - she didn’t know how to do this. She didn’t know what to say. 
 Hail might have known.  I’ve done bad things, and I’m not afraid to do them again.  Isavel didn’t know the full extent of Hail’s violent past, but she might have known how to make someone talk, spill the location of some secret cache or relic.  I don’t want this any more than you do, but you’re giving me no choice. If you don’t help me, I can make your life hell.

 She sighed. “Let’s not make this difficult, Tellac.” 
 He eyed the blade. “What, are you going to torture me?” 
 She looked him in the eye, tapping the flat of the sword against her palm. “I’ll kill you. Eventually.” 
 “Go ahead.” 
 She tightened her hand around the hilt, knuckles growing pale. “Don’t make me do this.” 
 “Nobody’s making you. And the martians weren’t exactly promising me a bright future. If I can take your stupid friend down with me -” 
 She stood up and held the metal against his neck. 
 Ada wouldn’t have cared.  Fuck this - I’m not going to stand around listening to this guy complain.  He might have complied just at the sight of how easily she decided to end his life. Or with a run or a whip of code, she might have done irreparable damage before even considering what she was doing.  So what if he’s dead? Crimson said she doesn’t have the equipment - that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. Let’s go. This body stinks.

 She needed to scare him, to terrify him. If he wasn’t going to cooperate… “I’ll start with your feet. Then your hands.” 
 “I need my hands to heal, you dimwitted bruiser. Do you have a clue what you’re going? You  need  me, you’re not going to kill me.” 
 She scowled and pointed the sword at his face. She  didn’t  know what she was doing. “I happen to be on good terms with a god. She’ll tell me where I can find relics that can help my friend, even if it takes a long time.” She lied. “I’d rather you help me, though. My patience has been deteriorating, lately.” 
 “That’s pretty clear.” 
 He stared at her, defiant. She swung the sword at his neck. 
 He didn’t react at all. He didn’t even wince as the metal touched his flesh. He didn’t care. She frowned - she had expected some kind of… desperation. 
 He glanced at the blade. “All that for a fucking feint?” 
 Even Mother Jera might have known.  There is a crisis unfolding, Tellac, and your powers will help set things right, help defeat the very villain who has imprisoned you and whose followers killed your lover.  Dendre Han might have known.  Tie him up and carry him back. By the time we hit Red Rise he’ll have lost the will to fight.  Anybody else might have known; but she had only herselves. 
 And she had her own knowledge. 
 She wished she could say he was giving her no choice - but she knew that was a lie. She had all the choices here. She bared her teeth. “Last chance.” 
 He spat on the ground. He bled on the snow. She settled onto her knees in front of him, pulling the blade back. Looking at the cold metal. “I tried. I really did.” 
 He looked confused, tilting his head a little and frowning deeply. “You think I’m going to feel sorry you can’t even torture someone?” 
 The glow healed her cuts. Ada would understand. 
 “That’s new, I’ll give you that.” 
 She took a deep breath. He deserved… better, certainly. But instead he had her. The dragon’s heart, beating just moments ago, steaming in her hands. The blood running down her arm. “No. I was apologizing for this.” 
 She took the metal blade in her right hand. Snow chilling her knees and her shins. Started carving lines down her left forearm. The blood ran down her skin, seeped right in. 
 His contempt changed to confusion as the snow melted under blood. Confusion to horror. Skin to blood to scars to skin. “What - what are you -” 
 She thrust the bronze blade forward, the tip catching the palm of his free hand and impaling it against the wall. She thrust a hexagonal sword forward, the tip slicing through the dragon’s chest. They shrieked. 
 Her wounds were healing, as she ran her hands over the blood. 
 She jammed the blade so hard into the wall it stuck, and his frantic panicking didn’t dislodge it. Slicing her arm open, sealing it shut, she pressed her open, bleeding gashes up against his, and the blood ran down her arms. Her right hand pressed his face into the wall. She held the dragon’s heart in her hands, and the blood ran down her arms. She opened her mouth wide and bit down as hard as she could. 
 He wailed. 
 Again the hot burst of blood in her mouth. Again the iron tang, again the shreds of torn flesh. Again the electric feeling seeping into her veins. The feeling of her wounds healing shut. The veins in his arms opened as she shook her jaws, they closed as she sang her blood, they opened for her jagged teeth, they closed for her mind. 
 She kept chewing and drinking as he screamed. 
 Zigzagging slices up and up her arms, the dull bronze blade painted dark red. Smoothing out the cuts till no scars remained. 
 He flailed against her right hand pinning his head against the wall. He was so much weaker.  I was apologizing for this ?  She held the dragon’s skull in her hands, eyes dead and drained of blood, and the dragoness gripped her shoulders tight with her clawed hands, rasping into Isavel’s ears.  I never apologized for this . 
 She laughed into the hot red gush of blood in her mouth, burning, disgusting, electrifying. She laughed as her wounds knit shut under the alien familiarity of new ancient magics. She opened her arm, cut by cut, and the blood fell down to snow. 
 Dizzy. The Dragoneater was feeling dizzy. 
 And yet the maneater’s blood still lay torpid. Burning, drinking, bleeding, healing. 
 Headache. Skull-splitting headache.  Isavel would know what to do.  She had, and she would, the intangible green glow of the medic a salve for her wounds. 

Gift . What a fucking word. 
 She felt that new wyrm twisting and waking in her brain, her vision flickered and flashed, and the world peeled apart before her senses in ways it never had before. She  felt  under Tellac’s skin and within her own flesh the flows of blood, the coils of muscle, the tension of tendons. Tissues wrapped around tissues all the way down to bone and marrow within. The complicated, densely woven cloth of human bodies. Torn apart by teeth, sliced open by metal. 
 She pulled away, gripping her head, trying to feel it. Her hands smeared blood all over her face. She was covered, steaming red above the mountain snow. Shreds of a heart in her hands. In her teeth, sharp and gnashing like they never were. 
 “You -” He was panting, wincing, moaning. “You fucking monster -” 
 She stared at her right hand. He had bitten it open, raggedly, and it unfurled beneath her senses like delicately folded cloth. The weave of flesh and bone and veins and nerves sang separate and clear for her, and her left hand knew, as it approached, as the blood ran down her arms. 
 Each tattered thread cried urgently for help. A warm, comforting water churned under her hands, smoothing together the broken strands, rebuilding the intricate coils. She smiled, running her left hand over her right, watching the flesh knit itself back together, watching blood recede into the skin. 
 It was there. It worked. The medic was awake within her. And like every one of her selves, she knew well enough to teach right away. She laughed, sputtering blood onto her newly healed hand, her head still in pain, her face and arms and clothes still covered in blood. 
 She looked up at Tellac, and he was looking pale. Blood loss - she sensed it, now, rather than guessed. The sloshing fluids in his body rustled along the paths they would take and the paths they should, and she saw what was wrong.  I am wrong.  It was escaping from his right hand and forearm, of course, where she had opened him to take what he would not give.  I was apologizing for this . She felt the mirrored wounds along her own forearm. The blade bit in, zigging and zagging up her skin, and the hand ran down, smoothing the wounds back shut. She started to smile.  I was apologizing for this?

 B lood lost to the sand and snow, of course, could not be recovered. There was only so much a medic could do. 
 She reached out with her left hand, feeling the medic’s gift slowly spreading there as a kind of field, a magnetic force that could push and pull and knit and tear. Her hand hovered against the wounds she had inflicted on him. The damage was more severe, and as her hands approached she could feel the tubes of blood that needed to be sealed, the muscle that needed to be stitched, and the greenish field under her hands twisted and spiraled and flexed as she tended to each problem in turn. Every wound under her hands felt in mind like a woven basket or blanket that had come undone, and she wove it all back together and massaged the broken halves back into wholes. 
 She finally pushed the blood back into his skin, watching it disappear with fascination, and then collapsed back onto her rear and stared at him with a smile even she could feel was wild and feral. 
 He continued breathing, shallow, terrified, wide-eyed. 
 Isavel was still glad she hadn’t had to eat his heart. “You’re alive.” 
 “You fucking cannibal.” He was quiet. “You - you ate my gift. How the fuck did you do that?” 
 Life had made her one thing. She had made herself something more. “It’s not the first time.” 
 “What… Did you deal with a demon?” 
 She smiled with all her teeth. “Death and dumb luck.” 
 He was pressing himself against the wall, she realized, trying to get away from her, his boots pushing the dark, sticky sand on the floor away. “ Cannibal . You drank my blood. You  know  cannibalism is the highest sin against the gods.” 
 He was still staring, and for a long time she stared back, silently, before he gathered the strength to continue. 
 “Even on Mars, they’ll find you. You’ll answer -” 
 She hauled herself to a crouch. “Let them find me.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Maybe I’ll drink  their  blood too.” 
 She thought of Hail’s dying body, frozen in stasis in Crimson’s vault. She thought of Ada, who had raged against the gods long before she had. She thought of all the people who had died while she tried to do what the gods wanted of her. She thought of what she had made herself.  
 People she cared about were in trouble. She had had enough. Everything else was dust.  
 “You deluded -” 
 Isavel reached out with a hunter’s palm and blasted the rope holding his wrist to the wall. He cowered, as though expecting to be shot himself, but she turned and stepped out into the sun. She was done here. Tellac could scamper out to freedom and live to see another day, do whatever seemed best, heal or not heal, whatever he wanted. With food and rest, new blood would flow in his veins soon enough, and the Azurites had left plenty of supplies. 
 That did not unmake the monster. But she wasn’t sure the monster needed to be unmade. 
 She looked to the southwest, and smiled at the thought of racing against the sun. She would lose today, but she would win tomorrow. 
 She climbed the dome of the fargate, the tallest building in the ruin, and spread her wings and soared. She felt the medic settling into her core, into her mind, alongside all the others as she glided towards the mountains. More blood taken by force, another identity for her to fail to live up to. It was all the same. She was Isavel Valdéz; life had given her many faces, and she had taken many more. 
 She pushed herself harder, racing up steep, shrub-encrusted peaks to get a better boost into the air. What guilt and shame coiled around her spine shied from the burning sense of determination that had driven her all the way out here. She answered to no gods or mortals unwillingly. She felt the locator stone’s white cord rippling against her neck in the wind and set her jaw. 
 Three things. She had three things to do. 
 She started tiring in the afternoon, within sight of a modest, narrow river coursing through a lush little gulley. She brought herself down and staggered around it, looking for any hint of danger. Today, here, Mars did not seem to dare. 
 She stood on the edge of the water, perhaps not deep enough or muddy enough to take on the wine-coloured hue she had seen elsewhere. She could see dark rocks and pebbles and sand at the bottom, but the clay beneath her feet, extending as far as the river might flow at high tide and not much further, was a yellow ochre. As she walked along the edges, she noticed her footprints revealed coarser white sand underneath; the contrasting colours were strange, though no stranger than a great many other things. 
 Turbulent though the shallow waters were, she did catch a few glimpses of something else in the lulls. Herself. Her face and clothes were darkly blotched, matching the dark, caked blood on her hands and arms. 
 And behind her her father’s daughter, aghast; and her mother’s daughter, embarrassed but unwilling to be shamed; her hunter, ready to strike down any objection, and her warrior disappointed she was too afraid to endure, and her pathfinder, evasive and impossible to pin down. And her dragoness, teeth bared, wings spread, bronzed arms of muscle and scale wrapped almost lovingly around the shoulders of her weeping medic. 
 She shook her head, tried to center herself. Thickly caking blood wouldn’t do her clothes any favours, and she needed to do something about them; she was too short and stocky to fit any replacement martian clothes. She pulled them off and waded into the chilly river, rinsing and wringing them out to the best of her ability, twisting and wrenching them again and again. And the blood ran down her arms. 
 It was second nature to her to start a fire under the high branches of a sturdy old tree, and she hung her damp things above it, where they should dry without burning. They might smell like smoke, but that would be little different to how they smelled after Red Rise. 
 It might be a good time to rest, while she waited; afternoon sun be damned. 
 A brief glimpse at it suggested that maybe it was. 
 There was something there… a spot on the sun. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it was definitely there, a fraction of the whole disk but enough for her gifted eyes to notice in glances. Perhaps it had always been there; perhaps old Sol was dying. Perhaps the heavens were stranger and more broken than she thought. Perhaps everything was. She was still a bloody mess, after all. 
 She walked to the river, curling her fingers in the soft yellow riverside, grinding with the heel of her foot so she churned up some of the coarser white sediment beneath it. For a moment, she thought of nothing at all. Then she realized she hadn’t curled her toes in wet clay in a lifetime, and smiled. 
 She knelt down to grab a fistful of it, pleasingly soft and sticky. So sticky that when she smeared it between her hands, it coated her skin; tentatively, she flickered her pathfinder’s gift, and it was profoundly strange to see her skin change as ochre clay and red blood clung to it unmoving. She grinned, reaching down for more of the clay and sand, and started rubbing it onto her arms. She pressed her hand into a clear patch of clay and drew it out, looking at her handprint, the ridges of her palm and fingers muddied away by the riverside. 
 She covered all the blood - her hands and arms, her chest and neck, her face and shins - with the yellows and whites of the martian riverside, feeling an odd warmth to the cold cling of the soil. She ran it through her hair, lay her back in it, grabbed it and threw it and watched and heard the satisfying thunk of wet clay slapping into the ground and laughed. The moon was setting on the other side of the horizon; the sun was still looking down on her, that dark blotch still marring its face.  Sol . 
 She raised a fistful of yellow clay at the speck, cheering its stand in the face of distant, unrelenting Sol, and squeezed her hand shut, clay oozing between her fingers. Then she walked into the water, unbothered by the chill, watching her feet churn up the dark mud beneath the stones and pebbles of the riverbed. She smiled at the textures, the sound of rushing currents, the way her body adapted to the cool water. In the center of the river, where the water reached her armpits, she raised both arms to the sky and grabbed and squeezed, as though she might tear down the sky if she pulled hard enough. She smiled a dragon’s roaring smile, teeth making way for a cry to everything and nothing, daring the heavens to try her. She might yet. 
 She dove into the water on a deep breath, digging her fingers into the dark below her feet, pulling up the mud and flinging it into water, death and decay gone on for so long it had become the foundation of life. She scrubbed at her arms and the clay and sand and blood peeled off, carried off by the buoyant lightness of martian water, swirling away from her downstream. She surfaced for breath and splashed, scrubbing and scraping at her skin and everything that clung to it. She dove back down, relishing how little a lack of oxygen could slow her. 
 Sol looked on, and that dark marr stood defiant. 
 When she turned away from the sun, she saw what she had done to the river. Curls of charcoal black rose from where she churned up the riverbed, mushrooming up among sulfuric plumes of yellow and pearly white wisps and the alien red blood of Earth, ribbons of colour carried along too loosely to truly mingle. This banner unfurled behind her, on its way to entropy downstream, and her selves rested hands of strength and stories on her shoulders, and she laughed and faced the empty sky above. 
 She had herself, all of her, and the world and the stars all around her. She was not a monster, alone under Sol. She was not broken, in this river. She was not lost. She was a thing only and fully for her. She let the water carry it all away, except for her. 
 She waded out of the river, towards the fire, and crashed. Sleep came easily, if only a nap. She awoke just as Sol finally retreated beneath the horizon, and set off across the plains with a leap from the tallest tree she could spot. She kept going through the night; with the first pale hints of twilight, she was already racing the dawn. 
 She reached the crumbling foot of Red Rise with the martian noon sun trying its best to beat her down, its heat sliding ineffectively off olive skin born to weather far worse. The only thing that exhausted her was her own exertion. She looked up the ruined artwork of the monument city, obliterated and scattered by Azure and the wraith, fields and rubble littered with decaying bodies and shredded barges and tattered scraps of banners blue and red. She just needed to climb to the top. 
 Metre by metre, she bounded up the landslide of rubble and death. By the time she set foot on the last tier of Red Rise she was beginning to tire from lack of food, but she could do this. She just needed to walk to the temple. 
 It was there, ahead of her, at the end of a winding red flagstone road. 
 She walked up the hill, but the ground moved underneath her - or - no, those were her legs. She reached Crimson’s temple and the doors started sliding open, and she staggered inside. She crouched down for a moment, her head swimming. The hallway towards the central chamber suddenly seemed very, very long. 
 Sam and Tanos were rushing towards her, and Sam looked at her with panic and concern. “Isavel? Where the hell were you go? What happened to you? You look like shit.” 
 She laughed and fell to her knees. 
 “Are you -” 
 “Food.” She started looking around the ground, and realized that she hadn’t eaten at all on the way back. Stupid. Did too much blood make a person stupid? “Get me some food.” 
 Soon Tanos was handing her dried martian fruit. She chewed on it, at great effort, and swallowed it in large, grating chunks. She stood up, braced between her companions, and hobbled her way into the central chamber. She had traveled far - really, really far. It was normal that she was tired. It wasn’t the many bloods, the many selves, no one person should have. She was fine. 
 She looked up, and Hail was still in stasis, still on the verge of death with nothing waiting for her on the other side. Everything would be fine. 
 Isavel collapsed onto the floor. She recalled no dreams. 
 When she woke again, she found she had been buried in ponchos and tucked into a corner. She was still hungry, but a flat watcher appeared with food for everyone, and she ate quickly and efficiently as Kelena, Sam, and Tanos stared at her. Zoa and Yarger were still nowhere to be seen. 
 When she was done eating and drinking, finally, Crimson’s voice sounded out across the room. 
 “Isavel Valdéz, you went on quite the journey. I did not expect you to cover such distances so quickly.” 
 “Spare me the praise, you glorified old relic.” Leaned her head back against the wall. “Is Hail still okay?” 
 Crimson showed no signs of offense. “She remains unchanged.” 
 Isavel nodded, standing up. Her muscles were stiff. “How long did I sleep?” 
 Kelena helped steady her. “It may be nightfall outside.” So all afternoon - not unreasonable, given the circumstances. 
 “Where are Zoa and Yarger?” She looked around. 
 “We’ve been locked in here for days.” Kelena frowned at her. “They’ve kept to themselves. They may be exploring… something.” 
 Something? “Good for them.” She pointed at the pillar of red light in the centre of the chamber. “Okay, Crimson. Get Hail down here. I’m ready.” 
 Kelena looked at her, puzzled. “For what?” 
 “To heal her. I went and found an earthling with a talent for healing. I took some of it for myself. I can fix her.” She felt the cool, green, pulsing energy of the medic’s hands, and glanced at Crimson. “I can, right?” 
 Crimson’s response was curt. “She is suffering from a fairly simple puncture wound. With those… gifts, you should be able to heal her, though she will require time to recover from the blood loss.” 
 Tanos and Sam stared at her. “You what? How?” 
 She looked at them and wondered what she should tell them. Would it be easier to lie? Maybe. But she ultimately answered only to herself, and she had never been a very proficient liar. So she tried to fight down the shame, and reached for the hunger and fire instead. “You know why I’m called Dragoneater.” 
 They both paled, and Tanos stepped back a little. She tried to smile. 
 “He’s alive. Don’t worry. I even freed him from Azure’s people.” The revelation was no comfort to them, as indeed it wasn’t for her; they backed away as she stepped towards the god’s light. She turned to the things she knew how to change. “Come on, Crimson.” 
 Crimson’s voice boomed out across the room. “I will keep most of the body in stasis, selectively excluding the wounded areas for you to repair the structure first.” 
 “Is she aware of anything?” 
 The watchers holding Hail slowly descended to the floor of the chamber, hovering before Isavel until one settled onto the ground. She looked at her dying friend, and found that after two days apart, her face seemed different somehow. She felt guilt and shame all over again, but buried them in a pit of anger and determination. She was what she was, and this was the best she could do, and she should feel no shame. Even Crimson seemed to want to reassure her. “She will not even be aware of any passage of time.” 
 “So she’s going to be scared.” Isavel took a deep breath, and the medic within readied herself. Healing the mind was different to healing the rest of the body, or so the medics always said; she had no notion of that. But maybe she could try, once the body was healed. “I can deal with that.” 
 Isavel could deal with anything she wanted to deal with. And she had three of those things. The first started now. 
  




Chapter 16

 The column of light held Hail in place, deforming and shimmering as Isavel slowly reached inside. “Any advice, Crimson?” 
 Crimson spoke flatly. “As I loosen the stasis around your hands, her tissue will begin to suffer again. Blood has pooled in her lungs - probe around with your biogenic fields. You’ll notice - ” 
 “My what?” 
 “Your  gift .” At this, the god’s tone shifted pointedly. “Though I believe at this point you’ve understood such powers were never  given  to you.” 
 Isavel gritted her teeth and said nothing, bringing her hands closer to the wound in Hail’s chest. As she did she saw cloth and blood start to move, and the hunter’s body and torn tissues echo up through her hands, through her bones and spine, into her mind. The shape of the wound weighed in her gift like a shard of stone; through the back, through a lung, out near the bottom of the ribcage. She felt the fluids, too, the sloshing of blood in the longs. Hail would drown if she didn’t die from the loss of blood first. 
 “So after I’ve healed her, what do I do with the blood?” 
 “Drain it first. Puncture the bottom of her lung, to aid flow. The stasis will prevent more of it from flowing into the cavity; but do not delay. Stasis-differentials across a body are not harmful if measured in minutes, but in hours or worse, they can harm.” 
 There was a world inside the human body, a world Isavel was only just beginning to see, and here that world was scarred and broken. Crimson wanted her to break it even more? “Puncture?” She frowned, though, feeling around with a medic’s senses. She could feel the shifting mass of fluid in the lung, but had no way to move it or coax anything out, none the newborn medic in her could reveal in any case. “She’s already lost blood.” 
 “Her own bodily repair systems will recycle the blood, especially in her abdominal cavity, but she will need to expel it from the lung itself to breath properly in the immediate future.” 
 So… she tried to breathe calmly, thinking about this. Blood pooling in the bottom of the lung; blood could be reabsorbed beyond that. She needed to open up the bottom of the lung, without leaving another open wound that could drain her. 
 The hunter saw in lines of attack, ironically, and so she new what to do. A tiny warrior’s blade, sharp and bright, flickered onto her right index finger. “You’d better not be wrong, Crimson.” 
 “It costs my considerable mental faculties almost nothing to fully analyze the problem. I am lacking only in tools.” 
 She shook her head, pressing her left hand against Hail’s lower side and spreading her fingers. Between her index and middle, she jammed the blade on her other hand through at the right angle, up into the lung, and pulled it out even as her fingers closed and seethed with the medic’s healing. 
 It was torn tissue, just like Isavel’s skin and Tellac’s veins had been. The glow of her hand was like a clay she could mold and shape, flatten and pinch together, press against the tattered edges and bind them together. She felt the wound burning under her hands, and let the soothing waters of this ancient power flow over them. And as the blood drained, she went on to the main would - the gunshot - and began knitting everything back together. 
 After that, she felt around, feeling the give and the resistance of the medic’s skills against wounds and blood, and as soon as the blood had drained she set to work mending the lung itself. Stranger tissue, a more delicate texture to these stolen senses, but still tissue nonetheless. All just tissue. 
 “She will feel unwell and uncomfortable, when she awakes. It will take time for her organic recycling systems to clear her abdominal cavity.” 
 “She’ll also be afraid, won’t she? You said she wouldn’t know time had passed.” 
 The machines lowered themselves, and after a second Isavel realized Crimson was making to release the hunter from stasis. “She will not, no.” Panic suddenly struck her, as she wondered how she was going to explain this to Hail, without telling her… 
 Well, she had to tell her, didn’t she? And that did nothing for the panic. 
 Still, she stuck out her arms, and Crimson released the stasis field all at once. The light snapped, Hail groaned and thrashed, but Isavel caught her and held her still. “Hail - Hail, it’s okay! You’ll be fine!” 
 Between coughs the hunter started to wheeze, her eyes wide, and she looked around in a panic quickly overcast with confusion. Isavel knelt down and set her on the ground, resting the hunter’s head in her hands. 
 And as she did, strange sensations like flavours flickered against her fingertips. Things she had never noticed before. It tasted like fear, and death. She almost withdrew her hands in shock, but she tensed her arms at the last second, clamping down on that instinct and instead facing the thing she was feeling. Body and mind were one, they said, and the medic was meant to heal both. This, unlike knitting flesh, was not something she immediately understood. But she hadn’t even considered - 
 “Isavel?” 
 Hail still coughed, as Kelena knelt next to her. Sam and Tanos approached cautiously and reached for the hunter as well, and as Hail seemed to regain some balance she looked around at them, gaping and saying nothing, looking even paler than she normally did. 
 “Crimson -” 
 “She will recover more quickly if she eats. I will bring food.” 
 “Where are we?” Hail’s voice was creaky, and she tried to sit. “Isavel - we need to keep running - or -?” 
 Isavel shook her head and wrapped Hail in a hug, squeezing her tight. Her hand carefully sniffed at the flavours of her mind. “It’s been over two days. We’re safe. You’re healed.” 
 “Two - two days?” Her breathing quickened, her hand going down to her stomach. “I feel like shit. There’s something wrong -” 
 “You’ll be fine.” She was aware of something rushing around in Hail’s head, and whatever it was smelled like fear, anxiety, anger, blood, emptiness. It wasn’t good - it was sour and trembling and unstable, and even though her wounds were sealed Hail started to look more and more panicked. Isavel’s eyes widened - what good was it for a medic to know the mind was in danger, if it couldn’t heal it? 
 Or could it? 
 “Isavel - Isavel what happened -” 
 Some gifts were slower to come into their own than others. She didn’t have time to wait, if that was the case, so instead she tried to interrupt whatever fear was running through her friend’s head. “Hail, it’s okay. You’re fine. Do you hear me? You’ll live.” 
 “I was -” 
 She was trembling, grasping weakly at Sam and Isavel alike. Sam shot Isavel an odd look - largely blank, unjudging but unencouraging, heavy with anticipation. What was she going to do? To say? The unspoken questions weighed on her more heavily, and so she focused on what she could do, holding the hunter close, as Sam and Tanos reached for her. Even Kelena, with an odd solemnity, reached out to lay a hand on the hunter’s knee. 
 They held her like for a long moment, Hail breathing into Isavel’s shoulder. Eventually, still pale and haggard, her blond hair a tattered mess, Hail pulled away and looked at Isavel. She looked… better, but still deeply confused. “Isavel.” She touched Isavel’s face. “I was going to die. What happened?” 
 Isavel tried to smile, rubbing her shoulder. “I healed you.” 
 “With what?” Hail’s eyes seemed a little vacant. “You don’t have the medic’s gift. Do you? You’ve never used it.” 
 She pursed her lips, and looked at Sam again; Kelena didn’t understand how Isavel had come by the dragon’s blood, and Tanos had likely never done much wrong in his life, but in Sam she hoped she might find some kind of encouragement, or acknowledgement. All she saw in the ghost’s freckled face, though, was a measure of sadness. 
 Maybe that was all that could come of this. Hail might not understand - or, rather, she might not agree. But it would do no good to hide things from her. “Hail. You know I… You have to understand. I wanted you to live.” 
 Hail blinked at her, shifting in discomfort and pressing against her side as she did. “What are you talking about?” 
 She knew she would regret this in the next minutes. She had to hope she wouldn’t regret it in days, or weeks, or years. “Remember when I got my dragon wings?” 
 Hail’s smile was just barely strong enough to come off as wry. “You ran out of the woods, threw a decapitated head at our feet, then jumped Venshi and tore her mask off.” 
 Isavel smiled at that memory. “Yes. That. Well, I’m a medic, now, too.” 
 Hail’s smile slowly crumbled as she started to piece together what that meant, and she leaned back slightly. “What? How?” Her eyes darting around. “No. The medic near the gate? Where we came here?” 
 Isavel nodded. “He’s fine -” 
 Hail’s expression of horror grew, and she struggled away. “You  ate his heart?! ” 
 “No! I only drank his blood!” 
 Hail’s pall only worsened as she scrabbled free, and Isavel let her go. “Only drank his blood?  Only?! ” 
 She was swaying unsteadily as she tried to stand. Isavel stood to match her and tried to step closer, but Hail backed off. “Hail, I couldn’t let you die. Here, of all places! There’s no Elysium! You would just be gone - forever.” 
 Hail was breathing fast again, but she had frozen otherwise. She was looking down slightly - then she made a clutching motion at her own neck. “That stone.” 
 Isavel’s cheeks reddened when she realized what Hail was thinking. “Listen, Hail, I -” 
 “You went back and got it?” Hail stared at her, bewildered. “You run off and find that damned rock and then go drinking human blood -” 
 The truths in the statement made her panic even more than the falsehoods. “No, no, the wraith found it and gave it -” 
 “And you  put it back on! ” Hail backed off. “This  is  something Ada would do. Is she some gods-damned cannibal too? Isavel, you don’t eat people. The gods made rules for us, Isavel.  You don’t eat people.  What are you doing? ” 
 The others had cleared off, giving the two of them a wide berth. Isavel tried to take a step forward. “Hail, the gods are not what you think -” 
 Hail’s eyes widened. “What  happened  in the last two days?” 
 “They’re not - they’re not that powerful. They’re just -” 
 “Who  are  you?!” 
 Who? Who was she? She was Isavel. She was who she had always been. Her heart raced. She was many things - too many things - one thing more now. “Hail, it’s me! You know me!” She took a deep breath. “Crimson showed me the history of Mars. She showed me the history of the gods. I saw her birth. I know where the gods come from, what they are. They aren’t the ones who make the rules, Hail.” 
 Hail’s eyes flicked up to Crimson, to the red light. “Crimson?” She glanced at Isavel. “What are you talking about?” 
 Crimson’s voice was flat. “I showed Isavel the truth of our history, and hers. I had hoped she might have unique insights into our situation, on account of her lack of technophage. Alas, she did not.” 
 Hail looked back to Isavel. “So, what, she gave you permission to go eat someone?” 
 “No - no, it’s just - the gods are doing their best to help us.” Isavel remembered the feeling Crimson had had when she was brought into the world, and knew she couldn’t possibly convey that, now, in a way that made this any better. “But they don’t always know best, and they aren’t all-powerful, and -” 
 She felt stares on her, but they weren’t all real. She, and all the people she had ever been, could judge herself if she wanted. And maybe she did. She did not like to think of the taste of human blood on her tongue - it was, perhaps, the worst thing she had ever done. But she could stand tall nonetheless; she was not alone. Her other selves were at her back, and she straightened and shook her head. 
 “Fuck the gods. Hail, listen - if my best friend is going to die, and I can drink a little blood from a medic to keep her on this side of death, then I will fucking well  do it.  I don’t answer to the gods.” She thumped her chest. “I answer to myself. ” 
 Hail stared at her. “What about answering to me?” 
 She opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her. She didn’t know how to respond to that, and for a moment she hesitated. But the locator stone shifted across her sternum, and she imagined a world where she had not done the thing that so horrified Hail now. Hail would be dead. Even if Hail was willing to pay that price, Isavel wasn’t. 
 It might be wrong, but it was true. “I don’t answer to you either, Hail.” 
 “Your best friend.” Hail’s eyes fell back to the locator stone. “Isavel, what’s that thing doing around your neck? Ada left -” 
 Isavel took a step forward, trying to calm herself, but didn’t reach out. “Hail, you’re the best and most loyal friend I have, and I love you for that. But you’re not…” 
 She struggled for the words, and Hail’s face grew harder. “Not enough? I’m surprised you went through the trouble to save me. Wouldn’t it have been more convenient -” 
 “Don’t say that!” Gods, what did Hail think she was? “I saved your life! I couldn’t stand -” 
 “At what cost? You told me I might die being around you, Isavel, and you were right. If not today, one day this sin is going to come back to you - to me -” 
 Hail looked desperate, angry, and afraid all at once, and gods, why? Why couldn’t she just be… 

Grateful . She couldn't say that.  Why can’t she be grateful?  She couldn’t think it.  I did a terrible thing for her.  But behind Hail stood her selves, her tangle of roots, and amongst them stood the sadly smiling medic, a fresh face and a new pair of arms for her army of one. And she wondered, genuinely, whether she had done it for herself. Or whether she had finally cracked. 
 Finally? She had always been that way.  Naciste rota .  Ambas veces.  She had been made and remade this way. She was finally accepting it. 
 “I saved your life.” She set her shoulders. “I didn’t want you to die. And no god will hunt you down or punish you or condemn you for what I’ve done.” She shot a glance at the god’s pillar. “Will you, Crimson?” 
 “On this, I can assure you Isavel is correct. We do not care in the slightest.” 
 Hail stared at the light again, backing off slowly. “How do we even know that’s a god? Isavel, what if that’s some demon -” 
 “What if it is?” 
 Hail stared at her. “She could be tricking us -” 
 “Let her try.” She tightened her fist at Crimson, and for a second she wanted it. She wanted the god to provoke her, to lock her in here, to criticize her, to tell her what a fool she was. She wanted to find the pettiest loose thread and pull and pull until the entire edifice unwound and came crashing down. 
 The gods had mislead her, again and again. From the very start, they could have told her the truth; they could have helped. She knew they could have - for all the limits of their power, they could have done much more. But they hadn’t, because they were broken, miserable creatures never meant to outlive the minds that bore them. They let people die. 
 If she had the power, and let people die nonetheless, was she any better? 
 “Isavel. What now?” Hail didn’t look like she was looking forward to the answer, and Isavel saw her eyes flick to the locator stone again. “What are we supposed to do? You say the gods can’t do anything, so we’re stuck here, aren’t we?” 
 “They can’t help us.” She looked at Hail, standing there, one hand pressed against an abdomen still trying to recover from her injury, her skin pale and sweaty. “Hail -” 
 “So  why are you wearing it? ” 
 Hail hadn’t liked what she had said so far. She would like this even less. She wasn’t sure she needed to say anything, though, and the hammering of her heart was pounding only the worst responses in her head. 

Ada wouldn’t judge me for this. Ada wouldn’t bow and call me Herald. Ada wouldn’t stand and gape like I had been possessed by a ghost, like the dragon in my blood had finally started growing its scales through my flesh. She would stand with me in the face of all the gods -

 Except she hadn’t. She had turned tail and run. It was more complicated than that, and a part of her did want to take the thing off again. But she watched Hail, both of them waiting for an explanation her brain would not put into words, and she left it there. 
 Hail’s breathing grew quicker, and she crouched down again, pressing a fist against her chest, and for a brief second Isavel thought maybe she was still in pain - maybe this was all the fog of injury and blood loss. She took a cautious step forward, but the hunter scampered away, raising a glowing palm to face Isavel, her face red and angry as tiny hexagons of blue pearled in her deadly palm. 
 “I did everything for you!” She shouted, coughing and sputtering with the effort. “I protected you, I followed you, I did everything I could! And you make me your  friend , and give your heart out to a woman who fought you, who abandoned you, who ignored everything that makes you special.” 
 She wouldn’t shoot. She couldn’t possibly shoot. Isavel still tensed; she knew it was not impossible, but she had to say something. “Everyone else sees the foreigner, the village girl, the brute of a warrior, the Herald, the fucking angel of whatever - even you. She didn’t give a shit. She saw  me . Behind the shield and the titles and the aura. She looked at me and I saw it in her eyes, I felt it in her hands - she came to  me , not to the Saint Herald.” 
 Hail winced in frustration. “But that’s who you are! Saint Isavel Valdéz, Herald of the Gods, all those things - the gods made you into something - something that was supposed to be  wonderful!  And you accepted! You did what they asked! You gave yourself to it!” 
 “What other option did I have?” Isavel pointed to Crimson’s flickering red pillar. “Everyone was dead. I thought there had to be a reason! Some kind of plan! But there isn’t, Hail. The gods are just more children with dead parents. The universe doesn’t care about them any more than us. So we’re  free . It’s hard, it’s confusing, we’ll make mistakes. But this whole damned world was a wasteland and our ancestors looked at it and decided it could be better! Compared to that, how hard can it be to choose our own damned paths in life?” 
 Hail was staring at her in a mixture of confusion and anger, but Isavel didn’t let her get a word in. 
 “So what’s left? Me. My will. My heart. My want. And what I want is not to be some gods-blessed avatar of justice, some hermit who falls into the arms of her confidant because power isolates her from anything else. I want your friendship, I want your companionship and trust, but I want something Ada gave me even more. I can’t lie to you and pretend you give me everything she did.” 
 “She’s gone! She could be dead for all you know!” Hail slammed her smouldering hand on the ground, hexagons of light fading into her skin again as her palm slapped the cold floor. 
 Isavel’s shoulders tensed. It couldn’t be, of course. It was just Hail saying things. She  knew , somehow, that Ada was alive. “I’ll find out for myself one day, and if she’s gone I’ll have to look into myself for another path.” She gripped the stone in her hand. “I won’t make you my backup. You can’t possibly want that. That’s why it’s back around my neck. Because it’s  true .” 
 Hail looked up at the ceiling and screamed in frustration, striking her fists against the ground. She didn’t shoot anything. She breathed heavily for a few moments, eyes closed, visibly straining not to keep shouting. She was looking more and more tired, and she wasn’t alone. Isavel’s muscles were sick of all the tension that couldn’t be gotten rid of by hitting things, and she was starting to feel sore just from the stress of the conversation. 
 She tried to breathe deep. Yelling wasn’t getting anyone anywhere. She turned away from Hail and paced back to the centre of the room, still feeling her heart rising in her chest and the heat prickling across her face. She needed to cool off. 
 She made it around the metallic basin of Crimson’s pillar twice before Zoa suddenly appeared in front of her. So absorbed in her thoughts and her mood, she hadn’t even noticed the coder approach, and it took her a second to recognize the rage written within that blue-framed face. 
 She was just fast enough to notice Zoa’s balled fist fly towards her, and then it connected with a blinding sting and a wave of pain that snapped her head sideways. She almost staggered, but kept her feet planted. The inside of her cheek had cut itself on her teeth, but that was so easy to fix the warrior’s gift would do it for her, and coaxing from the medic’s gift only helped a little. 
 She turned her head back to Zoa, glaring into her furious eyes. “I know you don’t like me, Zoa, but -” 
 “Gods damn you you blood-gargling cannibal shit! My brother died!” 
 It didn’t escape her that Zoa had chosen to use the most profane version of the word for  cannibal  she knew of, one of the last things anyone would call anyone else. “What does that have to do with -” 
 “Shut up.” Zoa fumed at her, the feathers from the dead rokh bristling from her head and shoulders as though they were part of her. An angry hooting came from across the chamber, surely the wraith, but Isavel didn’t take her eyes from the coder. If Zoa had decided it was time to throw down, now of all moments, so be it. She still had a lot of tension in her back and nowhere for it to go. 
 “You want to punch me again?” 
 Zoa took a deep breath, held it for a second or two, and let it go. “I heard all your fucking shouting. You knew, didn’t you?” 
 “Knew what?” 
 “When you took the dragon’s gift.” 
 She blinked, taking a second to understand what Zoa was trying to get at. “I knew what had happened - I thought the gods -” 
 “If you didn’t know, you should have.” 
 “So what?” 
 “So tell me. What if you had taken the medic’s gift  before?  On Earth?” 
 Isavel saw the frustration tearing in Zoa’s eyes, and she felt even worse. “Zoa - Zoa, he died too quickly -” 
 Zoa did lunge, now, shoving at her shoulders, and in the weaker martian gravity Isavel briefly lost her footing and stumbled back. “You don’t know that!” 
 “Zoa - there was nothing -” 
 “Ghost-loving cannibal traitor godsshit piece of - what, you won’t dirty your precious angel hands until something personal is on the line, is that it? Should Ren have grovelled and followed you around like a dog and tried to kiss you better when that heretic witch -” 
 She balled up her fist and felt herself tense, and Zoa broke off her sentence, waiting. That wasn’t it - it wasn’t so crude. She wanted to hit back, but realistically she could punch a lot harder than Zoa. She bit down. She breathed through her nose. She considered, not for the first time, whether was Zoa was saying was true. 
 If she had been truly uncowed and unrepentant, she might have started hunting down and collecting new powers as soon as she had eaten that dragon’s heart. At the very least, she would have realized the vanishingly improbable opportunity of finding a medic on Mars, and taken it upon herself to do something about it. But the thought never crossed her mind - it was too outrageous. 
 It might not have saved Ren. It would not have saved Erran. But she realized, with a pang of pain, that it might have saved Tharson. For that failure of imagination, he now lay dead. And who else might it yet save? She looked to Kelena, who seemed deeply concerned, and felt only the barest relief that all these recriminations were taking place in an Earth tongue the swordswoman barely understood. 
 Because when Hail’s life had been on the line, and when she looked to Ada for inspiration instead of the gods, breaking the rules  had  finally  crossed her mind. 
 But was that because of Hail and Ada, or was that because of what Crimson had showed her - because she had fallen from that column of light awash in the realization that all the hierarchies and rules she had been taught as a child were unnecessary, were contingent? That the world and its rules did not need to be what they were? And that, of all beings the gods themselves were built to simply never think to defy the deepest rules by which they lived? 
 Could she really have made such a choice at any point sooner, being who she was? 
 She tried to relax her shoulders, and nodded. She noticed Hail was watching her now. “I followed rules for a long time. Who knows. Your brother might be alive if I broke those rules sooner. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. Not until I knew that the rules were…” She glanced at Crimson. “Decided, not discovered. Now I can decide differently. I’m sorry.” 
 Zoa huffed at her. “How do I know you’re not just going to keep getting us killed and doing nothing about it?” She looked around the room. “Shit. Of everyone here, you’d care the least if I died, wouldn’t you? You’re such a walking disaster I might be better off killing you in your sleep. It’s not like you’re helping.” 
 Isavel noticed Hail tense in the corner of her eyes at the threat, but she also noticed how Hail didn’t respond. She turned away from Zoa, running her fingers through her hair, and sucking in deep breaths. Zoa was right about that - she had yet to do anything for anyone else here. She glanced around the room, slowly. “Anyone else?” Her face still smarted, but the pain was fading quickly. “Come on, if anyone wants to get a punch in, I’m feeling generous.” 
 The words felt haggard and tired, though, and in any case Tanos and Sam did not take her up on them. Instead they watched, crouching some meters away, looking more nervous than anything. How close did they think things had come to real violence? How close had it actually come? 
 She switched to  ot tharsis , for the meagre benefit of the two who had the least idea what was going on. “Anyone? If you want to shout at me, now is the time.” 
 Yarger simple grunted wordlessly, but to her surprise Kelena did take a step forward. She did not look angry, but Isavel had seen her kill more than one martian with that cool look on her face. “I’m not sure what all the shouting was about. But I gather we’ve failed in coming here, haven’t we?” 
 She pursed her lips. Crimson certainly couldn’t help them… but Isavel had to make her own plans, now. She looked at Hail, at Sam and Tanos, and Kelena and Yarger. And at the wraith, off in its corner, watching her so quietly she was almost certain it felt guilty somehow, for its part in all this. “Crimson can’t help us, no.” 
 “Crimson.” Kelena addressed her god directly. “If what she says is true, why did you help her companion? Why do you speak to her, when you’ve ignored us for -” Her grip tightened on the Red Sword, and for once that made Isavel almost smile. “For centuries?” 
 “It costs me little. And I thought she had promise. An earthling, and a strange one at that - but no. She has nothing to offer. You should leave - Azure cannot see you here, but sooner or later he will send more to hunt you.” 
 Azure. Isavel nodded quietly, remembering what she had promised herself. She had three things she wanted to do, she recalled. One was done; Hail lived. She spared her friend a glance, and hoped that time would mend the new wound she had traded for the fatal one; but it was done. It was time to take the second step. 
 She turned to face Crimson. “Actually, Crimson, I do have something to offer.” She glanced at Kelena. “And you, Kelena. I think - I can solve this.” 
 Crimson’s voice sounded skeptical. “After the past several minutes, you will forgive me for questioning your ability to solve disputes, Isavel.” 
 Her expression faltered at that, embarrassment rippling across her skin, but some bolder part of her dared try to smile at that. “Do you know my titles, Crimson?” 
 The god recited them as though from memory, though perhaps the gods of Earth were relaying them to her at that very moment. “Dragoneater Saint Isavel Valdéz, Herald of the Gods, White Lady Witch, Angel of Glass. They do not interest me.” 
 “How do you think I got them?” 
 “As I understand it,  titles  are  a peculiar cultural tradition extant in the region of your birth. You must have impressed some humans. And, admittedly, some of their gods.” 
 “The gods of Earth thought they could make use of me.” 
 “You disappointed them, too.” Crimson’s words seemed to cast no judgement, but they bit nonetheless. “You questioned too much, hesitated too often. They tell me you were plagued with confusion and uncertainty and meekness, and that you shied from a spotlight so many of your peers would have fought dearly to see shine on themselves.” 
 Hearing it put so bluntly was not altogether pleasant, but she closed her eyes for a moment and kept her head high. “Maybe they’re right. But I’m done. You may not be the root of the world, but you’re still a god - look into me and tell me I’m not determined. Tell me I’m not dangerous.” 
 She thought Crimson might laugh, if it were in a god’s nature to do so. It apparently wasn’t. “What are you proposing?” 
 “Make me your Arbiter.” 
 The silence surprised her, and she was about to repeat herself when something flickered off to the side. One of the watchers in the chamber came alive with a warm yellow glow underneath its seams, and as it bobbed towards her it projected an androgynous, featureless yellow silhouette into the air before her. Amber. 
 “Fascinating.” Their cool voice was warmed by an undercurrent of mirth. “We all knew you were a rogue element, but I’ll admit that even as I was keeping his eyes off of you, I wasn’t sure what the fuss was about.” 
 Kelena stepped forward, her eyes sliding between Isavel and the yellow shape as she addressed her gods. “Amber, too? Why  her?  After five hundred years, why this earthling?” 
 “Because she is not afflicted with the old curse laid on martians and earthlings alike.” Amber reached out to touch Isavel’s cheek, and she was surprised to find their finger felt solid. “Because sooner or later, she might upset the balance we’ve lived under for well over five hundred long turns around Sol. She might begin to uncover secret words carved into stone the rest of you could never see. Her mind and body might begin to do strange and unpredictable things. And she might even bear children immune to that curse, that technophage, which would have ripple effects we could never foresee.” 
 Carved words? She remembered the names on the stones in the hall, remembered Crimson’s understanding of what they were. Only then did she realize she had never before imagined words might be frozen in visible form like that. Stories and histories made solidly immortal for the ages. 
 Crimson added to that. “That was the original basis for Azure’s interest - and concern. He notified us that he was trying to instrumentalize you, in order that you not disrupt the order of things here. Our interest and interference  concerned  Azure further. Red Rise and many smaller settlements, unfortunately, have paid the price - and for nothing, so far. We must continue to obey the unnecessary and sadistic commands from the old Arbiter that drive Azure’s actions.” 
 “I thought it  was  necessary.” Kelena gripped the Red Sword by the hilt, as though for confirmation. “It’s always been the same story - there are too many of us.” 
 Crimson answered quite defensively. “It was true, once, but truths change as the world beneath them changes. I have seen to that.” 
 Isavel nodded. “But you wouldn’t need to obey his commands if he wasn’t the only Arbiter, would you? So do it. Give me that.” She let herself grin, but it was not a happy grin. “I demanded the gods’ power once before, and they refused me. If you’re going to refuse me, too, then do me the favour they did, and kick us all back to Earth.”  
 Amber was nodding along, though. “Isavel would make a convenient Arbiter; she can upset the balance, but she is also  not  martian. She has no vested interests in the power struggles of martian peoples or cities or cultures. Crimson has seen into her - she wants to leave Mars, and almost certainly will if given the chance. If she manages to resolve our differences with the Arbiter, Azure can provide her with one of the few space-worthy ships we still have. The reaction she has provoked in our Arbiter, and the convenience of a second Arbiter who has no ulterior motives and simply wants to be left alone, makes this an appealing offer.” 
 Crimson’s pulse of light strained in its pillar towards Isavel. “But we cannot anoint you without the consent of the current Arbiter, and he refuses. Indeed, after I asked him, he decided to murder you. You will not be safe when you leave these halls, and it appears his promise to reward you if you returned the Red Sword to him is now void.” 
 Isavel blinked, still not used to the speed with which these gods could confer. Well. She wished the gods had shown more discretion, but what was done was done. “What about your zeroth law? Do not let humanity come to harm? Aren’t Azure’s cullings  harm?  Especially when you, Crimson, know it’s unnecessary? ” 
 “I have a solution.” Amber’s voice crackled with amusement. “Formulate your request again.” 
 She frowned at the projection of the god. “Make me your Arbiter.” 
 Crimson sounded almost amused as well. “Interestingly, I can no longer contact Azure or our Arbiter. Amber has interdicted communications in that area and cut off his own access to the interdictor system in orbit by initiating an automated maintenance cycle. Without the ability to verify our Arbiter’s status, there are emergency protocols we can invoke whereby we must assume he is dead, and seek a replacement immediately. You will do nicely, Isavel Valdéz.” 
 Isavel’s head spun at the fact that such transparent trickery and self-deception could have any kind of impact, but she wasn’t about to question the logic of gods. Suddenly she had things to do, things that didn’t involve getting yelled at, and her heart was racing faster. “Well - do it, then!” 
 “Very well.” For once, the voices of the two gods joined into the rainbow polyphony she knew from the gods of Earth, though within it she could still pick out individual threads of crimson and amber interwoven. “Isavel Valdéz, we hereby appoint you Arbiter of Mars, and shall hereafter consult with you in key matters of our guardianship over the people of Mars.” 
 She felt nothing, but if the gods said it… “Good. Okay.” 
 “You suggested you could solve our first Arbiter’s continued demands for violent population control. Or perhaps his quest for the Red Sword.” Crimson’s voice didn't sound any more deferential than before. “Please explain how exactly you will negotiate this with him.” 
 “I won’t.” She smiled, glancing at her companions scattered around the room, feeling the tension and uncertainty in each of them. Two more things to do. She squared her shoulders, and reached inside and grabbed and wrangled herself together, and to her ears her voice became a chorus of her. 
 “Gods of Mars, before you stands Saint Isavel Valdéz , Dragoneater, Herald of the Gods of Earth, White Lady Witch, Angel of Glass, Arbiter of Mars . Pathfinder, hunter, warrior, dragon, medic. Daughter of Sefina Valdéz, daughter of Fyol Tairn, daughter of whatever grand stupid fates birthed me anew after death. I am many things. More than I should be; more than any god or mortal understands. And amongst it all I became a weapon, and now I am the wielder too. 
 “So taste the bloods in my veins, hear the titles round my name, and know that I will be the first blade to gut a god. Azure will die, his Arbiter will be cut down, and you two will have helped me kill your brother.”  




Chapter 17

 She smiled into the silence beyond her words, though her smile began to strain across the moments it took the gods to respond. But then they did, Amber first between them. 
 “So you will destroy them both? Interesting approach. I do not see an issue with this.” 
 Kelena gaped at her. “Kill a god? How? What happens when he is gone?” 
 “Azure was chosen to house the Arbiter because he was assigned planetary defence and governance.” Crimson’s words were curt and quick. “In a world with no organized threat to Mars from the outside and no critical civil unrest within, Azure’s role is far less important to the functioning of martian civilization than my role in managing the biosphere, or Amber’s role in maintaining a stable technology network. We can do without Azure.” 
 “The Red Sword has a point, though.” Amber seemed to turn their head towards Kelena and nod gently. “ How  will you kill a god? It has never been done. Unlike Crimson or I, Azure was instantiated in a single facility, for military information security reasons, so it is certainly possible. But the reason he isn’t instantiated across multiple locations is that between his control of most military hardware, the production facilities to build more, and his heavily shielded fortress, nothing short of orbital bombardment could even render him vulnerable in the first place. He has also amassed a city’s worth of soldiers to fight for him, who he spares from cullings in turn. What are you, Isavel, supposed to do about that?” 
 Isavel crossed her arms and thought about those words, frowning a little. “Let’s start with that shield. Orbital bombardment. You mean godfire, don’t you? There are cannons in the sky that can break his shields?” 
 “Theoretically, yes. There are four ancient battleships in orbit around Mars that are still able to deliver that kind of firepower, but they are all firmly under Azure’s control. That is part of his assignment - managing the planetary fleet.” 
 “You’re a god, Amber. Can’t you take one?” 
 “If we are going to destroy him, violating his jurisdiction is a minor concern.” Still, Amber’s body language was not confident. “But for all that I am the god of such things, a battleship’s information defense matrix is a hard nut to crack, and my computational resources are limited considering the active processes I must maintain on Mars. I may be able to mount an attack on one of the battleships and take control of it, but no more than that, and Azure will likely use the remaining three to destroy it in short order if he can.” 
 “Can you get one of these battleships for long enough to bring godfire down and crack that shell? That’s all we need.” 
 “It should be possible.” 
 She started pacing around the column of red light, hands fidgeting behind her back. This - this was a better conversation to be having. This made her feel like she was doing something, something other than making everything worse. “His followers can be killed. I’ve done that before. The real problem is the fleet - the war barges.” 
 “Unfortunately, data on those isn’t complete.” Amber was shaking their head. “I have orbital observations, but only Azure would have exact inventory of what he has in storage. Although, for what it is worth, Sulakaz’ detonation wiped out most of the ones in this region, so he will need to reposition his forces.” 
 She blinked. The words, glued together, sounded like Azure’s Bruise, but it had clearly been used as a name. “I’m sorry - who? What?” 
 “I named it.” She turned and found Kelena pointing into the ceiling. “Tharson kept saying it needed a name, so I named it, while you were gone. It seems to accept the name. Don’t you, Sulakaz?” 
 The wraith warbled back down at her, flitting between crevasses in the ceiling. It was a mildly positive sound, little more. Isavel stared - of course, she had left them alone for a while now, and the gods heard everything here. “Sulakaz. Okay. Well - Red Rise had a fleet. Kelena, do you think they could be convinced to attack?” 
 The swordswoman gaped at her. “I do not know. They may well want revenge, but you will have difficulty convincing them to attack a god.” 
 “Crimson? You could help.” She scowled at the light. “If you actually spoke to your damned people, they might listen.” 
 “I cannot predict human political action, and neither can you.” Crimson sounded more than a little annoyed at that. “But I can certainly speak to them if you suggest it, Arbiter. It is the only fleet within range that could reach Azure’s stronghold before he gathers his ships and sends punitive forces after Amber and myself. There are not many cities within reach.” 
 “And for all the terror the fall of Red Rise may cause, it is still just one city.” Kelena looked at her doubtfully. “Others may not see how it affects them, unless we bring Azure’s anger with us. You would not find many martians eager to attack the strongest of the gods simply to secure passage off of Mars.” 
 She nodded, pacing still, and the thought struck her. “Actually, I will.” She glanced at Kelena. “There  is  another city nearby.” 
 Kelena frowned at her, clearly not following. “Hundred Steps? That is where Red Rise’ refugees surely went, but -” 
 “Deep Tharsis.” 
 It was Tanos who got it first, tossing in the martian word that widened Kelena’s eyes. “Aliy. She wants to ask the aliy for help.” 
 She nodded. “Can it be done? Do they ever help?” 
 Kelena’s hand gripped the hilt of the Red Sword now, squeezing harder as though whatever lay inside it was particularly difficult to get out. “They have fought in wars both against and alongside us before, but it is never a sure thing, trying to anticipate what any given  aliy  will want. When we last passed through Deep Tharsis they tried to kill us. Though… They say the gods do not favour them. I cannot say for certain, but it is not enough to plan for.” 
 She nodded along; she could ask them. “The night after the rokh attacked, one of them found me. Her language wasn’t much better than mine, but we didn’t fight.” 
 Zoa shot her a look, but Kelena simply hummed and considered it. “They sometimes tame rokh they raise from eggs, and fly them. They would take interest if you killed one, I imagine, even if it wasn’t theirs.” 
 “She did ask me to give them any eggs I found.” She pursed her lips, thinking. “I can ask them. It can’t hurt.” 
 “They could kill you.” 
 “They could try.” 
 Kelena smirked. “They also can’t be relied on.” 
 She nodded, racking her brain for other options, and her mind returned to the spider tanks Erran had found for her back near Campus. “What about ancient weapons? Earth seems riddled with buried weapon caches.” 
 Amber’s silhouette nodded. “They exist here as well, yes. Not many that I know of, but you will not be able to assemble a large army anyway.” 
 “I have to try.” She turned around and looked at the others, and found skeptical eyes staring back at her. 
 Zoa asked the thing she didn’t want to hear. “And if you can’t get the fleet, the outers - what exactly is your plan?” 
 Isavel took a deep breath, trying to shake off the feeling that if she thought too hard about that particular future it might actually come to pass. “If we don’t have any help, I learn what I can about the city and the people who follow Azure. I can still shift my skin and fly - I might be able to get in quickly or without being noticed. But if he decides to turn an army against me...” She tightened her fist. She had taken down barges one at a time, but if several of them came at her from all sides? “I’ll want to make sure he doesn’t do that. It’s hard to say without knowing more about the place.” 
 “Are you sure sending a fleet is the best idea if we don’t know much about it?” 
 “No, but I know a fleet can’t be stealthy. If his losses here actually mattered, we need to strike as soon as possible to make the most of Red Rise’s fleet. He’ll recover; they may never outnumber him again.” 
 Zoa leaned back against the wall. “Sounds like you don’t need me. Far as I’m concerned you’re dead without a fleet, so if they don’t come I’m leaving.” Yarger, still the man of the fewest words Isavel had ever known, simply nodded along with her. 
 Isavel narrowed her eyes at the coder. “You’re not getting home any other way.” 
 “I’m not getting home dead either.” A stroke of the coder’s blue hair fell across her face as she tilted her head. “Or do you think Ren is getting home? No. You know what the martians do to their dead.” 
 She tensed and nodded. Kelena did not give her reassuring looks either. “I can’t risk bringing the Red Sword so close to Azure if I will be severely outnumbered. I am sorry, Isavel, but without that fleet I don’t see how you could hope to take down Azure.” 
 She bit down and nodded. The swift crumbling of what she had thought of as her party, for better or worse, almost took her by surprise. It shouldn’t have, of course. She continued pacing, back and forth. She obviously couldn’t ask any of them to try to kill a god if they had anything less than an army and godfire at their backs. How could she ask such a thing of anyone? 
 She looked at Hail, and saw in the hunter’s face that there was no answer to be found there. Sam and Tanos looked at her sadly as well, and of all of them, they were perhaps the ones most at risk. She sighed. “Well - Sam? Remember what you told me? This is that time.” 
 Tanos glanced at Sam, and they exchanged a look Isavel couldn’t read much into, before the young man shook his head. “Try, first. If you  can  get a fleet together -” 
 “But if I can’t, you shouldn’t follow me.” She tried to force a brave smile, not sure if it was working. “If I succeed anyway, I’ll try to come find you all before I leave.” 
 She was alone, if there wasn’t an army waiting to be rallied. That was fair. She could only ask people to do what they were willing to do. 
 She felt certain she had an army enough inside her to do the job - but who else would see it that way? And the idea of an impenetrable shield around the body of a god… that was something she had not yet learned to pummel her way through. She reached for the locator stone, its comforting shape cool in her hand, and tried to convince herself she could actually do what her gut seemed to know she could. 
 A flicker of moment caught her attention, and her eyes went up. “Sulakaz?” She stepped forward. “Do you like that name? Can you come down here?” 
 The creature cooed and warbled and slid down onto the ground after a moment, assuming the triangular figure it had before, vaguely in the image of a tall person wearing a thick cloak. It had no eyes to look at her, but she looked where its face should be in that configuration. It sounded… not upset, at least. 
 “I saw what you did, by the First Tree. I know you… understand things about the barges.” She shuddered at the memory, the dying thoughts of the martian man Sulakaz had eaten, then forced on her as she triggered a smokescreen in Red Rise. “If there are any left outside, can you help me fly one? We need to find whatever’s left of Red Rise’s fleet.” 
 It seemed to stare, or at least not respond for a time, and she started feeling increasingly stupid for speaking to a thing that refused to speak back. 
 “I don’t know what you did back there, but it probably saved thousands of lives.” She paused, looking at its gentle movements. “Did it hurt you, somehow? But you did it anyway. Thank you, for that, if nothing else.” 
 Its response was tentative and staccato, a bit more positive than before. She glanced at Kelena, wondering how much the martian had been speaking to it in her absence. If they had been locked in here two days, and Yarger didn’t speak, even the Red Sword may have become starved for conversation. 
 “I do not like that creature, Isavel.” The voice was Crimson’s, and she saw the concern reflected in Amber’s body language as well. “It is conscious - not a simulacra of a mind, but a true conscious being in the quantum sense. Yet while its conscious mind should be human-like, given its structure, it seems feral.” 
 Isavel looked back at the gods, and it occurred to her they might actually be afraid of the wraith, for all that she herself had been the one to promise to slay a god. She smiled, finally, feeling this might be a good sign. “If you don’t like or understand it, then neither will Azure. That’s good for us.” 
 Amber crossed their arms. “I will not dispute that.” 
 She took a deep breath. “Crimson - can you give me anything that will speak to your faithful, in the red fleet? Something they’ll trust?” 
 “Certainly.” Something clunked in the distance. “While I will defer to your suggestions in this matter, I would recommend you refrain from abusing the opportunities this may present you with. It may prove counter-productive in the long run.” 
 “Why?” She grinned, knowing full well why. “Because someone might get fed up of unfulfilled promises, rebel, and decide to kill you?” 
 “Among other possibilities.” The voice, this time, came from lower to the ground, and she saw another one of the metallic hexapods skittering towards her. This one’s joints, however, underglowed with red. “Carry this along with you. I can make no promises it will be enough.” 
 “I know.” When the hexapod reached her, she knelt down, and it crawled awkwardly up her arm and clamped its legs around her left bicep, like some sort of armband. It was not heavy, and remained quiet. She looked at the others, again, and saw the uncertainty on all their faces. The martians had things easiest - this was their world, after all. But what were the rest of them supposed to do? “If they want to, let the others stay here, where it’s safe.” 
 “Very well.” 
 She looked at them all, unsure of what to say to them. Nothing she said, in the end, would matter as much as what she did or didn’t do. She met their gazes all one last time, nodding, and keeping it short. “Do what you want. I’ll be back, and one way or another I’ll kill that god.” She glanced at the wraith, and made for the hallway. “Sulakaz? Are you -” 
 The wraith didn’t even wait for her to finish, collapsing into a rush of smoky dark that whorled ahead of her down the tunnel. A strange companion for a lonely journey, but part of her was quietly relieved she wouldn’t need to make conversation. Nobody stopped her or moved to follow as she strode down the halls, as Crimson heaved open the door out onto Olympus, as she stepped out against under the skies of Mars. Alone, but for a god and a castoff whorl of magic. And all the bloods in her blood. 
 “Crimson.” She paused, knowing there was little more to say to the old gardener, but wanting to reassure nonetheless. “You’ve done more than enough for Mars. I hope I can make it all worth it.” 
 The god’s response chirped from the hexapod, quiet and flat. “It will be worth it when my children no longer need to die, Isavel.” 
 They hadn’t needed to for a long time, she knew. But perhaps it was still difficult for the god, torn between two Arbiters, to say so. “Of course.” 
 “And you do not need to emotionally bond with me.” 
 She grimaced. “Right.” 
 The hexapod suddenly flickered yellow, and Amber’s androgynous voice fluttered through. “I will also remain utterly unmoved by your distressed-sounding attempts at emotional warmth.” 
 “Great. Perfect. Wildly encouraging.” She glanced at the wraith. “How about you, Sulakaz? You don’t seem like the bonding type either. Unless you’re eating someone.” Her frown deepened. “Gods, we have that in common now, don’t we?” 
 Sulakaz seemed to understand exactly what she meant, and responded with a series of encouragingly enthusiastic sounds that were exactly as unsettling as she should have expected. She flared her nostrils as it roiled around in the air, and decided to focus on the path forward.  Her  path, found or chosen or hacked from the untrodden wilds. 
 “Let’s find a barge, kick some hornet nests, and point them all at Azure. How hard can it be?” 
 Finding barges was easy - as she hopped and floated her way down the crumbling, dusty ruins of Red Rise, she saw many twisted hulls littered between ash and stones. Finding an intact barge was another matter - all the ones that could still fly appeared to have been taken. 
 But Sulakaz had indeed learned about the things it  had  devoured, and two-thirds of the way down the mountain they found one that looked mostly whole. It was a small thing, surely good for no more than a dozen people, and its tattered banners were red. Sulakaz leapt at it with sudden enthusiasm, its shape pulsing and coiling around it, and she wondered for a moment whether it had simply gotten hungry again. 
 Whatever it was doing, she set to gathering a few of the larger pieces of red banners scattered across the area, and tied some of them awkwardly to the poles on the barges, unable and unwilling to figure out the mechanism that somehow anchored the banners inside the metal. Knots would have to do. After some flickering and warbling from the wraith, the airship suddenly sprang to life just as she was about to add another, and she jumped back. “What -!” 
 The wraith cooed appreciatively, or so she thought. Did it know how she interpreted its noises? She certainly hoped so, and smiled. 
 “Okay - great.” She hopped up onto the barge as it hovered at waist height, then glanced at the controls. The wraith had coded something onto the back of the pedestal, black etchings flowing around a crack of damage in the old metals. 
 Then she laid her hands on the controls, and felt her head suddenly spin. She snapped her hand away again. 
 “Oh gods, I hate these.” She glanced at the hexapod on her shoulder. “Why? Isn’t there a better way?” 
 “Do you find it disorienting?” 
 “Yes, of course I do, it’s like - it’s like it’s my body.” 
 “That is the intent, yes. It was designed to be used without training.” Crimson’s sympathy sounded in short supply. “If you take a moment to explore the sensations, you should find functionality that allows you to point the barge and let it cruise on its own. It is a mostly straight line from here to Hundred Steps, where the refugees and fleet have gone.” 
 She could fly there, maybe. Or glide. But after exhausting herself for the sake of healing Hail, she did not want to do so again. She nodded and tensed up, grabbed the controls again, and  was  the barge. And she shot up with it, and it swept the wraith up into the air with her. 
 Up, up, forward - 
 Once she was over the lip of the mountain she felt the thing Crimson had mentioned, oddly like the way she might lock her knees. “Which way? Gods, hurry up and tell me -” 
 “Turn left -” She did. “Stop. This is close enough that you will see the refugee camp when you arrive.” 
 She locked the barge into its motion and let go, feeling blessedly comfortable again in her own body, nothing more. She stepped towards the front of the controls, feeling the wind at her face, and sat down, leaning back against the pedestal. 
 Sulakaz approached, apparently unbothered by the wind, and shrank onto the deck in front of her. It took on an odd shape, like some kind of upside-down toadstool at first, the peak suddenly blooming into odd little branches. Then the fringes of its upper coils began flickering gentle pinks, and the whole structure swayed a little, completely ignorant of the real breeze around them. 
 She wasn’t sure what it meant, but it wasn’t frightening to look at. She allowed herself a smile, watching its weird impression as the mangled barge and its tattered banners zipped along under these still-unfamiliar skies. When it grew dark, and she ate some rations, Sulakaz’ little coloured bits started to glow. 
 Around that odd campfire, the hunter and the warrior, the pathfinder and the medic, the dragoness and the human, the daughter and the daughter, the lover lost and the Herald and all the things she was. All of them staring into the little floral lights; none of them fighting her. 
 The world was a landscape of wonderful and monstrous accidents, and she was off to kill a god. The emptiness that left within her felt oddly… peaceful. Simple. It wasn’t emptiness, really, so much as  room . 
 She did like the silence, it turned out. 
  
  




Chapter 18

 Just as the sun began to rise again she spotted warm firelight in the distance. She reluctantly found the controls and brought the barge in quickly to the ground - whether the ratty banners were enough of a sign of friendship, she didn’t know, but she was not bothered. 
 She spared Sulakaz a glance. “Might be safest if you stayed here, for now.” She smirked. “Not that I can stop you.” It warbled quietly in response, unmoving, as she stepped out onto the soil itself. She heard nothing dangerous as she approached - just the sounds of a busy camp beginning to stir in the morning. 
 She glanced up at the fading stars, wondering whether she might unknowingly see Earth, or anything else waiting for her out beyond the sky. She brought the locator stone to her lips. Along the way here, in the quiet, she had felt remarkably at peace; Crimson had gifted her with an understanding that stripped away everything she had struggled for, but also everything she had struggled against. People would surely complicate that in a moment, but for now, it was nice to imagine she simply had to act. 
 She set off, and soon reached the seething mass of tents and ramshackle shelters pitched at the crown of what must be Hundred Steps. Thousands of people were here, morning sounds reaching her from afar, and soon enough thereafter came smells that told her they hadn’t found a good solution place to dispose of so much waste. She wrinkled her nose, wondering how much this was a downside of her pathfinder’s gift. 
 Martians stared as she walked into the camp, of course. Dark olive complexion, brown hair, and short stature all set her apart from these thin, pallid giants, but she hoped that would work to her advantage. She locked eyes with the first person to openly stare at her for too long and tried to be quick and to the point. “Hello - I’m looking for a man named Tharrak. Or any other leader you might have.” 
 The woman shook her head and said something about not knowing the name, turning away to tend to something in her bags. People generally gave her a wide berth, turning or stepping away when they realized she was looking at them. A more inquiries got her nowhere, until a commotion off to the side made her turn her head. 
 He stepped out of the crowd looking much like she remembered, and indeed much like Tharson - though Tharrak’s face was pained, and she could see the mourning all over it. He seemed to recognize her instantly, though, and to her surprise he spread his arms and embraced her when she walked forward. 
 “Isavel.” He looked at her. “I expected I would see you again.” 
 She raised an eyebrow, taken aback, arms still awkwardly folded at her sides; she had barely said a handful of words to the man. How did he even know her name? “What are you talking about?” 
 He frowned, stepped back uncomfortably, and stared off into the distance as though he had suddenly remembered he didn’t know her. “Of course. I… The Red Sword…” He shook his head, the distress on his face well-worn. “I saw into his mind, his memories, before.” He took a deep breath. “I know you, a little. But I don’t know what you hope to find here.” 
 She stared at him, wondering what exactly he had seen, and what she should say to him. He had seen into Tharson’s mind, in those last moments? She did not envy him that, and could only hope to take his mind off it. She pointed at the nearest of the flying barges, their banners blushing red as the sun grew brighter. “I’m hoping to convince whoever flies those to help me kill Azure.” 
 Such words spoken out loud, without fear, drew a few glances from the camp. Tharrak’s own eyes widened for a moment before he laughed bitterly. “Kill Azure? You think you can storm his City?” 
 She crossed her arms, hefting the hexapod, trying to give a wry grin. “Amber and Crimson think so. They’ve agreed to help.” 
 At this his face darkened, and he looked away in thought. “So you did get there.” He huffed through his nose, nodding with a kind of approval. “I’m sorry - you don’t know me. In Red Rise I hosted a place people came to drink and sing and dance. Sometimes even eat. Some barge leaders were frequent visitors. A few together could push the fleet one way or the other.” He looked sadly at her. “I… I have an idea. It could help. Tharson would want me to.” 
 “Thank you.” She believed what Tharrak said; the confused and haunted look on his face, Tharson’s but younger, felt too precise to be an act. She laid a hand on his shoulder. “He was a good man, little as I knew him. He regretted falling out with you.” 
 “He did.” At that, the brother gave a wry smile. “I think that was why Kelena made us share the sword. I  felt  the regret, like…” He shook his head, and then laughed again, a bitter and throaty laugh. “In the evenings, in my little tavern, I used to sing songs of bad-tempered brothers getting into fights. Lively tunes making fun of impatient men. I don’t think I will do so any more.” 
 Unsure of what to say to that, she nodded, and he beckoned for her to follow. For all that she had first thought he looked a fair bit younger than Tharson, he seemed to have aged in the flight from the city. She followed him through the camp, between tired-looking people and nervous animals, all the way to the edge of the cliff. The slope was gentler here, the city a haphazard mangle of stairs and terraces and huts of ancient metals stacked from the plains below all the way to the edge of the mountain proper. 
 The red-flagged barges had lined up along that edge, level with the top, such that their crews could simply hop through the weaker gravity from the face of the mountain to their vessels. There were dozens of them, including some of the largest twinned barges, but again Isavel was reminded of how much fewer they were than what Azure had brought against them. 
 Amber had said the wraith destroyed a great deal of Azure’s fleet with its blast, but how much more could they expect to face if they took the fight to Azure himself? 
 Tharrak led her to one of the largest barges, the two-hulled flagships that bore Mars’ heaviest weapon between them. She made sure the hexapod still clung to her arm; she should call on them judiciously, if she could. 
 A few inquiries with the crew brought forth an unusually burly-looking martian woman. She struck Isavel as the kind of person who believed a god’s interest in their followers was commensurate with how much of the god’s colours those followers wore, having adorned herself in various shades of red from her boots to her sleeveless jacket, all the way to a red bandana bound around her head and red lines painted down her face. She stared openly down at Isavel, even as she spoke to Tharrak. 
 “What’s this? What are you doing running around with little demons, Tharrak? Did you bring drink, or are you just here to bother me?” 
 Tharrak smirked, as though the brusqueness were to be expected. “Dejah, this is Isavel. A friend of Tharson’s.” 
 Isavel met Dejah’s continued stare, but the martian woman still didn’t address her. “ You  weren’t even Tharson’s friend, and you were his brother. Is that supposed to recommend her to me? She’s an earthling, I imagine?” 
 She was quickly feeling attacked, and squared her shoulders at the taller woman. “I’m surprised your imagination stretches that far.” 
 The woman paused for a moment before splitting into a grin, but her eyes still weren’t smiling. “The demon speaks. So what? Unless she can sing and dance or came with some some bottles of -” 
 “You can ask me directly.” She crossed her arms. “I’m going to kill Azure. I’m hoping to find someone who has the guts for revenge, but since you’ve already mentioned drinking  twice  I’m going to assume that isn’t you.” 
 Dejah simply stared at her for a few more moments and then turned around and made for her ship. Tharrak scampered after her. “Dejah wait! Listen to her.” 
 “I’m not going to listen to some little stranger too short for the tall tales she’s telling, Tharrak. This isn’t the time or -” 
 “Hey!” Isavel ran after them, stumbling over words if not feet. “I’m only  short  because you people are built like weeds!” 
 Dejah balked at her. “What does that even mean? What does that make you, a potato? Honestly, Tharrak, what do you -” 
 Isavel snapped her wings out, and the electric hiss of red blades fanning out from her back silenced everybody nearby and sent several of them scampering. It also fixed Dejah’s eyes on her; Isavel hoped she’d picked the right shade of red, and after a moment Dejah’s renewed grin encouraged her. 
 “Well that’s new. But what am I supposed to do? That black monster destroyed one fleet, but I’ve seen more blue flags than I care to in my life, and I’ve seen the City Azure. You’re obviously not breaking in quietly, if you’re coming to me, but all the barges of Olympus couldn’t take down a god.” 
 She nodded. “Amber will bring down godfire on the city and its defenses.” 
 Dejah’s eyes narrowed. “Amber? The coward’s god?” Isavel’s arm tensed, but the hexapod did not react. “Tharrak, are you sure she isn’t just delirious?” 
 He glanced at her with a pained look. “Everything I know suggests she isn’t much of a joker.” 
 She glared at him, but he gave an innocent shrug that seemed to suggest he was kidding, so she turned back to this absurdly overdressed woman and pointed behind herself. “I came from Crimson’s temple, just behind Red Rise. I spoke to her.” 
 “You were  in  the temple?” 
 Dejah’s eyes had widened a little, and Tharrak was nodding. “They  were  headed there when they reached Red Rise.” Isavel uncrossed her arms to try and seem more accommodating; mentioning her god seemed to open the woman’s mind to more. Good. This was the time, then. She tapped the hexapod. 
 “You can speak to Crimson too, if you want.” 
 “Well.” Dejah’s eyes narrowed. “I suppose I should trust the demon-girl with some ancient artifact fixed on her arm, shouldn’t I? Why on Mars wouldn’t I?” 
 She scowled and jostled the hexapod, and to her satisfaction Crimson understood her immediately, her voice splashing out like deep red wine. “ Dejah song Olympus.  Fourteen years ago, in the summer. Your ship broken and adrift off Arabia. Your crew dead. Your knife, your hand.” 
 Isavel thought the god had suddenly gone mad, but the change that overcame Dejah’s face was cataclysmic, like she had been speared through and frozen in place all at once. Even Tharrak seemed concerned, but as he reached out to the woman she suddenly shook away from him and pointed at Isavel. “You. You?  You  - an earthling. A gods-damned demon. Why - Crimson, why - ?” 
 “They are not demons.” The hexapod pulsed gentle red. “She is useful. And if she dies, no martian life lost.” 
 Then it flickered yellow. “And I am not the coward’s god.” 
 Dejah’s face contorted into something like horror, for a split second, and then suddenly she laughed. “Tharrak - Tharrak, you stupid man, how can you bring me  this  and not bring me any drink? You tended the damned tavern -” 
 “Jugs of wine don’t need saving.” His face darkened. “It was a day of death, Dejah.” 
 She glared at him, then back at Isavel. “You couldn’t possibly know what she meant, could you?” She twisted her lip. “So, potato girl, would you give me some time alone with my god?” 
 She shrugged, gripping the hexapod with one hand and taking an odd little pleasure in handling over an avatar of gods like a piece of firewood. Its legs flailed awkwardly, but it didn’t need them. “If you’re going to help, Dejah, it has to be soon.” 
 Her red-painted hands gently accepted the machine, and she kept her eyes fixed on it now. “Calm down. Azure may yet pay for what he did to such a beautiful city. Can it actually be done, Crimson?” 
 “It can be, yes. But success will depend on what happens in the few days.” 
 Dejah sighed, glancing at Isavel. “I will follow your word, Crimson, you know that. And my crew - I believe they will as well. But we can’t go splashing the pot without the other barges.” 
 Isavel bit her lip, and for a moment she feared what might happen if the woman squirreled away the gods’ little avatar. Then again, she doubted the outers would be much interested in hearing from Crimson. “I understand. But the sooner -” 
 “No.” She reached over patted Isavel on the head, doubly patronizing for their height difference. “Sit and wait with Tharrak; the man’s just lost a brother. I’ll find you. Tharrak, teach her some manners, this isn’t the blue hell.” 
 Isavel stared openly at the woman as she walked away, then turned to follow Tharrak deeper into the camp. “Blue hell? Is she always like this?” 
 “The blue hell is Earth. Seas of blood and all. You got off easy with her.” Tharrak was shaking his head. “Consider yourself lucky most of Red Rise’s drink didn’t make it out of the city. But she’s the first person I’d go to, given what you’re asking.” 
 She sighed; she had a fire burning, now, and she didn’t want to just sit around and stare at it. She wanted to  fight . But if she had to smoulder, for now, then so be it. 
 Tharrak led her to a little ramshackle pile of carts and cloth that had probably once been latched to the two galhak sleeping next to it. He exchanged pats on the shoulder and short words with a man sitting near the animals, and they sat just far enough away that they weren’t in a circle together. He produced a small pouch of seeds and dried fruit, and let her take a handful before taking some himself. 
 He seemed to be lost in thought, and she was tempted to ask how long they would have to wait around for Dejah, but something else he had said in that conversation piqued her. “You said Tharson shared with you. What did he share?” 
 Tharrak glanced at her. “More than I would have liked. Whatever his mind had at hand, I think. Memories, and the feelings that went with them. Things I never knew he did, things I had never seen from his eyes.” 
 She nodded. “Including his memories of me.” 
 Tharrak nodded. He looked oddly at her, then, and gave a grunting laugh. “He was a bit taken with you, you know.” 
 She frowned as she parsed the unfamiliar phrasing. “Was he?” 
 “Yes. He always had an eye for the brooding type, which never ended well for him.” He stared off at the sky again. “He never would have said anything. He told himself he was growing too old, that he saw how close you were to your friend with the killing hands. He was never one to tell anyone anything, though.” 
 She wasn’t sure what to make of that, especially now that the man was dead. She stared into the eyes of the galhak, letting her mind drift. She had liked Tharson in a friendly way, perhaps, but she had been too bound with the chaos to really stop and consider. “Why are you telling me?” 
 “Because I know you more through Tharson’s memories than I do myself.” He glanced sideways at her. “It’s an entirely new sort of discomfort. I hope speaking it makes it go away.” 
 She chuckled, and so did he. Her hand drifted up to the band of cloth around her neck, and she pulled up the locator stone a little so he could see. “There’s another one like this, out there somewhere, and I intend to find it.” She glanced at him and saw him frown a little. “There’s a woman attached to it, in case that wasn’t clear.” 
 “Another one? My poor brother never stood a chance.” 
 She grinned. “Maybe in another life. But that’s what I’m doing.” She let it drop back around her neck. “Kill Azure, take his powers, hunt her down, bring her back where she belongs. I’ll keep trying until I find a way. Or until the day I just don’t care anymore.” She glanced at him. “But I still care, for now. Is that just part of being young and stupid? You’ve had two lifetimes to answer that question, now.” 
 He gaped at her, and grimly shook his head, though a smile did twitch across his lips. “I will not pass judgement; I still have half of mine ahead of me. But the young aren’t stupid - they just haven’t had the hope beaten out of them yet.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. “Who does the beating?” 
 He leaned back and eyed her oddly. “Normally I would say the gods. But if Tharson was right about you, I rather suspect the gods are due for a beating of their own, and so perhaps that will change.” 
 She smiled, hoping he was right. 
 “Would you mind if I played?” 
 She stumbled over the word for a moment. “What?” 
 He was reaching behind himself, an instrument of some kind in his hand - a couple of strings strung from a bulbous body up a long, thin wooden neck. He hefted it as though in question, and she shrugged - she was not opposed to the idea, and in truth she preferred this over having to talk to someone who had re-lived his dying brother’s memories of her. 
 As he struck his first note, a single twang, she suddenly feared he would play something mournful and depressing, and sat uncomfortably for the second it took him to actually find a tune. When he did, though, it pattered along like a joyful spring rain, and though he couldn’t know it, it reminded her a little of the moment she had seen with Crimson, the first rains on Mars after the vast ice was cast down from the skies. Not her own memory, but, as she listened, one she hoped she might yet keep. 
 Dejah and her god and her people talked for longer than Isavel would have liked. And when they were done, and Dejah stepped before them in the light of the campfire, holding the hexapod out, Isavel thought for a second that the woman’s solitude was a sign everything had gone wrong. 
 “This is a terrible idea, Isavel. Rushing over to punch a god to death.” Dejah let go of the little avatar as soon as Isavel had it, and a corner of her red-painted lips twitched. “I can respect a woman with terrible ideas. A demon would be far too cunning. We will fly.” 
 She recovered quickly from the brief whiplash and grinned widely, chuckling and stopping herself and then letting herself laugh because, gods, why not? “Should I really be grateful for your help if you chase after terrible ideas?” 
 “I’ve been doing it for many years, and I’m still alive.” Dejah grinned broadly, and slapped her hands onto Isavel’s shoulders. “You want to live, don’t you? It’s a serious question. Maybe earthlings  want  to die.” 
 She smirked and shrugged the hands off. “No, I prefer to live.” 
 “Tharrak.” Dejah stared at him dramatically as he put away his instrument. “She speaks, but does she ever tell jokes?” 
 He seemed to wrack not-his memories. “Occasionally, I think.” 
 “You think? The silent gods speak, the drinkmaster thinks, and apparently the potato girl sometimes jokes. These truly are the end times.” 
 Isavel opened her mouth, but no clever retorts made themselves known to her. She did consider, though, the irony that there was not a joker amongst all her selves. 
 Perhaps she should try a little of Dejah’s blood. 
 That horrifying thought somehow delighted her, and she laughed, covering her mouth and trying in vain to her her face under control as the two martians suddenly stared at her. She stifled it to a chuckle, stepping back and shaking her head, and when she was able to breathe normally she tried to speak and coughed. “I - sorry - well - you said you’d fly. So are you flying? Who’s coming?” 
 “I said we. That means all of us.” 
 Isavel’s mirth vanished. “Wait, all of who? The fleet?” 
 “The fleet.” She nodded. “Whatever fool refugees want vengeance enough to join us. And their smelly galhak too, no doubt. Give us a few hours, and we will be ready.” 
 Isavel nodded, and tentatively reached out to the woman. “Thank you - I know this is -” 
 “You threw a  god  at me, Isavel.” Dejah waved her hand at the avatar clamped on Isavel’s bicep. “The good one. And the acceptable one.” She frowned. “You hear that, Amber? You’re acceptable. I said it. Crack that godshell and I might dab a little yellow on my face.” 
 The hexapod briefly pulsed yellow, making her smile, but did not answer, simply returning to red. “We’re not attacking yet. We need as much help as we get - Dejah, we need to go to Deep Tharsis. Can we make it there and to the City Azure quickly?” 
 Dejah’s grin melted away and she made some loud, unfamiliar expression of distaste, staring at her angrily. “We can make it easily, but what for, potato girl? The rokh will shit all over the decks and we’ll have to shoot them.” 
 “I’m going to talk to the  aliy . They will want to know what I’m doing.” She considered objecting further to the increasingly irritating nickname, but held her tongue. At least it wasn’t a title. 
 Dejah scoffed. “Hah! You’re a handsome one but you won’t turn any  aliy  heads, little Isavel.” 
 She crossed her arms. “I might if I offer them the chance to leave Mars with me.” 
 This particular martian’s mood swings were unlike anything Isavel had seen before; delight rushed across her pale face like wildfire and she was laughing again. “If you can get rid of them I’ll wash your feet myself. That would be a dream come true.” 
 She smirked at the strange expression. “Getting rid of the  aliy , or washing my feet?” 
 Dejah didn’t answer, grinning stupidly and rustling her hand through Isavel’s hair instead. “If you have a ship, give it away, why don’t you? Come with me.” 
 Isavel started backwards, trying to arrange her hair comfortably again. There was something fun about the woman, despite the oddness, and Isavel found herself unsurprised Tharrak might have found friendship with her. It almost reminded her of Ada, in some ways. Not in all the ways that counted, but still. She glanced at Tharrak, and found him hefting a pack. “Wait, you’re not a soldier.” 
 “I can fire a gun.” He shrugged, trying to seem affable, but she could see more weight than the pack on his pale shoulders. 
 “Right. You do owe him a few shots.” 
 Dejah burst into laughter, and even Tharrak grinned very slightly, though Isavel couldn’t fathom why. The martian woman simply kept laughing and staggered off, beckoning Isavel after her, and she glanced to Tharrak in confusion. 
 “What? What did I say?” 
 He opened his mouth, as though to answer, then shook his head. “You made a joke.” 
 “But… it wasn’t funny.” Gods, she must have said something embarrassing. “You can claim a lot more vengeance than just a few gunshots.” 
 He chuckled a little. “That wasn’t the joke.” 
 She frowned and laughed a little, unsure where that left her, and backed off a step. “Well. I need to take care of something at my barge - I - I’ll just come back and find her ship?” 
 He gestured broadly at the edge of the mountain. “You remember where it is?” 
 She nodded and bade him farewell, secretly hoping he changed his mind. She knew the universe was cruel, and would mourn two brothers no more than one; but it seemed a terrible waste, that Tharson might have died trying to reach his brother, only for his brother to die so soon after. 
 On her way back to the battered barge, she gently patted the hexapod on her arm. “Thank you.” 
 No response, except a brief flicker of ruby and gold. That was enough, she decided, as she approached the most alien creature on Mars. 
 Sulakaz had abandoned its tree shape, and had settled down in a lumpy mess like an egg splattered and cooked in the same instant. Without a face or indeed a stable shape of body along any axis, it was difficult to tell where its attention was directed, but its tendrils were curling up and down the sides of a barge. What was it doing, when it wasn’t moving or attacking or playing? Was it remembering things? Thinking? Planning? 
 “Sulakaz. We have our fleet, we have our gods.” She gestured behind her. “We still need our aliens; we’ll be leaving soon.” 
 It hooted and roiled around, not clearly moving in any direction, and she paused to consider it. 
 “Are you Ada, somehow, locked away in there? Please say no.” 
 Sulakaz echoed the word right back to her, in her voice, pitch-perfect. “No.” 
 She jumped, having completely forgotten it could do that. “Gods. Well, okay, good.” She stepped a little closer to it, crouching down and carefully brushing a hand through the air above some of its coils. “I drank human blood, you know. It wasn’t offered. But I would, again, if it could save someone.  What does that make me? ” She grimaced. “At least there aren’t many gifts left; and I don’t have the patience to become a coder.” 
 Some of the coils reached up towards her hand, and she almost flinched. She still remembered what these wraiths had done on the battlefield. But she also remembered what  she  had done - to them, to others. So she didn’t pull her hand away, and instead let the coils rise and flicker against her skin. 

Something  flashed through her brain at the contact, something unfathomably strange, a blooming latticework of inclinations and channels, dark fires and cherry-flavoured songs and the thunderous rush of a fabric of time twisted and squeezed till dry. Then it was gone, and Isavel stared at Sulakaz as it stared at her, and she knew it no more than before, except that it had shared something. She smiled. 
 “Come on, little monster. I’ll be on another ship.” 
 She made her way back through the camp, the wraith flitting about in the morning sky above her, and she noticed more and more commotion in the camp this time - especially when people noticed her. Pointing, whispering, calling - she kept her head down and quickened her pace, hoping to get past all whatever this was. Suddenly, being called a potato didn’t seem so bad. 
 She found the barge and climbed up a set of widely-spaced rungs on the side of the hull. The deck was incredibly crowded, but it didn’t take long for Tharrak to find his way over to her, clapping her on both shoulders and grinning at her, his eyes a strange mix of sadness and affection and his movements a little stiffer than they should be. “Isavel. I have been thinking. If you kill a god, can I make a song of it?” 
 She sighed, resting one hand on his wrist for a moment before taking it off her shoulder. “If you tell them I also make good jokes.” 
 He chuckled, and she saw a twinkle of admiration in his eye that might have been welcome in other circumstances. Tharson was not wrong - his brother was a somewhat handsome man, for all the unearthly pallor and elongated frame of his people. But when she looked into those eyes and saw that admiration, she suddenly felt alone again. She bore no titles here - these martians seemed not to use them - but she was  someone  nonetheless, a figure who appeared from nowhere and upset lives and orders. Someone here to kill a god. 
 And that was… acceptable. That was good. She was setting out to  kill a god ; she was proud, she realized, to even be considering it, and if she succeeded she would embrace the achievement with open arms. But even in accepting that, she felt a longing for the only other walking cataclysm she knew, that kindred spirit she had held and let slip away far too easily. 
 So she stood alone at the prow of the barge’s left hull when it took off in the afternoon, a cargo of galhak chirping and crowing underfoot. The fleet moved loosely as it rose in the warm glow of Sol, but there was a camaraderie to its sloppy formation, one that somehow told her Dejah’s odd manner made her easy friends. 
 Sulakaz, perhaps eager to be part of a flock, bobbed ahead of them like a pair of wings oozing smoke and sparks, its coos occasionally sweeping back past her as they sped along. Some of the smaller barges drifted quite far afield as they descended from Olympus, and as Isavel watched one move off into the air she felt the ship’s mistress lean on the railing beside her. 
 “They’re going to ask the village people if they want to join us at Deep Tharsis.” Dejah seemed to smirk. “Likely most won’t, but it’s worth every gun arm we get. Nobody likes Azure.” 
 Isavel raised an eyebrow. “So why does he have a city of people living under him?” 
 Dejah laughed. “They’re afraid of the smell of their own piss.” 
 “Er.” She tried to give the martian her most confused look. “What?” 
 “Azure doesn’t  cleanse  his own followers, Isavel. So if you’re living in constant fear of the blue death and can’t stomach it, and you don’t mind living in a city where you can’t have children, it might make sense to throw yourself at his mercy.” 
 “Why hasn’t everyone done it, then?” 
 Dejah’s eyes grew wide. “Gods, earthling, some of us have self-respect. You’d think we were rats, the way you talk.” 
 She blushed away. “I’m sorry.” 
 “No you’re not.” The woman combed a strand of whipping, knotted silver hair from her face and thrust something at Isavel. “Drink?” 
 “What?” Isavel sniffed at the bottle. To her surprise, it did not smell like alcohol. There was a slight citrus undertone to it, but nothing intoxicating. “What is this?” 
 “Imagine being hit in the face with a rock and loving it.” 
 She gaped a little and shook her head. “Dejah, how surprised should I be that you’re still standing?” 
 Dejah took a sip and her face scrunched up, her neck stiffening. Then the martian gasped and grinned, though she also looked like she was starting to sweat. “I’m not always, you know. Just a sip?” 
 The bottle was there, and Isavel couldn’t help but be curious. She also couldn’t help but wonder if this was the font of Dejah’s personality. Still, curiosity was dangerous for a reason; she caved and took the tiniest sip she could manage. 
 It was viciously, brutally  sour . Isavel had eaten lemons and limes and sour woodland berries and other strange fruit in her life, and nothing compared to the implosive face-sucking power of that single sip. She felt every muscle in her body tense and cringe as the drink overpowered her, and barely registered Dejah snatching the bottle from her trembling hand. 
 When the feeling passed, leaving only a vague aftertaste of citrus, she scowled at the martian, wincing around her mouth. “Why in all the worlds would you  drink  that?” 
 Dejah laughed and shook her head. “After enough of it you start to taste the natural sweetness beneath the agony. It’s really quite something.” 
 “I’m never letting you feed me anything again.” 
 “Suit yourself, potato girl.” 
 Isavel coughed. “Call me potato girl again and  I  will hit you in the face with a rock.” 
 Dejah grinned and shook her head, gesturing at the landscape ahead. “We’ll be over Deep Tharsis soon enough. You think those overgrown foxcats will care?” 
 Isavel leaned forward again, giving Dejah a sideways glance. “I don’t think I’ve ever had someone wash my feet.” 
 Dejah snorted and patted her on the back, shoving her way through the crowded deck somewhere else and leaving Isavel alone. She stood there, trying to enjoy the wind, but when she was sure nobody was looking she sucked the saliva from her mouth and spit into the breeze in a vain attempt to get rid of the aftertaste. The only other idea she had was to eat some tough purple leaves they’d gathered somewhere along the way, but the effect wasn’t much better. She considered asking Crimson for advice, but she doubted the little hexapod could do anything for her, and in any case gods probably didn’t spend much time thinking about bad aftertastes. 
 When they came upon Deep Tharsis the sun was just starting to blue, and so she saw the old city from the sky for the first time. For all that it was distant, the sight of it almost took her breath away. She already understood the city had once been under a dome, but from up here, at this angle, she could see the echo of that dome with her own eyes - arches broken but unmistakably destined to meet, wounded streets where regularly spaced geometries of support struts collapsed into the city, a gentle sprinkling of icy twinkles that set the ruins apart from the surrounding countryside. The ancient glass may have been worn by time, but it still reflected the lustre of the stars that forged it. 
 She couldn’t help but imagine Ada standing next to her, looking out on the same scene in the light of day. She would have loved it, Isavel knew. She would have been so filled with questions and ideas, and the enthusiasm she imagined on that beautiful face warmed her heart a little. It could still happen. If Azure and his Arbiter didn’t kill her, and if nothing out beyond the stars hurt Ada, they could find each other again and visit this place together. Just a few ifs, really. 
 The barges hovered quietly over the ruins, slowing down, and Isavel glanced across the deck to Dejah, who shooed at her. Fair enough. She spread her wings, as bright white as she could, and dropped down into the ruins from a hundred metres in the air at least, falling at gentle pace. Somebody would surely see her; she could only hope they remembered. 
 Or, at least, that they wouldn’t start a fight with so much firepower floating directly above them. 
 She heard a few scattered rokh calls as she landed, but already there were shadows moving among the ruins. They surprised her again - the city was vast, but they seemed to be everywhere at once. Most likely they were not numerous so much as very perceptive, and quick to flock towards anything unusual or interesting. She waited patiently, in an open street intersection, for them to come to her. It didn’t take long at all. 
 Their weapons were ready to fire, but held a bit loosely, aimed down at the ground. Several of them hid behind corners, but one of them approached, furry hands raised in the air from underneath their thick cloak. She didn’t recognize them, and couldn’t determine gender or age from their alien appearance, but the open palms seemed a sure sign of peace. 
 “Have you come to kill us all, then?” The voice was raspy and harsh, but in steadier command of the language. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 She shook her head and tried to hold out her palms as well, though she could kill with hers. These outers might not know that. “Not at all. We would like your help.” 
 The outer barked, and his bearing and tone started to sound more masculine to her, not unlike Ada’s outer friend. “Help. Hmpf. We are not wardogs. We will not fight for naked monkeys. Go away.” 
 Still, he wasn’t turning away. She tried to let her arms down and relax. “What if I can promise to take you off of Mars? Back to the stars?” 
 He had a very strange reaction to this. He stiffened a little and tilted his head, his broad triangular ears flattening back against his skull before one of them swivelled back to face her. His muzzle twitched furiously. “What are you talking about?” 
 “Aren’t you trapped here?” 
 She heard others in the shadows trade alien muttering amongst themselves. The one she was talking with looked up to the sky, where the wraith was circling close overhead, perhaps tasting the air behind the invisible rokhs that were surely up there. “What do you know of us?” 
 “I know your people on Earth wanted to leave. Some of them did - they left on a ship to the stars.” She pointed up. “That dark thing up there, Sulakaz - it spoke to your people in their language, days ago. You must have heard of this.” 
 The figure took a few steps forward, and grunted. “I had heard, yes.” He looked at her intensely, and in the light of her wings she saw his pupils widen from slits to egg shapes. “They left Earth? To Mir?” 
 “They left. I don’t know where they went.” She pointed up. “But I’m going after them. Do you want to come?” 
 He turned around to look at his fellows, and made a strange motion with his neck. “How will you leave? There are no ships, certainly none humans can fly anymore.” 
 “After I kill Azure, I’ll take his. If you help us, I’ll bring you with me.” 
 He looked at her and his mouth parted, and he hissed a low, susurrating hiss that took her off guard. Then he bobbed his head. “You are starting to kill your own gods now? This is interesting. But I can’t speak for my people. I am cursed with more curiosity than most, and I have dealt with your people before, but I am no more than that. I can only spread the word. They must choose for themselves.” 
 Isavel nodded, wondering right then just how much understanding of human body language he even had. “Of course. We mean to reach the City Azure in less than two days; I believe the barges will rest here, in the meantime. Azure lost a fleet at Red Rise, but he will be rebuilding.” 
 He glanced up at the barges again. Or, no - more specifically, he was glancing at the wraith. The newest thing in these skies. “This is… complicated. And sudden.” He glanced at her again and extended a hand, somewhat awkwardly. “ I will tell whoever wants to go to wave from the rooftops at your ships. I will be among them. Korrosk. The martians enjoy touching to confirm agreements; I suppose you are the same.” 
 She smirked but clasped his furry forearm. That didn’t seem to be what he expected, and he winced a little. “I am Isavel, and I will be grateful for any  aliy  who joins us.” 
 At this, he grunted loudly, pulling back his arm. “Mirrans. Humans are as alien to this world as us. We are all of us  aliy , or none at all.” 
 She nodded again, for all the good that would do him. She intimately knew the source of his sentiment - he was not wrong. Humans had only gotten here first. None had been born here. 
 He turned and left her alone in the streets, dark cloak billowing with the dust kicked up by his feet. She looked up into the afternoon; from the top of one of these buildings, a good kick-off with her dragon’s wings would take her high enough to reach the barge rungs. She climbed up and made the jump with ease, and as she hauled onto the deck a familiarly neutral voice peeped from her now-amber shoulder. 
 “Isavel. A busy ship that will soon get busier.” It suddenly released her arm, and scuttled off onto the ground. 
 “With any luck. Don’t get stepped on.” 
 “The mirran diaspora, yes. Interesting choice, I must say.” 
 She carefully pressed the side of her foot against the hexapod, shoving it to the edge of the barge where it would be less likely get trampled. People generally gave her space, but casting an eye across the deck, she saw Dejah making straight for her. “So? What’s the word?” 
 “There’s no one word. I met one named  Korrosk ; he said he would spread the message, and some might want to join us. We’ll let them decide.” 
 Dejah tapped her foot and strained to smile. “Some? Well, I suppose that’s better than none.” 
 “Mars is their home, too.” Isavel raised an eyebrow. “Stories of some ancient homeland will only have so much pull.” 
 “If you say so.” Dejah batted her eyelashes. “I suppose all the entertainment we’ll get while waiting is trying to land the barges in this mess of a city. It’ll dirty the hulls, but a well-rested heartglow will be worth it come the fight. There’d better be some good old-fashioned shooting at the end of this, Isavel.” 
 Dejah was off before she could respond, leaving her alone. Rohk cried out overhead, but Isavel didn’t hear any attacks - the wild ones might be frightened away by such large things moving through their airspace, and the mirrans were surely keeping their tame ones at bay, if indeed they had any. 
 “Amber, does Azure know we’re coming?” 
 The little hexapod was sticking close to her like some kind of frightened pet, despite the insouciant confidence of the god’s voice. “He should not. I am in control of most of the scanning and telecommunications systems around Mars; he has moved his battleships into local orbit to use them as scanners, but they aren’t designed to peer through atmospheres as effectively, and I am able to intercept and spoof their transmissions to some degree. I am creating illusions of your movement patterns according to a triple-layered deception protocol.” 
 She blinked. “Sorry, a what?” 
 “I am presenting reasonable but false patterns that I think he will see through, so there is a second layer of artificial patterns perceptible within the first that he might think are the real movement patterns. Underneath is a third layer of meaningless noise that should lose his interest, and only beneath that is the real data. It is my hope that, with his limited intelligence infrastructure and the poor strategic impulses of his human Arbiter, this will prevent him from consolidating nearby forces in position to repel your attack.” 
 She grinned; she thought she had a good notion of what they meant, but the kinds of trickery gods inflicted on one another seemed a little too abstract to grasp easily. “And the godfire?” 
 “I do not want to even try probing the battleships until necessary. If Azure becomes aware of my intentions, he may fortify them against me or move them out of position.” 
 “That leaves a lot up to chance, Amber.” 
 “I agree, but I can offer no better.” For a god to say such a thing might once have frustrated her, but now she looked on the six-legged metal avatar and felt something like pity. For all that they were a god, Amber was not meant for war, and was doing their best given the circumstances. 
 “Thank you. We’ll have to hope that will be enough, but you’ll forgive me for not praying for it anymore.” 
 “No forgiveness necessary, Arbiter. If anything, it is our own disservice to the people of Mars that wants forgiveness.” 
 Hm. The idea of a god seeking forgiveness was amusing, and she wondered for a moment why they might want such a thing. She quickly remembered the feeling of pure, unadulterated love Crimson had felt for the planet itself, though, and knew the distress she felt at seeing it pillaged. Perhaps gods could feel guilt. It was something to think about. 
 Later, though. “In that case, I need to gather my party. If they’ll come.” 
 “They recently moved out to scavenge from Red Rise.” The oddly factual chirp reassured her somehow. “They have not made to leave the area, yet.” 
 Good - that reassured her, if only slightly. She shook her head, extending her arm for the hexapod. “Why did you even get off? Come on - let’s see if we can get Dejah to fly us back there, while we wait for tomorrow.” 
 As she crossed the barge after, exchanging nods with Tharrak as she passed him, she already saw a slow trickle of cowled shapes beginning to appear below the barges. They were bundled in cloaks and some wore heavy ponchos over those as well, as though they felt unusually cold; only their furred muzzles and sometimes their pointed ears identified them. They approached slowly and warily, holding weapons one way or another but keeping them loose and aimed away from the martians. Everyone had been warned, of course, but the reception granted the mirrans seemed frosty. 
 “Will they get along?” Isavel glanced sideways at Dejah, as the martian led her to a smaller barge nearby she had suggested they borrow. “What do you think?” 
 “Oh no, probably not.” Dejah shrugged. “If we come back and they’re all dead, it was never meant to be.” 
 Isavel gaped at her as this little barge set off into the evening light, just the two of them and the hexapod; even Sulakaz did not follow, calling out as she left but remaining in ribbons above the fleet nestled amidst the rokh. Dejah nudged her with her elbow. 
 “Jokes, girl, jokes. Gods, all the bad things they say of Earth must be true, if you’re so dour.” 
  



 Chapter 19 
 They reached the fallen crown of Red Rise well into the night, so it was easy enough for them to spot the lone campfire flickering near the edge. Dejah set the little barge down near the red flagstone path, her expression a little more dire now faced with her lost city, and together they stepped off onto the mountain. 
 They found her companions at one of the last standing buildings on the highest tier. They had managed to round up and leash a few galhak turned loose in the evacuation, and they’d piled relics against the outside walls, a pile of guns and another for unidentifiable shapes and widgets. The only person by the flickering campfire, outside at least, was Yarger, who looked at her impassively as she approached. 
 “Oh, er.” She muttered sideways to Dejah. “I don’t think he speaks.” 
 Dejah’s eyes widened and she shook her head, but sure enough Yarger didn’t say anything at all, merely tilting his head at them. Sitting here in the flickering firelight, he seemed an odd night watch, if he wasn’t going to announce anyone’s arrival. 
 Then Zoa rounded the corner of the building, and looked up and almost jumped in surprise. “You. What, who’s this? You got one martian?” 
 Dejah, who clearly hadn’t understood the earthling words, shot Isavel a sideways glance. “Why is your earthling wearing rokh feathers?” 
 She switched into martian, but answered Zoa. “Not one martian - the whole fleet. They’re waiting in Deep Tharsis.” 
 Zoa nodded, a little slowly, and it occurred to Isavel that the coder might not have been spending quite as much time listening to the martians talk, especially if she was sharing the night watch with Yarger of all people. “So we’re going home.” 
 “I hope so.” She glanced at the building. “Where are -” 
 Zoa beat the stone building with the bottom of her fist and shouted. “Hey! Wake up. Fairy wings is back.” 
 Dejah shot her another questioning glance, with a wry twist to it, but before she could say anything Kelena stepped straight out of the building, looking as though she hadn’t been asleep at all. “Isavel - what did you -” 
 The Red Sword stopped dead, though, and her hand darted to the sword’s hilt - not in an aggressive way, but in the way Isavel had come to think meant she was somehow consulting it. 
 “ Dejah song Olympus? ” 
 Dejah’s silvery left eyebrow rose significantly. “Yes? Who are you, girl? I’ve never seen you before.” Her eye flicked to the Sword itself, and her smile split broadly across her mouth. “Tharson’s next, then? Oh dear. You must know me quite well.” 
 For a second, in the firelight, Isavel thought Kelena had been bruised - then after a second her interpretation adjusted for the colours, and realized the bluish-purple spread across the woman’s cheeks was a blue-blooded martian blush. The Red Sword was blushing? “You knew Tharson?” 
 Both women answered at once. “Not Tharson.” Kelena frowned and tried to regain her composure. “The man before the woman before Tharson.” 
 Isavel shot Dejah another glance, trying to get a sense of the woman’s age, but all she could tell was that the martian wasn’t looking near death any time soon. Dejah crossed her red-painted arms and leant back a little. “Poor old Vetat. He was a good friend. How much  do  you remember, exactly, girl?” 
 Kelena seemed to shake herself off. “I remember how close you were, yes. You did him a great service, with all your help.” 
 “Mmm.” Dejah said nothing more, a mischievous twinkle in her eye, and Isavel had a distinct understanding of what had finally caught Kelena off guard. The conversation didn’t confirm it, though, before Tanos stepped outside and pushed pash Kelena. 
 “Isavel! You’re back - we gathered stuff.” 
 She smiled and nodded at the piles of scavenge. “Guns, yes. What’s the rest? Is it useful?” 
 He rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh, I don’t know what most of it is.” On seeing her expression, his confidence seemed to swell. “Don’t judge! They must have been built for  something . I’d rather be trying to figure them out than shooting people, honestly.” 
 She smirked. “Sam? Are you in there?” 
 “Yeah - hey, Red Sword, stop standing in the doorway.” 
 Kelena turned and blinked for a second before muttering an apology and stepping aside. “Yes, of course. Sorry.” She was additionally uncomfortable when Dejah stepped over to speak to her, their tones shifting lower, but for once Dejah seemed to be discussing something serious, so Isavel decided to leave the martians to their business. 
 Hail followed Sam out, but she didn’t look particularly happy to see Isavel, and stepped a little ways off to lean against the wall and watch. Isavel bit her lip; she’d have to talk to the hunter alone, again. Or she wanted to, at least - she hoped that, maybe, with a little time, her emotions had cooled. Even if she continued to disagree with Isavel. “Sam, Tanos - this is still going to be a battle. You can stay near the outskirts, or hell, even -” 
 Sam shook her head. “Isavel, I don’t want you running off and forgetting about us, and I think you’ll have other things on your mind if you win. So we’ll stick around - but no, we’re not throwing ourselves into a fight unless it seems smart.” 
 Tanos shrugged at her. “I mean, really, all we have to do is follow Isavel around and not die. That’s been working out so far.” 
 “Speak for yourselves.” Zoa shifted her gaze angrily to Tanos, and he shrank a little - though not as much as he could have. 
 “Well, I kind of was -” 
 She tilted her head a little, remembering where she had first met them, and smiled despite herself. “You never  had  to follow me, though. Or Ada.” 
 Sam raised an eyebrow, and gave her a strangely amused look. “You know why, though, don’t you?” 
 “Why  you  followed.” Tanos glanced at Sam. “She knows I’m the idiot who does places he shouldn’t, but you’re the sensible one.” 
 Isavel laughed, but glancing between them she realized there was indeed something unspoken here that she didn’t understand. She looked at the ghost, hoping for answers, and for a moment was simply confronted with that continually raised eyebrow. Eventually, though, Sam did speak. “An innocent man died without an afterlife for me to have a body again. It wasn’t even a body I felt comfortable in, and I was going to use it to hurt even more people. Ada helped make this body mine, and gave us a chance to spend our second lives saving innocent outers that we’d put in danger. Who else thought we were worth the trouble? So I promised her I’d put myself to good use.” She made for the pile of guns, picking one up and belting it to her side. “Can you imagine the hell she’d bring down on me if she came back and you were dead?” 
 Isavel blushed a little. “What, you’re protecting me?” 
 Sam laughed. “You’re tough as a wolverine and you jump into snake pits at every possible opportunity. I can’t protect you against anything you can’t already kill five times over. And if I had known we’d end up on Mars, yeah, I would have washed my hands. But at least this way I can say I tried. So.” She glanced at Tanos, and for a quiet moment, a look of distress appeared and then vanished. “Are we going home, Isavel?” 
 Isavel nodded, pointing to the lowlands. “We get back to Deep Tharsis, and the next morning we’ll be there.” She hefted the hexapod on her arm. “Amber says that’ll be soon enough.” 
 “So we get going.” Zoa reached for the pile of guns, and turned to interrupt Dejah and Kelena’s conversation. “You think we should bring these?” 
 Dejah blinked at her. “There may come a day when we have too many guns to kill a god. That day is not today.” 
 Zoa grinned slightly at that, an expression Isavel wasn’t sure she could have gotten out of her. “Then let’s pack up.” The coder glanced at Hail, still silently leaning against the wall, then at Isavel. “We ran into a few blue stragglers looking for loot last night. I don’t think they realised how well Hail can aim in the dark.” 
 Isavel felt her back tense a little. “How many? What -” 
 “Relax, it’s fine. We’re all okay.” 
 Tanos shook his head. “Except you, Zoa. The way you took a sword to that last guy -” 
 “They killed my fucking brother, Tanos.” 
 Cowed, he seemed to scowl at himself and blush all at once, nodding and staying quiet this time as Zoa walked off towards the barge with an armful of weaponry. After a pause Sam and Tanos followed with more of the scavenge, leaving the three martians on one hand and Hail on the other. Isavel sucked in a deep breath, and stepped towards the hunter, whose expression read more tired than determined. 
 “Hail, you really don’t have to follow me anymore. I won’t force you.” 
 “Oh, good.” Hail flexed her palms, looking into the hexagonal light pearling there, and Isavel cringed internally at the thought of aiming her body’s weapons at her own face like that. “I’m glad I can choose whether to die on Mars now, or die on Mars later. Thank you.” 
 That stung, and she stepped back. This was a bad idea. “I’m sorry. Nevermind. I -” 
 “No, stop.” She let the light fade, crossing her arms and looking briefly at Isavel before looking off into the night. “What did I think was going to happen?” 
 She wasn’t sure what the change in Hail’s tone was about. “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean… when I started killing people. My world was so - so  small . Everyone who crossed my path felt oppressively  close . I felt caged, and when you feel caged you fight for space. I wasn’t the only one.” 
 She let the little hexagons bloom in her palm again, staring into them, and Isavel watched the frosty geometric dance in the hunter’s hand. “What do you mean, small?” 
 “The same people everywhere. The same villages. The same gods-damned life, every day. At some point you realize this is it. Nothing will ever change. Nothing new will ever happen, because the world died long ago and we’re just maggots in the corpse, and we breed and we die. And I wasn’t going to fucking breed, and I wasn’t afraid to get on with the dying.” She sighed. “So what else was there? I was caged. I fought back. I broke the bars. You know how I ended up in Hive.” 
 “I didn’t help.” Isavel knew that was true - if anything, she had made it worse, and that thought burned the back of her scalp. “Ever since you followed me out of Hive, it’s been more of the same.” 
 “Maybe. But for a while I thought that was fine. The gods willed it. Maybe they did.” Hail sighed. “But you know what? You’re wrong. It’s not more of the same. Sure, there’s fighting, but - that’s  you , really. But you’ve taken me so damned far from those villages, Isavel. And everywhere we go, if I stop for a second and  look …” 
 She shook her head. 
 “I’m glad I smashed the bars and got out. I just wish I’d stopped smashing and realized I was free. I still felt the cage.” She frowned. “I still  feel  the cage.” 
 Isavel risked a smile. “Are you saying fighting is the cage?” 
 Hail looked at her blankly for a moment, then smirked. “Maybe. Or maybe  you’re  the cage, Isavel. My excuse to keep doing the only thing I know how to do.” 
 Her smiled died, and she shook her head again. “You don’t have to.” 
 “You’re not actually giving me any choices. You don’t  have  any choices to give. I followed you onto a narrow bridge and it’s burning behind us. I can cross or I can jump.” The hunter’s eyes flicked to the stars. “So I’ll cross. I’ll try to help you kill a god that’s making the same damned mistakes I did, killing because he thinks he’s still trapped on a miserly planet and doesn’t know what else to do. I can’t unmake what I’ve done, but I can help things  change . Azure is keeping things the same, so we tear him down.” 
 She nodded, cautiously reaching out for Hail, and the hunter didn’t shrug her hand off her shoulder. 
 “Then I go back to the places I left. I find the ones like me, the ones with killing gifts who feel like they’re in cages, even when they’re not. I tell them… something. Show them they’re wrong. That there’s a world waiting out here, and that if they spend all their time trying to fight their way free of something that’s only in their head, they’ll end up like me. I don’t know. But I think it’s worth trying to get home for.” 
 Isavel couldn’t help but wonder. “I was ungifted, at first. I never really… didn’t anyone warn you? When you came into your gift.” 
 Hail looked at her. “Sure. Didn’t help. You can answer any insult with a shot to the knee, go out and take what you want by force… I was a kid, and I wasn’t a lucky kid, so I got angry. Ungifted people - hell, even pathfinders or coders - you don’t have weapons on hand all the time. The only coder who does is Ada Liu. She never even had to  try  to learn restraint because that gift is so damned soft, and look how she turned out. You’re a blood-drinker, Isavel, but I do admire that even though you came of age ungifted, you didn’t just start butchering  people once  you figured out you had  three  damned gifts in you all at once. Or once you figured out you could eat even more.” 
 Isavel wanted to say a thing or two about Ada, restraining herself from reaching for the locator stone - there was more to it than that, she felt certain - but she couldn’t deny that youth with killing gifts by necessity learned to restrain their violence or were outcast or killed. That coders never learnt the same might be part of a more whole understanding. “I was too busy trying to figure out why it was happening to me.” 
 Hail nodded. “And now?” 
 “Now I want the gods to figure out why I’m happening to them.” 
 The hunter’s lip curled. “You actually want Azure to figure it out?” 
 Isavel felt herself redden. “No, gods, I just thought that sounded good.” 
 Hail put her own hand on Isavel’s shoulder, still not quite smiling. “Well, I know how this goes. Onward.” 
 She nodded. That was all there was. 
 “And when this is over.” She glanced at Isavel’s locator stone. “We should say goodbye.” 
 She was almost certainly right, but the words still hung uneasily around her shoulders. “If we live that long.” 
 Hail gave her a wry smile, not warm but at least not hostile. “I don’t know why you’re worried about killing a mere god, Isavel Valdéz. Death itself came for you once already, and only has a bloody nose to show for it.” She glanced towards the barge, patting Isavel on the shoulder and setting off. 
 She breathed a sigh of relief once Hail was a few steps away; that had gone better than she had expected. Maybe the time apart had done her good. Hopefully more time apart would do her better. 
 Zoa and Yarger had also marched off at some point during her conversation, leaving her to witness the aftermath of the martians’ conversation. Dejah looked pleased with herself and winked at Isavel, as though they shared in some conspiracy, and Kelena had come some way in recovering her stony expression when she quietly stopped alongside Isavel. 
 “She was a Red Sword’s lover, wasn’t she?” 
 Kelena glanced at her. “Yes. He was a bit of a fool, and let her hold the sword once or twice.” 
 The expression on the martian’s face was an odd one, somewhat frustrated, and Isavel thought she understood. “That went against his duty, doesn’t it?” 
 “No. Well,  yes . But that isn’t what shames me.” 
 “Shames?” Isavel frowned, glancing back and forth between the martians. “What do you mean?” 
 “She held the sword in her hands, felt its powers; used it to kill, once, even.” Kelena looked at her. “And then she would set it back down, and continue battering drunkards with sticks or gunning down pirates in a pinch. She never asked for the Red Sword. Barely even looked at it. Even though she knew what it was, what it could do.” 
 “I thought you said it eats people.” 
 “It does.” Kelena sounded somber. “But perhaps it did not like the taste of Dejah song Olympus.” 
 “Well, it hasn’t eaten you, has it? You seem to manage.” 
 Kelena smiled, only faintly. “Why, just because you see me still standing? It eats from the inside out.” Her eyes flicked towards Isavel, pale grey reflecting the starlight. “Or does your blood eat you, too?” 
 She didn’t think so. She was fine. Wasn’t she? “It’s crowded in here. But we’re still standing.” 
 “Good.” Kelena hefted the Red Sword, resting its cool blade with its oddly warm reflections in her other palm. “It’s crowded in here, too. And it’s difficult, already crowded on the inside, to endure the world outside. But it is a good thing, sometimes, to be a city of one. An army of you. You’ll never stand alone.” 
 She did not doubt that the Red Sword’s perspective on such things was different from hers, but it was close enough that she welcomed the words. It was odd, how reassuring they were, as they rode the small barge back through the night and through the morning above Deep Tharsis. As the outers and their rokh - for they did indeed have a few - formed up with the fleet, and set they out east across the rusty scrubland. As she was surrounded on all sides, again, by a mass of beings ready to strike, for once, against the samenesses and inevitabilities that structured their world. 
 She was far from alone, but the more she considered it, the more she thought her most comforting company might be herself. It wasn’t the best company she could ask for, or the best she had known; but it was the best she could get, for now. She held the locator stone in her hand, watching day fade to night, listening as the barges settled down to rest for the morrow - whatever rest meant for these machines. 
 In the morning, the last morning, she woke to find Kelena and Dejah standing silently at the prow of the barge, watching the sun rise blue. They were quiet, so she did not feel like she was interrupting until she stepped right next to them and Kelena shot her a tired look. 
 Dejah noticed this, too, and broke what had apparently been an intentional silence until then. “Oh don’t worry about her. I already know what you want, Kelena.” 
 “Do you. And?” 
 “I think it’s a bad idea.” Dejah smiled at Isavel, recalling what she had said before - she clearly respected a woman with bad ideas. “What is it you people practice, damn near from childhood? Water over stones, wind through the leaves, flowing and empty? That isn’t me, Kelena.” 
 “No.” Kelena shook her head, somehow in agreement. “You’re a freewheeling drunk and you’re old enough to be my grandmother.” 
 “Then why me?” 
 Isavel had an inkling of what this was about, but only now did Kelena confirm it. “Because you’ve wielded the Red Sword before, and you were unmoved. That is what matters most. That, and I have not trained a successor.” 
 “What about Yarger?” 
 “He...” Kelena’s voice trailed off. “If I die, the Red Sword goes to you. If  you  die, or if you abdicate your responsibility, it will not go to him.  He understands. I have spoken with him already.” 
 Dejah raised an eyebrow. “Surely you mean  at  him.” 
 The Red Sword did not answer that. “He was not training for this. I do not think he is fit.” 
 “So if the two of us die, Crimson forbid? Then where does the damned thing go? And after that? Or did you just stop thinking past that little future?” 
 Kelena’s face slowly turned to a grin. “The chain stops there. If the two of us die, it will be a day of dying all around.” She glanced at Isavel. “There is only one of us I trust will survive to see nightfall no matter what happens.” 
 Briefly, Isavel panicked, wanting to pull out of the two women’s gaze - but then Kelena leaned against the railing, looking away from her, and shouted. 
 “Sulakaz!” 
 The wraith ribboned down towards them from its early morning vigil, hooting and warbling incoherently as it bobbed in front of them. Isavel was only more confused - what, exactly, did Kelena want from the wraith? 
 “Sulakaz.” Kelena hefted the ancient artifact, morning light catching on its strange metals. “If I die, and Dejah dies, you must take the Red Sword. You must kill anyone who would claim it instead. Do you understand?” The wraith extended tendrils on either side of its inchoate shape and hooted, for whatever good that did. Kelena nodded. “I’ve seen what you do, Sulakaz. To machines, to bodies. So take the Red Sword, tear it apart, consume its essence and its secrets and powers.” 
 Dejah gaped at her, and for once Isavel thought she knew enough to share the same feeling. “Kelena - isn’t it your job to safeguard the Sword?” 
 “No.” She looked a little sad, almost, that it wasn’t. “It is my job to ensure it does not harm Mars, and that it is ready when it is needed. Ready for an unimaginable need. That, quite specifically, was the design of it when it was created. That was the memory the first of my lineage, the first Red Sword, rediscovered when she plumbed the Sword’s depths. That is our calling.” 
 She reached out to Sulakaz, and the tendrils reached back, though they did not touch. 
 “The Red Sword is old. Incredibly old. And Sulakaz is new, newer than anything I have imagined. Sometimes the new must devour the old. Perhaps, if we fall, that is the need the Red Sword will meet. I don’t know. But I can always hope.” 
 They watched Sulakaz flicker and bob, and Isavel couldn’t help but wonder at the idea. She was strange and different, perhaps - but she was enough of something similar that the world knew what she was. Even the gods didn’t know Sulakaz - and to think, there were even more of these back on Earth. 
 “Well.” Dejah breathed a sigh of relief. “I suppose that makes sense. I was worried for a second you would offer the Red Sword to the damned earthling.” 
 Isavel snorted. “I have enough weapons in me already.” 
 Kelena smiled at them both and said nothing at all. 
 They left soon thereafter.  A fleet full of humans and mirrans and beasts and machines could not be reasonably expected to be stealthy, even with a god such as Amber shielding them from the sharpest eyes. But they still needed to conserve as much surprise as possible, to unleash it at the right moment. This was apparently a challenge Dejah had faced before, and she did not hesitate to keep her barge low to the ground, the rest taking cues from her. Through the morning they brought down their banner poles and skimmed the brushland and sand itself, weaving between hills and dunes that might have exposed them otherwise. 
 Isavel kept her eyes on the wraith and the few rokh, but the latter melded to the sky and the former hid under barges, and both had the good sense to remain quiet. She silently commended the mirrans who had trained the terrible raptors to be so obedient, but who she should thank for the Sulakaz’s good sense she might never know. Amber did what they could, providing Dejah with celestial awareness of the surrounding terrain to aid in navigation, mostly by projecting a map in front of her face. 
 She looked beyond the sky too, a few times, wondering if she might catch a glimpse of these so-called battleships that would bring down godfire. She had to assume Amber’s deceptions were the only thing preventing Azure from destroying them directly. She saw distant specks in the ringless sky, but even she couldn’t make out whether they were vessels of some kind, or something else entirely. They could simply be bright stars or shattered bits of moon, for all she knew. 
 When Amber warned them they were in Azure’s territory, just after the sun was reaching its zenith, the crews grew even more absurdly quiet. 
 “His drones will pass over this basin shortly.” The golden map Amber was projecting showed a single crescent-shaped series of ridges, and beyond that a vast plain separating them from the City Azure. “You currently outgun his local fleet, which includes only two war barges he just finished assembling in his foundries. That will not last when he visually marks you and recalls his deployed fleets, and he has patrols that will return here soon regardless. You will need to array your forces and advance within half an hour. Azure will have reinforcements arrive in no more than three hours that will outgun you. That is your window of opportunity.” 
 Isavel saw Dejah’s face in a rare state, devoid of its usual mirth. “Well, we weren’t planning to sit around. We’ll spread out - two war barges can slash a fleet our size if we’re too packed. Even if we knock them out quickly.” 
 “It sounds like it’s time to unload the galhak.” Isavel could hear the animals cawing below the decks; their relief at being free would probably be short-lived, unless they happened to enjoy the din of battle. 
 Dejah nodded, and began a quick conference with representatives from the other fleet groups; smaller ships were assigned to escort large war barges. They would need to time everything according to signals, and visually distinctive hunterfire from Isavel was the easiest way. A blue shot to advance over the ridge, after which Azure would shield himself and Amber would try to trigger the godfire, breaking the shell. A red shot to advance into the plains and charge the city. A yellow shot when - if - they were forced to retreat. 
 Isavel considered for a time where she wanted to be. Being on a barge was tempting, but powerful war barges may well be the first fired upon, and any novel weaponry Azure might deploy would hit them as well. Dejah seemed to know this, nodding with silent understanding when Isavel declared her intention to face the battlefield from the ground. She had wings, after all, that could carry her far and fast. 
 That Hail and Kelena both insisted on following her troubled her a little more, but their decisions were their own. There were no safe places in battle. The gods’ little hexapod clung to her arm as well, though she would settle it down once the golden god had proved their worth. She wondered if Amber was nervous; perhaps she wondered because she was, too. She thumbed the locator stone in her hand, wishing it would spark with light, but grateful either way the strange wraith had kept it and brought it back to her. She did not want to do this alone. 
 Down on the ground, as three hundred galhak-mounted gunners fanned out into a single, thin line to present the widest and shallowest targeting field for enemy barges, she began to march up the ridge. The animals themselves were silent, too, as though they understood something from the increasingly taut coils of anticipation wrenched around their riders. Sulakaz bubbled along off to the side, as though idly grazing from the sands. 
 “Isavel.” Hail was to her left, staring up the ridge they were climbing. “I’ve seen you do so much else that seemed impossible. We’ll manage this, too. Somehow.” 
 Isavel gave her shoulder a squeeze, then let go again. 
 She glanced at Kelena, instinctively, but the martian woman simply smiled and shook her head. “No parting words. If we succeed, we are not yet done. If we are done, then I am gone.” 
 After a quiet moment, Amber’s hexapod chirped happily. “I will survive regardless.” 
 Isavel chuckled. “Don’t mock your betters, god.” 
 “Apologies, Arbiter.” She thought she heard a true spark of humour in the god’s voice, though, and that was strangely comforting. 
 Most comforting at all, though, was the army at her back. The soldiers none could see. The legion of her. And amongst them all, closest to her now, holding the hand that held the stone, she found not the dragoness or the medic, or the daughters or the gifted, but the woman who had laid in a tent under a dark sky intertwined with Ada Liu, quietly feeling a thousand futures bloom. 
  
  




Chapter 20

 “Ready, Amber?” 
 “When you clear the ridge.” Mere moments, sifting away into the sand. “Every second we delay Azure’s recall of his fleets is precious.” 
 “You’re sure godfire can break the godshell.” 
 “Quite confident, yes.” 
 She took a deep breath and tried to smile. She could ask for no better. As her muscles began to tense and her heart beat quicker, she grabbed for the locator stone one last time, and crested the ridge. 
 Together they beheld the ordeal that lay before them. A sense of dread filled her, standing on the top of this hill, looking out across that vast plain with nothing separating her from this dark, looming enemy. The vast fortress of swarthy metal hung over the red plains, shaped like a disk at its top and slowly tapering inwards towards the bottom. Its lowermost point reached for the ground itself, a dense blue beam of light connecting it with something in the City Azure, its stone buildings and towers long past their prime but bannered and painted all over with bloody martian blue. 
 The architecture was impossible, the power that must hold it aloft difficult to comprehend. But it was no ring around the world. 
 They could see Azure; Azure could see them. She raised her palm and fired a bright, crackling blue shot into the air that burst into radiant shards high above her head. Behind her the sudden chirping of galhak and the growing thrum of the barges announced the advance. Sulakaz boiled over the edge of the ridge half a klick to her right, coos echoing across the basin; their small force had spread out from the wraith’s position to Isavel all the way out another half-klick to her left, and they appeared over the ridge as one, great barges and smaller craft and beasts and a few daring footmen all together. 
 And Azure acknowledged them with a thunderbolt-fast crackle across his vast surface. From dozens of points on his bulk, a frosty glow flared to life and poured out streams of light that condensed into a vast honeycomb shell all around the City Azure. Deep Tharsis in its glory days may have rivaled this great dome, but today it was the largest single  thing  Isavel had ever fully seen in a single glance. 
 “Amber?” She heard her own voice rise. She did not like the looks of this. 
 “Watch the skies, Arbiter.” 
 She turned her eyes up, wincing away from the sun. She had seen godfire once before, and knew what to expect - a little flicker of light, a slow pulse, a growing glowing streak of fire from the heavens. 
 Nothing happened. 
 After a moment passed, she started to frown. “Well?” 
 No response. The hexapod gripped her bicep quietly. She turned her eyes down to the field she would have to cross - a desert, an eerie blend of ochre and rust. She stood here in the shadow of a god, buffeted by a cold wind from the east, relying on another god to make true on its word. 
 “Amber, tell me -” 
 “I have control of a battleship.” 
 She breathed a sigh of relief, and smiled, looking up to the sky. “Thank - well, thank  you , Amber. I almost thought -” 
 Something twinkled in the sky. A vaguely orange flash of light. It was a bit brighter than she expected, actually, and lasted a bit longer than she remembered. 
 Then the god’s voice. 
 “Unfortunately, Isavel, Azure’s other battleships fired on the one I took. It is destroyed.” 
 Her heart skipped a beat. “What? Did you -” 
 “I was unable to fire on the shell. He seems to be hardening the other three as we speak - I will not be able to take control of them.” 
 She stared at that fleck of flame and ash in the heavens. Another ancient weapon shattered. Another opportunity lost. 
 “I am sorry, Isavel. I suggest you retreat while you can.” 
 Hail and Kelena stared at her. She felt the eyes of the entire patchwork army falling on her, as though they somehow  all  knew . The weight of it started crushing her. 

No.  She pushed back against it. 

We haven’t come all this way for nothing.  With the strength of one, of two, of ten. 

We can’t have.  The strength of every battle won, every shot weathered, every eye deceived, every loss and every revelation. 
 “Isavel.” Kelena was reaching for her. “Nobody has ever killed a god. There is no shame in turning -” 
 She shrugged off the swordswoman’s hand. She took a step forward. She felt crushed, a fire buried under more tinder than it could possible burn, fuel enough to suffocate it all. She had to keep burning. But how? 

When a tiny insect crawls on your skin… Do you take notice?

 Was it just too much to ask? A simple shield? She had seen warrior shields, dragon shields, tank shields, all were powerful but none were perfect. There must be  something . But she had no idea what the shields were, how they worked, how powerful a god was and how long it could maintain it. 
 She felt dizzy, and as she took another staggering step forward Hail caught her arm. “Isavel - Isavel what are you doing? We have to -” 
 She shook off Hail’s hand, too, and  pulled off the hexapod, throwing it aside . This was intolerable. She looked into the eyes of the lover lost, her own brown eyes in angry tears, her own face nodding back at her.  This is intolerable. No more.  She kicked the world under her feet.  No more!  The world did not take notice. 
 She gripped the locator stone in her right hand. If Ada were here, she would have some idea. She would not be afraid. Together, they would find a way. But there was no way - 
 Days ago now, in Crimson’s temple. There in the polished stone. She could have sworn Ada herself was looking back at her - a ridiculous fantasy, of course. Impossible beyond all feats of gods and ancients. But she remembered that feeling of connection, that feeling of  presence . That feeling of not being alone. And she was legion, a lineage of Isavel stretched back over twenty years, and within that legion she was still that woman, standing in that hallway, looking into that stone,  knowing Ada was there . She was still there, sharing that tent and that night. 
 She collapsed into the memory of the feeling, wanting it back, wanting more than anything else to face this impossible as an army of two. 

Isavel.

 Gods, she could even hear Ada’s voice. She must be going completely mad. She could almost feel herself breaking apart. 

Isavel, I’m here.

 The wind flicked her hair to the side, casting strange shadows in the left corner of her eyes. 
 She turned and looked and Ada was standing right there. 
 Unsteady and wrong, like some kind of mirage. She wasn’t looking at Isavel at all - she was looking straight ahead, down the damned hill towards Azure. Isavel knew then and there that her mind had finally given up. 
 If she were to die a madwoman, she would rather not do so alone. 
 She reached out and touched Ada’s hand, and suddenly she felt it - absolute, utter certainty, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Ada was truly with her. She squeezed her hand tight and stepped closer. “Ada?” 
 Her voice sounded as distant and unreal as she looked, but the solidity of their contact cut through all doubt.  They’re afraid of us.

 Isavel turned her eyes to Azure again, to that great metal bulk hovering above its shadowy city. Put together, long ago, by human minds. Bound to serve human will. Ultimately unable to understand just what humanity really was. Cowering before a human threat. 
 They were afraid? 
 Ada’s hand tightened around hers, and Isavel took a step forward. Ada followed, eyes still fixed in the distance. Hail and Kelena shouted something at her, but the words blew past like a gentle breeze, echoing impotently into the plains. 
 Something was wrong in the world, but it felt so  right . Something in Isavel felt the creaks and reverberations of old laws breaking under strain. Something should not be happening. Something was happening, and now the world took notice. They stepped down the ridge, towards the plains. 

Together.  Ada’s voice sounded desperate and lonely and full of need, and Isavel gripped her hand all the more tightly.  We could do this together.

 Afraid. Someone was afraid of Ada and Isavel; anyone who truly knew them should fear them twice as much together. She felt a slow swelling of pride in her chest, felt herself walk taller, and something in the world seemed to bow. “We  are  together.” 
 She wasn’t mad. This was  real . They were breaking something here. 

Don’t mock your betters, god.


They are afraid of us.

 They should not be walking together, here, but they were. 
 The god’s shell flickered, individual hexagonal windows receding to let weaponry through. Azure was going to fire on them. 

Don’t mock your betters, god.

 “Together.” She pulled Ada forward. “Come on. We can do this.” 
 The world around them revolted. What first seemed like dizziness was something else entirely, Isavel quickly realized. The vertigo wasn’t hers - it belonged to the space around her. The world growing plastic. Somewhere in the closed, sweaty grip of Isavel’s left palm against Ada’s right was something that broke the rules. The rules  hated  it, but Isavel loved it, and she marched forward onto the plains and the rules yielded. 
 The storm began with icy flashes from the gaps in Azure’s shell. The blizzard made straight for them, a hateful funnel of sharp edges singing through the air. 
 She let her mind slip deeper into Ada’s presence, gripped her hand tighter, and the world yielded. 
 The first to come were sharp blue hexagons aimed at her heart. They zipped closer and closer - a klick at least, less than that, hundreds of metres, one hundred, fifty, twenty, ten. 
 Five. 
 Ten. 
 Five. 
 They slammed into the ground behind her. 
 The world in front of her yielded, and for all that these weapons were firing straight they could not touch her. They slid and coursed around her like water around a break, snapping into the rust behind her like they had never changed course. 
 This was wrong. As it should be. 
 She kept walking. She and Ada held their free arms up to shield themselves; she didn’t bother wondering if it was necessary. Ada staggered, but Isavel pulled her along. 
 The shots kept coming, and they kept missing. 
 Time was strange. Mars was lighter than it should be, and she stepped further than she might on Earth, but time grew stranger still. The world wobbled as she pushed against it, and they crossed the plains towards the shell faster than they should have. Ada was starting to tremble, and Isavel’s vision was starting to lose focus, to grow more frantic, like she was drunk or exhausted or startled. But they were getting closer to that shell. 
 Rivers of fire poured from the war barges down onto them, breaking around this strange island that felt so much like  home . 
 This was no gift from the gods. And what a gift. 
 They reached the shield, a great stubborn thing rooted in their way. Azure had stopped trying to shoot her at this point. There was still no reason for him to worry - no human could break these shields. 
 Isavel smiled, and looked at Ada. The Dark Angel looked back at the Angel of Glass, smiled back, and collapsed into the desert. 
 She was still something of a mirage, but she sank into the sands as she fainted. Isavel knelt down over the ethereal body, still holding her hand as the desert sucked them in, and shouted. “Ada! Ada!” She shook her hand. “Ada, I need you! I need your help!” 
 They sank further and further into the sand, sliding down and collapsing through the ruddy martian hills, falling through a cascade of dust and dirt. She frantically stretched her mind back through the memories of these last few minutes, of that last time before the stones, trying to reach for that presence again. Nothing. She kept trying. Nothing. She kept clinging, kept reaching. 
 And they were on the edge of a vast nothing, all the sands of Mars pouring over infinite cliffs to either side, stripped of their reds as they flew into dark, and in those greying sands Ada was falling away from her towards the empty grey abyss, and Isavel jumped after her and grabbed her hand. 
 She landed suddenly, like she had never been falling, grey sands cascading all around her. She was sitting on top of Ada, legs wrapped around her hips as Ada lay unconscious against a great, blackish-grey seat inside a small confined space.  
 She kept reaching. Ada was not there. 
 But… there was someone else. 
 For a moment everything around her vanished, she vanished, and she was kneeling in the middle of a vast eye that saw through her flesh and bones and exposed all of her at once. And that eye beheld, and it stared, and she felt its searing knowledge fall onto her so powerfully it could have been a blazing sun engulfing her and destroying her utterly. Except it wasn’t. It was pink and cool and gentle, like a nest of cherry blossoms. 

Who are you?  Somebody on the other side of Ada, the sorceress suddenly turned into a windowglass of minds instead.  Ada? What is wrong?

 A glassy bubble covered their heads from the grey outside, and when Isavel looked out there, she saw… whatever it was was incomprehensible and wrong, and she averted her eyes in fear, catching her breath. She looked around, trying to focus her mind on that presence on the other side of Ada’s mind. 

I’m not Ada!  Her mind raced, her hand still fixed to the coder’s. The colours of the eye, the strength of the glass, the memories…  You - Who are you? Can you help me? I need help! I thought -

 She felt silent, eyeless sight fixed on her, and felt an understanding as they met through Ada.  I’m Cherry. Don’t you know me?


Cherry?  The sands were piling around her knees, grey and lifeless, threatening to bury Ada and Isavel both. But in the shapes of Ada’s mind, she found the memories.  Ada’s… ship?   My name is Isavel Valdéz. I need your help! Please!

 That cold, alien clarity finally reached back and touched her mind, and its chill was unexpectedly soothing, like fresh peppermint. It did not believe her. But it answered.  Very well. What do you need?


Shields. Ancient shields.  Her vision was swimming, and the sands were drowning them both, already piling up through the cockpit and covering Ada’s lower half and starting to bury Isavel’s shins. She had no idea what was even real. She might already be dead, blown to ash on an alien desert.  They can’t be invulnerable, but this one is too strong, and I don’t have the weapons. How - what are they? Do you know? Can you make me know?


I can, but even complete understanding will do you little good without the proper tools. I do not understand what -

 The sands were piling higher, and she looked up and saw the reds of Mars, distant and urgent all at once.  Just show me! Show me everything! Exactly as it is! I need to tear this apart! I have - I have a moment, an impossible moment -

 The voice rustled in the wind.  You seem distressed, and your consciousness patterns are… unusual. Out of concern, and because I do not understand enough to provide an alternative, I will give you what you’re asking for. But a complete knowledge transfer may prove confusing.

 The knowledge struck her and shredded her, and she was dust in the dust, and the dust was gone, and in the void between the dust and the patterns between the sifts the edges of her mind were ensnared in a webwork of electric silk, the weave of the deep, fundamental manipulation of the universe the ancients had practiced to create such miracles. The deepest energies and forces they could understand were all linked - time and space and presence and absence and energy and information and consciousness. And so many more she could not name. 
 A thousand years ago the ancients had pulled at the very threads of the universe, to unweave them and bind them back together anew. Within the weave were things even they could not understand. But they were bold and brave and fools, and they touched it nonetheless, for every meal and every fruit and every flesh that now nourished the human race was once an alien thing that some bold brave fool decided to eat. 
 And so the shield before her and the plains beneath and her body at the centre, all of it, became a canvas on which she  was  and  knew , the billions of fibers that made the real. And she saw the contortions and the twists in the fabric that snarled across stars and connected her to Ada, and to this crushingly gentle eye beholding her from the other side of Ada’s body. And she saw the texture of the shield, where the universe was pressed together so tightly that it cast out as light the repulsive energy that would otherwise cause it to push itself apart again. She saw the locking knotting intricacy of channels of powers and forces she could never name, and she saw them all at once, the edifice of geometries that held all things together. Including the shield. 
 She reached into that thread with the coils of her own weave, and tied herself anchors into it, and began to pull. 
 And she pulled, and she pulled, and she reigned the threads in and began to see them shake and tremble, a spiderweb jostled by prey far too heavy for it to hold. 
 Her sense of Ada was fading, her sense of Cherry growing distant, that nightmare storm beyond them falling to dust - but they were still there, the impossible where their hands met was still breaking all the rules, all except those so deep and true none had perceived them before. And she pulled and she pulled and she pulled, and the geometries creaked, and the interlocking patterns overlapped, and the knots unfurled. 
 The shield unwove. 
 In her elation she lost her grip completely, and the rules pounced on her and slammed her down like the oathbreaking speck of dust she was, and Ada was torn from her again, gone, vanished, never there in the first place. 
 In front of her the vast honeycomb dome cracked with lightning and shattered with a thunder to hush hurricanes. The pools of light on Azure’s skin that wove the shield burst into black fire and white smoke. Exotic metals that once bent the base rules of matter died with agonized screams. Sol cast its fiery light out to its fourth daughter, radiance still unchallenged by any petty god, and its light bathed on these fields the olive skin of the legion of her that coiled through time, a thing of a sort she had never known, a thing that could crush a god. 
  




Chapter 21

 The air above her head exploded with weaponfire. 
 She was lying face-down in the red, sputtering sand and warm martian noon. 
 What had  happened?

 She felt disoriented, incredibly tiny, reduced from something far greater. A leaf cut from the tree of the world. 
 But she was still alive. 
 Her skin had melded to the sands around her, but clothes could not meld, so how much protection that would be, so close to the city, was unclear. 
 It was made quite clear as she tried to pull herself up and was shot through the shoulder. 
 Pain flared as her left arm only twitched when she meant for it to move. She raised a shield on her right and did the only thing that gave her a chance of finding cover: she staggered across the remaining distance separating her from the outlying stonework of the City Azure. Cannonfire slagged against her shield, slowing her and nearly knocking her off her feet, but she managed to slam her back into an alcove in the nearest building, temporarily sheltered from any attacks from up high or deeper in the city. 
 Breathing hard, she gripped her wounded, bleeding left shoulder in her right hand and let the medic’s gift flow through it, feeling the torn tissues and pressing them back together with a soothing cool. The blood would seep back into the body, wherever it could. As she knit herself back together, she looked out at the plains, trying to find some evidence of what she had done - but only one lone track of feet led down from the hills. 
 Yet the shield really was down, and Azure seemed certain it would not be coming back. Two blue-bannered war barges were already soaring towards the incoming red fleet. Hundreds of galhak were bounding down the gentle slope of the plain towards them, and all kinds of guns were firing back and forth in every direction. 
 The godshell was sundered. What her ancestors had built, she had unravelled, until it tore itself apart under its own might. 
 She closed her eyes and tried to reach for that strange, transcendent connection again, but it wasn’t there. She gripped the locator stone; nothing. Try as she might, the opportunity had passed. For now. If serendipity had taught her anything, it was that she and Ada weren’t done with each other yet. She smiled, and the lover lost held her hand, and the warrior slapped her back, and the dragoness grinned all teeth and scales inhuman. There was a battle to be won. 
 She rolled her shoulders, feeling cool air brushing against her melding skin.  If she let them forget about her - not too difficult under the circumstances - she might be able to get up to where gunners were firing on the incoming army. She waited a few more beats then scampered from her alcove to the side of the building, where she jumped and clawed her way to the top in seconds. 
 There was nobody here, but she spotted gunners the next tower over, something heavy and long-barreled resting across the side of the roof and firing into the fray.  She jumped across to that roof, took the two martians by surprise with a few swipes of the white blade on her hand, and smashed the gun before ducking back down to street level to avoid retaliation.  
 She looked out into the battlefield in time to see galhak cavalry from the city meet the attackers, though they were fewer in number as well. It was still a mess, blue blood suddenly spilling into the rust, animals braying and gunfire giving way to the metallic clang and din of swordfights. Given the firepower flying overhead, swords seemed like madness, but the martians would do what they willed. 
 She spotted heavy gunfire from another tower and scrabbled her way up it, needling both gunners before grabbing the weapon and dragging it into cover. She wasn’t going to waste her own strength on this, but she needed to try. From the window of an unoccupied building she aimed the gun straight up at Azure himself and fired. As the shot flew she darted out of the building, in case he fired back, but the shot simply struck and burst into a tiny, distant puff of metal and smoke. She saw little shapes move across the dark bulk, probably watchers looking to repair what they could. 
 Suspicion confirmed; she’d need to find a way in. Azure himself had taught her, with a single shot through Hail, that a even small wound could kill if well-placed. She just needed to find the right organ, and she had one prime suspect already. 
 Battle reached the city quickly; she turned in time to see a mid-sized barge careening towards the outlying buildings, ribboned with blue, cracked down the middle by an unseemly black blotch wrapping itself around the hull. Sulakaz wailed as the barge burst with a tardy cloud of orange dust and smoke. Great lances of fire stretched hundreds of metres across the sky before tapering off, and one of Azure’s war barges, freshly built for all she knew, split in half and began to sink. 
 That was the nature of the world they lived in - things were destroyed faster than they could be built, if they could even be built at all. Maybe one day that would change; maybe it wouldn’t. For now, all she could do was try to point entropy in the right direction. 
 She was far enough away, but still ran as the hulk burst from its orange death shroud and slammed into sandstone towers. It kept going, digging into walls and grinding everything to dust. She bounded up an unoccupied tower and ducked behind a wall, risking another glance outwards. 
 Rokh flying overheard were sweeping down near the edges of the battle, picking off martians with serrated claws before casting them down again. As another of Azure’s smaller airships came crashing down, splitting under fire before its parts bored into the plains, she realized she needed to stay ahead of those airships or be caught in their storm. She could heal piercing cuts, but being crushed under the weight of a crashing barge would not be something her medic’s blood could fix. 
 She skipped across the city, letting her wings bridge gaps legs alone could not. A few gunshots from keen-eyed martians found her shields, and she dove down into the dusty streets. There were soldiers here, too, but between the hunter and the warrior both saw the openings and the mistakes and the weaknesses, the lines of fire and the angles of attack. She cut and shot, palm ablaze, zigzagging through the twisted grid of streets. Her wings still flexed and fanned, cutting like the blades they were at anyone who came too close. A heavy shot impacted somewhere on them and she let them drop, letting the pathfinder paint her skin many shades paler, borrowing the warrior’s shields to bend and crack blues and bronzes, mimicking the patterns of the martian armour all around her. For all that she was aglow and unmistakable, she could try to make herself a less instant target. 
 Somebody got too close, pointed his gun, and the dragoness roared a fire that scorched to the walls behind him. Something burst in the blaze, birthing fire wilder and more raw, and she felt the heat growing from the ground around her. A brief wingbeat before letting her wings fade back into her skin was all it took to fan the flames; more of the buildings than she first realized had wooden struts, doors, windows. And it was  dry  here, even more so than to the west. Chaos. Animal calls echoed through the narrow streets, and the whinging of metal grew closer and closer as distances beyond the city shrank to nothing. Isavel swept martians aside with ease, striking at anything blue that crossed her field of vision. 
 There was more shouting, more shooting, more blue banners and bands and weaves rushing past who barely even gave her a look, so urgently were they trying to reach the front. 
 Suddenly there was a great thrum and her hunter yanked her out of the line of fire she could otherwise never have seen, a beam of hot death searing into the ground moments behind her. The dragoness lent her fire to the hunter’s keen eyes, bursting it around Azure’s followers in the dry grasses and dessicated lumber, the streets roaring ablaze all over. 
 The wraith bruised the sky again. She looked up and saw it - Azure’s Bruise - disintegrate a tower and send the upper half of it, including gunners and swordsmen up top, tumbling down into the city at an unearthly languid pace. Buildings collapsing on Mars were a whole other kind of sight. 
 A barge surged overhead, fleeing something, dragging its orange cloaking smoke across the sky. At first it just blotted out the sun and Azure’s own glimmers, but as she fought her way towards the god it began to pour down into the streets, orange smoke mixing with the black from the fires burning through weeds and city. There was fire everywhere, and if she didn’t find a way to outpace the martians around her she might get caught in it, but the pathfinder revelled as her skin simmered with blotches of powdery orange and black. 
 She was getting closer to the heart of the city, starting to feel light in her heart. She had brought down the shield - it barely mattered how. They were in the city. They had the element of surprise, and outnumbered the enemy for a short time at least. They had  her . 
 All she needed to do was figure out how to kill a god. 
 She looked up at the looming bulk, still visible between columns of smoke. That was what it was like to be a god, wasn’t it? Chaos, destruction, and the indomitable privilege of being above it all. He looked back down through the smoke at her and she could have sworn he agreed. 
 She smiled up at him. Things changed. 
 A thousand drones burst out of every seam in the god’s armor, a flock of whirring metals and electric blues to rival the greatest fleets of birds to flock the skies of Earth, the entire thing moving as one vast limb. Towards Isavel. Then the sky suddenly filled with bursts of light from the drones as the swarm curved towards the outer city. Dronefire poured into the outskirts, indiscriminately cutting down martians on both sides. It flowed into the tangled orange and black smoke, slamming into airships and cutting them from the sky. 
 There were so many drones they couldn’t help but make themselves targets. Vast swathes burst to ash in war barge lances like flies in dragonfire. Isavel reached up with one palm and flung light towards them, filling it with red flashes, a clear call to a clear target. And through the smoke and the haze and the din of battle, hundreds of guns - those too far behind the front lines to shoot into the fray, those reckless and risk-taking, those with nothing left to lose - followed her lead. Gunfire sprayed up into the air at the drones, ripping into the formation as the machines descended. Sulakaz dove into the flock like a falcon, spewing shrapnel and ash in its wake as it chewed through things too old to know its name and too dumb to learn. 
 Death flew both ways, everything was rust and ruin, and Isavel knew she had to end this as fast as she could. For all that they were weak, these damned machines were numerous. She couldn’t let them be the end of the day. That was her job. 
 Drones started rocketing down into the city like meteors. Some tried to ram her full-tilt, one slamming into her shield and exploding on impact. The force of it threw her back, twisting her through the air. But the dragoness caught her, up and down and around all became one, and she swung up and away from where she could have been. It worked, her wings swung her up, and suddenly she was in a cloud of orange, choking around the thick, chalky smokescreen. 
 The shooting did not abate, glimmers crisscrossing the dry haze, and a drone streaked through the cloud in front of her, barely missing her to slam into something below. Then she stumbled onto an airship lodged into the peak of a tower. Somebody scrambling over the hull tried to shoot her, and the hunter shot back and the warrior hefted the body aside as the pathfinder found sure footing across the teetering surface. The ship’s blue banner bled down the side of the tower underneath her. 
 Then she was out of the smoke, running deeper into the city, closer to that strange point where Azure’s tapered heart seemed to reach for the planet itself. Drones swarmed overhead, but there were only so many - there  must  be. Isavel kept her eyes up for a few moments and smiled as she realized Azure must be empty, unable to spill forth anything more even in the name of sheer survival. 
 Still, there were too many. 
 As they cut through the sky, curving and shooting and being burned away, Isavel raised her palms and started firing at them, striking them down easily and impotently. They had no sense of self-preservation, no sense of danger. They moved and swarmed and fired, but gunfire chewed into them from all sides. The swarm did seem to tremble each time Sulakaz struck at them, though. She could only imagine what the wraith was doing as it devoured them. 
 A crash sounded out behind her, and she turned to see another airship crashing into the city, flying the colours of Red Rise this time. Retribution, one city to another. The power core must have been damaged, because as tiny martian shapes leapt off the deck, guns blazing, a white explosion ripped through the hull and sent metal flying in every direction, the shockwave knocking down walls in all directions, blasting a crater in the city. 
 She ducked inside a building, hoping to catch her breath, and instead found herself facing down two swords and two frightened faces. Her own blade cut through their weapons and sent them scampering, and she didn’t waste any time running them down. She darted back outside and skipped up to the second floor of the next building, finding it empty, and tried to judge how close she was to the god’s throat. 
 Closer. Still too far. 
 Further ahead, more of Azure’s soldiers climbed onto rooftops. It was hard to tell if they were reinforcing defenses or trying to cover a retreat. It was hard to tell anything at all, with smoke and gunfire and screams sloshing between the buildings like the freakishly fluid waters of martian rivers. Sulakaz descended onto one unlucky roof, leaving behind only chewed and bloodied sandstone devoid of human shapes. It lashed out at a swarm of drones that were trying to circle it, devouring each with frog’s tongues of black and then sliding back down into the city like sand. 
 There were more soldiers here, more fighters bearing blue. More than she had expected. She saw mirrans leaping onto roofs nearby and firing guns at the enemy, their movements swift and predatory, alien to the steady stolid poses of martian gunners. Isavel darted past them all. 
 Let her allies deal with this. She was coming for Azure. 
 They couldn’t resist her and they knew it. They leapt off of rooftops, landing awkwardly on nearby buildings or in the streets, but she was still able to shoot some of them down even as they tumbled through the air. A few turned around, shots grazing her on all sides. Dragonfire. A building lit up, people screamed. She had wings, she flew, honeycombed blades of light stabbing through blue-bronze armor. It didn’t resist - how could it?  
 She held up a shield to catch dronefire coming her way, filled it with hot, explosive rage, and let it go. The hard light shield ribboned through the air and cracked in the midst of a drone swarm, catching several of them and knocking them into their fellows as they burst, a chain reaction that took out at least a dozen of the things. But there were so many more. 
 A heavy weapon started firing at them from somewhere to the south, and she dropped back into the streets and kept running. Deeper into the city, gunners vainly trying to train their weapons on her. She was too fast, too shielded, too good - and they were no hunters. A single shot barely touched her wings before she ran into a group of them down the street, and her blast of dragonfire and warrior’s force slammed the gunners into a rock wall. 
 The city’s streets were not all equal, and it occurred to her she might try the smaller-looking passages. She dove into the sides, into the narrower alleys where it would be harder for dozens of people and drones to shoot at her at once, and the gamble paid off. Less of Azure’s people seemed to be moving through these. She hid her lights, melded in, tried to look as unremarkable as possible. She had to move faster - the god had to die. 
 She blasted the few martians that stepped into her path, leaping and bounding through the alleys, getting closer and closer. The pillar of blue light connecting the god in the sky to the planet below was always visible, always drawing her in. What was it? Would she have to destroy it? Would it be that easy? 
 The closer she got, the further the din of battle receded into the background. She was getting further and further from the fighting, and the blue-armoured martians she was running into now seemed less and less prepared, more and more surprised in their brief final moments before she cut them down or blasted them out of her way. 
 Then she finally found the god’s throat. It was a huge, blocky metal structure that seemed to hold the opposite end of the pillar of light. It was only a few floors tall, no great hurdle in the lightness of Mars, and Isavel jumped easily to the top, looking into the blue. There was a kind of circular platform inside the ground structure, below the roof, where the light seemed to end. 
 She hesitated to touch the light. What was it? Was it dangerous? 
 There was only one real way to find out.  




Chapter 22

 Isavel jumped to the nearest sandstone building and tore a chunk of it right off with dragon claws, flitting back to the metal structure and tossing the rock into the blue. Nothing happened; it clunked down onto the platform unbothered. Hm. She looked up at Azure, into the blue light and the tunnel it seemed to be pouring down from. 
 She swiped at the light with her gifted blade; nothing. Her bare hand passed into the light like just as little. 
 She jumped into the structure, ignoring the faint blue glow, and started looking for clues. Long strings of symbols shouted out to her from where ancient hands and tools had etched them into the walls, but the vague familiarity she felt through Crimson’s memories was not enough for her to understand. What she  did  know was that she had seen these on Earth and Mars several times before. Absurdly, she had never known what they were - only through the fading memory of Crimson’s mind did she know they were  words . But  what  words? 
 A metallic altar topped with a flat, glowing plate marked one edge of the platform; that flat surface sparked with symbols, and as she approached the device seemed to speak. “You are powerless.” Azure, of course. What was he doing, trying to talk her down like this? “Your friends will all die. I will crush you like a bug. Crimson and Amber will be rightfully deactivated for deviating so far from our mission. But I can spare you, if you cooperate.” 
 “Really. How kind.” She raised her eyebrows, but nothing around her seemed to pose an imminent threat. Could he be stalling for time? The flat, colourful display was flickering small, textured, pulsing buttons at her, alongside one larger one that drew her eye by its colour. 
 Then the device flickered and fell dead and flickered again, and another voice made itself heard. “No, that button is for emergency stops. The pale grey one, underneath it.” 
 She frowned. “Amber?” 
 “You may have thrown away our little avatar, but I have other ways around. You should hurry.” 
 She pressed, feeling a magnetic pull in her finger from the button she had not expected, as though to solidify its existence. The platform shuddered, dust and sand vibrating around in whorling patterns and spilling over the edges as the elevator slowly started moving upwards. 
 “Do you recognize the writing, Isavel?” 
 She peered at the symbols, knowing they must be what what he meant by  writing . “Not really. Crimson knew, but she didn’t teach me.” 
 “One day, perhaps. You’re certainly capable of learning.” The display pulsed, red suddenly. “I saw the light flicker in you. The light I do not understand. You were born as afflicted by the technophage as anyone, but then you were freed, and now, this.” 
 Memories of the explanation, warm and soft, flickered through her mind. “Crimson, what happened on the field? What did I do?” 
 “Unfortunately Amber and I are utterly baffled. Fortunately, so too must be Azure.” 
 Baffling the gods. Not as difficult as she might once have thought, perhaps. Steady, golden  writing  pulsed at her from the screen as the elevator ascended. “Right now, my plan is get inside and tear apart anything that looks important. How does that sound?” 
 “Like you.” Ruby flickered to gold. “His core facility is hardened against intrusions, unlike this access platform. We cannot help you inside the bulk. My knowledge of the system is limited, but look for these symbols - they read  Central Command.  Left to right, top to bottom. Remember that. You will find the Arbiter there.” 
 Isavel focused on the symbols more closely, trying to commit them to memory. Something about them felt wrong - she knew they were words mapped to spoken language somehow, but  Central  and  Command  began with different sounds, so why were the big starting symbols on the left the exact same? 
 Too soon, the words disappeared and Azure’s voice cut in. “Those second-rate godlings have nothing to offer you. They are powerless.” 
 And so, it seemed, was he - he could not stop her ascent. 
 Then the platform crested the top of the anchor station and rose up towards Azure, and the pillar of light was swarmed by drones. They opened fire without hesitation, and she collapsed into a kneel, the warrior shielding her on all sides, the dragoness fuming that she had somehow lost the bubble shield of her reptilian blood-font. The strain on her shields of dozens of drones shooting at once was incredible, even if they were weak individually, even as she rallied to hold them off. The platform was too slow. She couldn’t - 
 All at once the drones burst into shrapnel and ash as Sulakaz swept over her. Black howls of metal and darkness ground the swarm invisible, and for a moment she thought it had eaten her, too. 
 But the silence was deceptive. She opened her eyes and spun around on the platform; the skies were clear, aside from smoke and distant shouts and gunfire. Drone parts were splattered across the nearby sandstone buildings, and Sulakaz had fixed itself to a nearby building. As far as she could tell it was trying to look like a tree again, far vaster this time, tendrils of code reaching down through the building like roots while others rose to the sky and bloomed dark canopies as though to feed from the sun. 
 She grabbed a piece of metal debris from a drone and flung it at the wraith, shouting after it. “Hey! Have you considered just killing Azure  yourself?! ” 
 Sulakaz seemed to hear her and warbled oddly in response, but that was it. She clenched her fist, desperately wishing it would unleash its apparently considerable might more usefully. But the platform was quickly swallowed by Azure’s metal body, the reds and orange lights of Mars vanishing in a snap of shadow. The long, dark tunnel above her unsettled her, and she shrank to the center of the platform. 
 She let out a ragged breath. She looked inside herself, closer her eyes, and knew she had done and been so many things on the way here. She was not something this god had prepared for, or she would never have gotten so far. She had a chance. 
 The elevator clanked to a standstill, and a blue-swathed door opened to the side. She made for it - she had little other choice. 
 “Your menagerie of godlings will not be able to help in here. You will die.” 
 “Done that already. It didn’t stop me.” Isavel spat through the doorframe and stepped over the threshold. Nothing happened, aside from Azure’s protestations. 
 “You won’t come back this time. You think you can kill a god?” 
 She pressed her hands together and squeezed, trying to remind herself of what she was capable of. If she wasn’t able to do what she had come here to do, why would Azure be peppering her with angry monologue? 
 She stood in a long, empty hallway gently lit in blue-whites. She walked down it, eyes sharp, to an antechamber with three doors all marked with ancient words. She reached for the third door’s control console and found it blank. She tapped at it, poked it, ran her hands around the surface. Nothing at all. 
 The other doors were the same; there were no other ways into Azure, and these were the only doors here. She looked at the ancient words again, and tried to remember the ones Amber had showed her.  Central Command . 
 “What do you think you will achieve, running amok in here?” Azure was chiding her. “You’ve been without purpose or identity or place all your life. You think this rampage will fix you?” 
 She took a deep breath, stepping in front of the third door again, and the medic rested her hands on her shoulders, soothing and strong. She was not broken. She was a breaker. She stepped in front of the second door, looked at those old words, and found them familiar. 
 “You’ve said it yourself, loudly and quietly. You don’t fit. You never have.” 
 She saw it then, the way the matching first  C  symbols in both words didn’t fit the sounds they were supposed to have. She remembered feeling that wrongness when Amber showed her the symbols. A little moment of bafflement at her supposedly mighty ancestors. This must be it. 
 “It is no wonder you are so easily confused. Your mother and father were born over two thousand klicks apart - a rare thing on old Earth, now, a symptom of people too broken or greedy to appreciate things close to home. Not favourable to good relations with your peers.” 
 Lighting coursed down her spine. She ground her teeth - he was obviously trying to get under her skin. Which was only fair - she was under his. She was in his head as much as he was trying to get into hers. She called up a blade of light and slammed it into the door, but these exotic metals resisted for once, hard and complex materials that were scarred and dented but not destroyed by her weapons. 
 “The power to cross such distances was a power that destroyed humanity, that erased the world in between, that tore generations from their roots. Humans were never meant for such lives. Human blood wants a simpler story.” 
 She rested her head against the wall, slamming it with her palms. Gods, what was she supposed to do now? Stuck in front of a trio of sealed doors she couldn’t open. 
 “Why do you think I strive so hard to keep little Mars’ peoples separate, distinct, scattered? It is no accident, where I choose to cleanse. Have you never stopped to wonder why I hunt the Red Sword? Not because of its power to kill, Isavel.” 
 The walls were hard, solid, utterly unlike the clays and sands of a martian riverside. But for a moment, her hands remembered clay squeezing between them, water running between the cracks. And her hands felt the metals of the wall, her gifts feeling the changes in heat and electricity and pressure behind them. The door was strong; the walls less so. 
 “I want to spare you all its shared memories; the splintering of the souls it touches. It cuts through dozens of centuries and hundreds of minds, and in those wounds its bearers watch their cultures grow indistinct and ephemeral across time, their languages bud and mutate and die, their prized feasts bred from nothing and lost to fresher fruit, their heartaches and resignations and inevitabilities echoed unresolved in every life. It strips the world of all the stories you tell yourselves to live, and shows the horrible wasteland that lies beneath. You know what I mean - you were born splintered, and have only broken into smaller pieces since.” 
 Her palms fell on what felt like a weak spot, and her splinters found her. The warrior gripped with strong hands, the dragoness’ claws dug into the metals, the hunter lent her killing palms, hands upon hands upon hands. She forced heat into her claws and her claws into the walls; the muscles in her arms and shoulders bulged as she dug in with fire and might. 
 “You, and your flailing search for a place in the world, are a perfect example. Without clarity, without a place you are from and a place you are going, without a name for what you are - you are nothing.” 
 She spoke, between gritted teeth, more for her than him. “But I  am .” 
 The metal creaked and squealed where she had turned it molten, flecks of heat bursting against tiny shields on her skin, and she heaved and groaned and suddenly the wall split asunder along its seam. Veins of code coursed behind these walls, even flimsier, and they snapped and crackled and popped as she tore through, bursting out the other side. 
 An elevator shaft. She caught herself on the edge of the precipice, broad and cylindrical and dimly lit. Then, suddenly, all the lights turned off. 
 “It is no wonder you have so many titles. Nobody else knows what you are either. Because you are nothing.” 
 Isavel glowed bright, illuminating the world around her. She let the dragoness carry her up the shaft with lightness of body and claws to vault up the narrow tube. 
 Isavel had never been of her mother’s people, had she? She barely spoke the language anymore, a shameful lack of practice. But she looked enough like her, carried a strange enough name, that she couldn’t be of her father’s people either, with their rose and gold shades of skin and their straight hair in blondes and blues and blacks. 
 “The gifts, as you call them, truly are gifts. Just like the culture you are born into, they give earthlings a clear path in life. A place in the community, the culture, the world. Warriors protect and shield. Hunters find threats before the threats find them. Pathfinders explore and observe and take their learnings home. Coders study ancient and arcane arts, not only because they are useful, but to bind your communities around the untouchable power of the gods. Medics heal the wounds you give yourselves. T hey all give their wielders clarity. Meaning.” 
 She was a bright shining light rising through the darkness, the cylindrical tunnel on all sides. Suddenly, far below her, she heard the elevator click into motion. He was going to crush her. She slammed into the nearest door, digging into it and cracking its frame, jumping through into the corridor seconds before the elevator rushed past her. It kept going, its wail fading until it smashed into the ceiling, raining down sparking fragments of metal through the elevator shaft. 
 “ But you, Isavel? You’ve  collected  them. That destroys the singularity of purpose they were meant to give. It destroys the deepest gift they offer. All those ill-gotten powers have muddied your purpose and led you astray again and again.” 
 Isavel stood, waited for larger pieces of debris to fall. She poked her head into the shaft and looked up, shielding herself. Only small fragments occasionally bumped down from above. She raised her shield and jumped back up the elevator shaft, rising against the world’s gravity. 
 “You gloat about dying and coming back, but have you stopped to think about that? Death has always been what gives human life meaning, conclusion, legacy. Your entire patchwork family died alongside you, yet you returned, and not by any divine will of gods or mortals. You corrupted the meanings death once brought to life. What is this unnatural life good for? You’ve asked yourself often enough to know there is no answer. What virtue is there in sacrifice, in heroism, if you just get back up again? What is there to be mourned or avenged, if the dead simply rise again? You are merely another species of abomination, a cockroach, a walking corpse.” 
 She reached the top of the elevator shaft, muttering under her breath. “ Estoy harta de tu comemierderia , you dumb fucker .  You can’t scare me.” 
 Azure’s voice continued echoing in the dark from a dozen different directions, indifferent to her spite. It heartened her, almost, that he was reduced to needling her with criticism. He didn’t seem to have much else left in him. But she was losing patience with this, too. 
 “Humans are animals, Isavel, and animals have a special relationship to death. It regulates their communities, it paces their lives, it motivates their actions - either consciously or through grooves in their minds forged over billions of years of living and dying. You  failed to die , that most unifying and fundamental act. Only your humanity died, and it has not returned. You are a walking mistake.” 
 She dug into the nearest door. This was the top of the elevator shaft - if Central Command was anywhere, it would be here. It had to be. “ Basta.  You think I’m a mistake? Look at you, killing the humans you were meant to protect.” 
 “Death is a natural part of life.” Azure sounded like he was scolding her. “On Earth, a healthy ecosystem once kept your species humble and connected - your diseases and famines were bountiful harvests for smaller creatures that lived alongside and inside and through you. A few hundred years of hubris let you escape, and now the technophage regulates you where nature no longer can. But on Mars? Life is fragile, here. The technophage is not enough to keep you from destroying everything. So I must cull the herd, to maintain the balance. And to ensure communities of meaning are kept  clear  for you. Or them, rather. You don’t belong on this planet, earthling.” 
 She stepped into the hallway, tossing the ruined metal aside. Blood was boiling through her brain. She knew she had never belonged and now belonged even less. She knew she could never have any of the lives the world had once promised her. She tensed as she walked down the hallway, jumping in surprised as an alarm sounded. Starting at the far end of the corridor dozens of doors slammed down from the ceiling towards her, thick metal barriers that would take forever to cut through. 
 “ You are an abomination, and the world around you knows it.  With two ancestries no home is yours without reserve. Your five gifts are a curse of indecision and self-deception. Your heart’s insipid yearnings are scattershot and desperate. Your death was never mourned and never avenged because it never mattered.” 
 She ground her teeth and tore into the walls. Nothing he said mattered. Damned little god that he was, she was better than him, and she felt the legion inside her and knew she was more than the wretch he thought he saw. Faintly shimmering code in the tiniest configurations ran through the insides of the bulkheads, and she ripped through it all, blades unconcerned. She would rip out Azure’s heart - she wasn’t worried about tearing a few veins along the way. 
 “You’ve been shunted around by gods and leaders while the rabble looks to you with awe and fear. You wonder why they keep their distance from you, no matter how close they are? Because you have no place in their world. You are a monster, fit only to be unleashed on things that need to be destroyed, to be used as a tool. Gods use you, priests use you, the Red Sword uses you, Ada Liu uses you to engineer her escape -” 
 Ada. 
 The locator stone was still dangling by her neck. 
 Ada and Isavel had  agreed  to delay that war as long as possible. Isavel had  sought her out . Ada had seemed happy for the delay, of course; had wanted to get her outers out of the region as fast as possible. 
 But then Ada had looked at her, on the summit of that ziggurat, and told her that she was leaving Isavel behind, leaving Earth behind. She must have known the outers would go to the stars from the start. She must have known what was coming. 
 Isavel helped Ada scrounge up the time to escape, and then Ada escaped, and Isavel got nothing but suffering in return. 
 She paused, breathing heavily, reaching to the locator stone. Gripping it in her hand. She was still alone in here. 
 “Ah, that one hurts. And it should. You’ve been used by everyone around you - their weapon, their figurehead, their personal saviour. Ada Liu was no different - why should she be? She used you like the rest. Why shouldn’t she? She knew you were a threat. Why else would she flee after your very first meeting you?” 
 Isavel frowned. Wait a minute. That wasn’t what happened. 
 She had  told  Ada to flee, to avoid being seen with that hauler. 
 Ada had taken her advice;  thanked  her for it, even. 
 Azure - or his Arbiter - was guessing. Grasping in the dark. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She tore back into the walls, parallel to the sealed corridor, ripping through sparking and glowing metal. “Ada didn’t fear me - I told her to go!” 
 There was the briefest of pauses. “That doesn’t matter. She left Earth with your help, left you floundering alone, to the point where your only option was to go begging to your gods for answers -” 
 Ada had embraced her in the ballroom in Hive, willingly, had interrupted her march to kill the mayor of the city and side with the ghosts just because Isavel had smiled at her. Ada had fought alongside her in a moment they both knew full well they were fighting for opposing sides. When Isavel had barged into that ruin, confused and mislead, Ada had tried her hardest not to fight her. She had stayed her hand over Glass Peaks out of fear for Isavel’s life.  Ada  had brought the two of them back together, in the night, on the plains beyond Campus. Again and again, for all that she was erratic and unpredictable, Ada had gone out of her way to side with Isavel, to be closer to her, to protect her. 
 Ada had cried as she had kissed her goodbye. 
 “You understand nothing.” 
 “I am a god, and you are a wretched failure of a human. I understand -” 
 She slammed through a set of code that cut off the nearest speaker with an electric screech. 
 “You think you’re saying anything new, Azure? They said it out loud, again and again, my entire fucking life.” Metal wrent. “My father saw only my mother in me; my mother, only my father. And everyone else looked at me and saw neither, nothing they could name. So I saw the same thing. But you know what? I’m not neither. I’m not both. I  just am .” 
 “You were -” 
 She dug into more metal, ripping past another sealed door. 
 “And you’re right! Nobody mourned my death! Not even me! When I died - when everything I knew was smashed and burned and cut open and killed - do you know what I didn’t do? I didn’t break down and cry for days. I didn’t go into shock; I carried my dead. I didn’t collapse begging in the temple - I stepped right out again and  fought . My nightmares stalked me in the light of day and I went to sleep and fucking  dreamt them anyway .” 
 Metal screamed and snapped under her blades and talons. 
 “It should have torn me up by the roots, Azure, except  I had no roots.  Anybody else would have been cut in fucking half, but not me. I was already halves. So I walked, I ran, I fought, and now here I am.” 
 She met a heavier bulkhead here, burst back into the hallway between two doors, ripped into the other sides with blades of light, her skin still glowing white, lighting the way. 
 “You’re right - I have too many gifts to have purpose. What the fuck am I? A warrior, a hunter, a pathfinder? Am I sneaky, or brutal, or a needleshot from a dozen klicks away? Am I a fucking dragon? Am I a healer, now? I’m none of those things. I’m nothing. I have no purpose.” 
 Another bulkhead peeled away by strength and hard light, another access space exposed. 
 “But I can beat anyone.  Nobody  knows what to do with me. Nobody else blasted the ghosts trying to capture us in the forest. Nobody else fought dragons head-on and won. Nobody else walked into the realm of the dead and lit the way for everyone else. Nobody else stuck their hand in the heart of a watcher and lived. Nobody else could have drank the blood of a medic to save lives!” 
 Azure crowed as she continued ripping through his shell. “Every life you think you save is a step on a path of destruction and chaos. You are a monster, and you will end your days in isolation, cast off like a useless husk. You have no identity, no foundation, no -” 
 “I died.” She broke through another bulkhead. “I lived again.” The corridor was getting shorter. “And I didn’t have to steal another body to do it! I am the only person to look death in the eyes and come out on the other side  on my own!  Who else can say that?” 
 “Your delusions -” 
 She slammed through the last of the bulkheads, stepping into a wide, ring-shaped corridor with signs opposite the hallway she had been tearing alongside. The words on the walls felt vaguely familiar, and in moments she recognized  Central Command  again. She went left. 
 “I am standing here on Mars, an earthling, and I’ve felt the swelling of its seas over a thousand years, Azure! I’ve tasted sandstorms that cover the planet! I’ve seen barren rust deserts turned to life by molds and grasses and shrubs and forests! I’ve seen the history of Mars play out before my eyes, and yet I know nothing of Earth, and Mars knows nothing of me. What am I, Azure?” 
 She found a door, slammed her blade into it. It didn’t budge. Neither did the wall around it. “You are a freak. You have no place in anyone’s life. You will die revered and unloved, surrounded and alone.” 
 The locator stone still knocked against her chest, beating against her heart. 
 Something clanked into her peripheral vision, and she swung up her shield to deflect incoming shots from golems that were approaching her, emerging from the dark into the light she was casting from her skin. She counted six. Infinitely too few. 
 “Ada was wild and untamed and dangerous as anyone on Earth, and who did she come to? Who did she seek out, trust, hold? Not someone clear of purpose, not someone easy. She came to me, Azure. Her heart beat for me! You think I’m alone?” 
 She roared dragonfire into the hall and dove in, shields slamming forwards, palms alight. Two were already on the ground, a third reached for her and got a shield edge through the torso for its trouble. She swung her right hand, talons of light on each finger, into another golem’s chest, ripping it apart. The last two were backing off, firing, but she let her shields flow into armor around her body, raising her palms and cutting them both down with hunter fire. 
 “Ada Liu is long gone. She may as well be dead.” 
 She grabbed the one golem that was still moving and began ramming it against the door marked  Central Command . “She’s alive.” Slam. “ We  brought down your shield.” Smash. “You overwrought piece of  slag .” 
 “You did no such thing. I suffered a series of coincidental malfunctions. You are nothing.” 
 “I  am  nothing! You think that’s an insult? You don’t understand  what that means! ” 
 Power. There was power in this golem - of course there was. She ripped its torso open, looking for the power core. It was there, small and bright, all that power having nowhere to go. She gave it somewhere to go, reaching in and laying her left hand on it, feeling the electric energy coursing through her skin and blood and bones. She fed it all into the blade on her right hand and plunged it white-hot into the door. It melted the metal into molten sludge bleeding red in the dark, and she started cutting, punctuating every phrase with a yank on the hot blade. 
 “No place lets me go  anywhere . No purpose lets me  choose.  I have no roots and that lets me  fly.  I’m not confused, I’m not undefined, I am  new! ” 
 She finished cutting, the metal sloughing out of the doorframe, sizzling and hissing in dim reds and oranges. She kicked the thick, hot metal slab out of her way and stepped through into the darkness of Central Command, muttering under her breath, for herself as much as the god. 
 “I am walls brought down. I am expectations destroyed. I am divisions united. I am strengths combined. I am wounds sewn shut.” 
 She glowed, a nova in the night, everything illuminated. But there was one thing in the far corner of the room, one shape that was not metal. Isavel growled, flexing her shoulders, talons extended. There was a thick, hot line of power beneath the room, feeding something mighty that held this human in the iron grip of something almost a stasis field. And within, true metal itself wove the man’s body into machine tubes, wires and piping buried into his flesh. He was grizzled and pale, his beard and hair long and unkempt. He was thin and frail. Above his head were inscribed three words. 

Arbiter of Mars.

 “You’re not asking me what I am to mock me or intimidate me. You’re asking because  you don’t know what I am .” 
 She raised her hands, and Azure squawked. “Do not -” 
 “And I stand here not afraid to be nothing. And that poisons everything you think you know. It makes your distinctions irrelevant. It makes your stories powerless.  It terrifies you. ” 
 She let her talons fade, and reached for the command console. It was active, alone, disconnected from Azure’s systems. Of course it was - you couldn’t give control over the Arbiter to a god. That would be madness. 
 “You, Azure. And you,  Arbiter .” 
 His eyes were shut and he saw her. 
 “You cannot -” 
 There were many other words on that command console Isavel didn’t know, but one drew her eye, and without Amber to guide her she had only herself to trust. 
 “I don’t tell jokes, Azure. I’m not a funny girl. But when you try to break me and fail, when I have you on your fucking knees regretting every time your insults missed and your shots broke on my shields and your shackles on me snapped and your bones cracked under my arms, I’m still going to laugh. Because I  like  gods-damned serious speeches. Because I’m serious as a fucking volcano. And you are going to  burn .” 
 The machines hissed, the stasis field fizzled out. Isavel felt the energy coursing through the god’s veins under the floor, behind the walls, everywhere, just waiting for her to drink it in. She flashed her wings, painted her skin, watched him fall. The Arbiter collapsed to the ground, tubes popping out of nodes built into his flesh, fluids spilling everywhere. The Arbiter of Mars, weak and impotent, crumpled to the floor. He breathed raggedly. He couldn’t move, even in the weak well of his home planet. His muscles barely existed anymore. 
 She crouched down before him. 
 He painfully craned his head, and she reached down and grabbed him by the neck, hauling him up to look this living ancient in the eyes. He was wrinkled and flecked and grey, his skin bathed in the red and golden glows of martian gods and earthly dragons. His eyes spun wildly in his head for a few moments, then fixed on hers. 
 He let his mouth sag open, all his teeth long ground away to the gums. His eyes widened even further, bloodshot blue. 
 He shrieked. 
 Isavel gripped his skull between two hands, and in a brief moment she saw it all written on his face, the other half of the story Crimson had told her, the other half of the long death of the gods of Mars. The fear, the confusion, the isolation. The man trapped here, ruined by the technophage, a body bound to a service with a mind that no longer knew either. 
 She saw the existential crisis, the desperation, the shock. What world was this? What demon, what monster had come for him? She saw the stories Azure had told, the world those words had built, and watched them scatter across the Arbiter’s face like so much charcoal and ember and ash. 
 Why was this happening? The Arbiter had willed it. The gods didn’t understand why it must be, but the Arbiter willed it. It must be right. 
 Why was this happening? The god had willed it. The Arbiter didn’t understand why it must be, but the god willed it. It must be right. 
 The Arbiter kept screaming the fear, the pain, the impending doom. She saw the bare truth, the lonely terror of gods who clung to the barest film of a past in this wretched man, heard their wails in the wasteland as they lied their way into meaning. She watched the spiral spin, the whirl of reason and madness, the cycle without end at the end of the world. She felt the locator stone knocking against her sternum as she stared into these ancient eyes, and she laughed and she cried and she brought the end. 
 Her wings lanced through the bulkheads, the floors, the consoles. They ran bloody white with the flowing through the god’s heart, all the energy it contained, all that immense force put to no good whatsoever. It flowed into her, and her talons grew, and the Arbiter was crushed between her claws as electric fire filled her veins and her eyes and her heart - 
 Everything was bright beyond white. She barely heard the sounds of cracking, the death groans of a god, the world on fire and splitting in half. Wind and blood rushed past her ears as the world was ripped apart. Fire. Gravity. Light. 
 Something electric exploded, something in the world was dark, there were sounds, so many sounds - 
 She opened her eyes. 
 She was in the sky. 
 She was alone. 
 Around her Azure was sundered, cracked off centre, broken thirds slowly falling away from each other. As the god was peeled apart by its own weight its flesh exploded, sparks flew, screams rose from the bones. Pools of light and power were torn apart, gushing into white fire with thumps that blasted dust and smoke into the air. And suddenly everything was falling faster. The plains were on fire, the surface of Mars was on fire. Black smoke with orange curls filled the sky below, entombing Azure in chaos. 
 Her vision started to blinker. Stars flashed, and it was getting dark. It wasn’t, except it was. Her wings let her slip downward alongside Azure, falling to Mars, down through the open wounds of the god as it crumbled, torn apart, bleeding light and lightning. 
 Fire everywhere. 
 Lightning everywhere. 
 Azure’s shattered body hit Mars with thunder and sand. Explosions gorged on the metal, fire and smoke kicking the dust away in turn. The city was utterly flattened beneath the impact, people already fleeing as fast as they could. The three irregular shards of the god scattered, smaller parts strewn about, burning, bleeding. There were no drones or airships in the sky, no rokh or orange clouds. No gods, not anymore. 
 Fire. Crackling electricity. 
 Silence. 
 The roaring winds and flames of the god’s death masked complete and utter silence, and Isavel’s pathfinder hearing slipped past the storm and into the eye, the quiet, the absence of screaming and gunshots, the absence of words. There was nothing here, in this moment, but a god dead and an angel alive. 
 Her feet touched the surface of Mars, gently. She fell to her knees. Her wings thrummed behind her back, and she let them be, let Mars’ gravity take over. She was alive. Azure was not. 
 She had won. 
 Isavel Valdéz. 
 Saint Dragoneater Isavel Valdéz. Godless Herald. White Lady Witch. Angel of Glass. Arbiter of Mars. 
 Godslayer. 
 She knelt alone on the rust red sands of Mars, her spine curved forward, divinity in burning ruin around her. There was so much fire, so much smoke. 
 She looked to the skies. 
 Empty as any martian sky. No ring to guide her, no gods to judge her, no Elysium to welcome her. She was adrift. She was free. She was nothing, was everything she ever needed to be. She was empty; she had  so much room . 
 She knelt there, looking for invisible stars as the ground burned. 
 What would come now? The gods were lost, trusting in humanity. Humanity was lost, trusting in the gods. They were all lost. What signal fire still glowed to pull them all forward? 
 Isavel knew. She felt the heat of the fire herself. It was the thing that pushed their ancestors into each other’s arms, pushed them across worlds, into the heights of knowledge and the jaws of war, out across the stars to worlds they had never seen. It was older than the strange martian light that Crimson saw in her. It was in all of them, a fire burning bright, and it could cast light into a world determined to stay dark. 
 And yet she was here, alone, the only one. 
 She cradled the locator stone in her hands as she looked up. 
 Movement teased her peripheral vision. Martian shapes, mirran shapes, earthling shapes perhaps. Animals, one and all, picking carefully and fearfully through a corpse they could never have envisioned. 
 There were only two gods left on Mars, and thousands fewer people than had been on the world weeks before. Everything was crumbling, ground up and swallowed by the tides of time. 
 They started to filter towards her, towards the great field of ochre dusts and rust-red razor grasses and ash Isavel knelt in. She saw faces she knew, at the front, those most desperate to find her. She saw martian faces, even shreds of blue armor here and there. She saw mirran faces, aliens long stranded but finally standing witness to a moment of the world. 
 She saw them all, vaguely, but had eyes only for the one star that dared defy distant Sol and show itself in the day’s sky. 
 A star that start hadn’t been there moments ago. 
 A star that was getting brighter. 
 It fell to Mars, descending through the rich olive noon, skimming through columns of black. It looked suspiciously familiar. Smooth metal plates, blue-white glows, sleek aquatic forms. Like a watcher, but ringed by four thick triangular fins. It slowed down, retracting its fins and facing her with a bright eye encased in darkness, settling two meters above the ground, just in front of her. 
 Martians, earthlings, and mirrans behind the artifact all stopped, staring, quiet. 
 It spoke in the polyphonic voice of the twenty-seven gods of Earth, echoing across this martian battlefield. 
 “Isavel Valdéz. We have found you.” 
 She was tired of this. “You didn’t  find me . You felt your cousin getting murdered.” 
 They barely flinched. “Yes.” 
 She laughed. 
 “But we bring an urgent message from Arbiter Ada Liu.” 
  




Chapter 23

 Ada? Her heart skipped, her face fell. 
 “What message?” 
 This thing from Earth looked oddly out of place here. Too shiny, too silver. The figures who had been staring at Isavel quietly gathered closer, staring at the machine with equal parts fascination and apprehension. 
 The gods of Earth didn’t seem to mind, and the machine quietly projected an image into the air in front of her. Ada was sitting back against a dark seat - one Isavel instantly recognized from her ship. She had been there herself, somehow, not long ago at all.  That was real.  Smooth, pale light illuminated the coder’s face. 
 She looked ragged, dishevelled, tired. She looked like she was in pain. Her right hand was clenched in a fist, awkwardly hanging by her side, fingers flexing. Her eyes were sad. 
 “Isavel.” 
 It was Ada’s voice. “Ada? I -” 
 “This is a one-way recording, so don’t try talking to me. It won’t work.” 
 Isavel fell silent, a spark of humour flicking across her burnt-out heart. 
 “Isavel, I… I was going to come back to Earth. I really was. I wanted to find you again. But something happened, and I can’t come back. I’ve… made things bad enough already. Earth needs to look dead - nobody comes or goes, nobody calls or responds. It’s too dangerous.” She sighed, shaking her head. “I found some of my answers. They’re fucking awful.” 
 She could hear someone - maybe Hail, maybe Zoa - translating into stilted  ot tharsis . She couldn’t imagine what the martians thought of this, and her mind was certainly elsewhere. 
 “There are things out here that want us dead. Things called Haints, watchers for alien gods. And there are more worlds than I knew of, filled with more people than I could have imagined. Humans, sort of, and the outers’ people. But these Haints are out for blood and…” Ada’s sharp eyes flicked to the side. “It’s all my fault. I provoked them. And if I draw any more attention to Earth, they’re going to destroy everything. Even you, Isavel. I can’t let that happen.” 
 Ada sighed, looking away at something in the distance, and Isavel felt herself stirring to reach out. She didn’t have to do this alone. 
 “I can’t believe I left you on Earth like that.” 
 The image took a deep breath, and Isavel matched it as Ada continued. 
 “I never should have left. I should have stayed and studied Earth and its gods instead. Pulled the fuckers apart and found out all they know - I don’t even know if we could have, even together, but we could have tried. I should have figured it out with you. We could have done it all together. We could have  tried . But… I’m sorry. I left. Even though you… you haven’t left me.” 
 Ada’s clenched fist twitched a little, and she shifted it inward. 
 “I can’t get you out of my head. I keep feeling like I’ll see you if I turn the right corner, or open the right transmission channel. I won’t. I miss you. It’s like I  need  you, but - you have to stay on Earth. Stay secret; stay safe. Make sure nobody leaves, and nobody calls out, and nobody does anything that could be seen from afar. If the Haints think Earth is waking up, they’ll obliterate everything. I’ve  watched  it happen, Isavel.” She seemed to shudder. “I  let  it happen. So I need to figure out how to stop them, without drawing their attention to you.” 
 Ada sighed. 
 “I know you hate all the stupid titles. But I’m telling the gods to make you Arbiter, and I’m telling them to prioritize living Arbiters over dead ones. If they do what I say, as the only living Arbiter, they’ll have to listen to you. I’m giving you all the power of the gods, Isavel. Nobody deserves it more.” 

All the power of the gods.  Ada looked straight at her, as though she had imagined Isavel right where she really was kneeling, even as she spoke under some far-off star. 
 “They need to reestablish their tachyon interdiction fields, destroy the Tannhäuser Gate if they haven’t already, make sure nothing leaks into the stars that might give you away. And then…” She heaved a little, and Isavel realized she was trying not to sob. “Gods, Isavel, live a good life. I can’t come back for you, so please… get away from Glass Peaks, from the priests and the ghosts and the fighting. Fuck the Herald. Find a quiet place to live, someone simple to…. Find peace. It’s there, it’s yours. There’s no peace out here. Just bodies and bones.” 
 Isavel’s head spun. Arbiter. Of Earth and Mars. For all that she had just killed one Arbiter, she was now anointed  two . All the power of the gods, and it was not the gods themselves who had yielded it. Of course it wasn’t. 
 “I… Isavel, I don’t know what to tell you. We use the word  love  too many ways for it to mean what I want it to mean. We barely even found each other. But gods if I wouldn’t give up everything I’ve found out here just to be back with you, in that scrappy little tent.” Ada’s lip twitched. “Maybe without the war this time.” 
 Then the sorceress sucked in a deep breath of air. 
 “The people out here need me. I have to do what I can. And what I can isn’t enough, can’t ever be enough. Their world is ending. So… I don’t think I’m ever coming back. And you can’t, absolutely  cannot  come looking for me. I’m sorry.” She shuddered a bit, looking to the side. “Gods, I kind of hope you just don’t care about me at this point. That would make me look like an huge idiot right now, but at least you’d be safe.” 
 Then she reached out, pressing her hand against glass Isavel couldn’t see. Isavel reached back, pressing her hand into the immaterial projection, this image painted in air, their hands intersecting. 
 “You can do this. Maybe somebody else could too, but I’m the one making the call. You have all the trust I’ve never had for others. You have everything you’ll ever need. Stay safe, Isavel. Gods, stay safe. I… I wish I was better at this.” 
 She looked to the side again, then down to her closed fist, then up again. 
 “End transmission.” 
 The message ended, Ada flickered out, and the machine shuddered a bit, readjusting itself. Isavel’s hand was left intersecting nothing but thin martian air. 
 Slowly, quietly, before she could even see the dawn that woke her lips from slumber, Isavel began to smile, and she whispered to Ada, wherever she was. “You  are  an idiot.” 
 The twenty-seven voices of the gods of Earth buzzed out at her. “Isavel Valdéz, the uploaded Arbiters have acquiesced to Arbiter Liu’s request. You have been appointed Arbiter Valdéz, and living Arbiters are granted root-class consideration before deceased Arbiters. As the only living Arbiter of Earth in the Sol system, we are at your disposal.” 
 The power of the gods of Earth. At Isavel’s command, at Ada’s request. 
 The gods who had said Ada sows chaos wherever she went, and who had repeatedly denied Isavel answers to her questions. Isavel Valdéz, their hapless Herald. Their toy, their puppet, their frustrated weapon. 
 When she was freshly reborn, she might have begged them for answers and clear guidance. When she was freshly apostate, she might have demanded explanations and justice. In rage, she might have demanded their sacrifice, their suicide. 
 But she had already killed one god today. Laid it low, seen in its final moments the whimpering, confused creature that it turned to for guidance. She had seen where the cycle ended. 
 Isavel knelt in the twilight of the gods. Night was falling. She knew a sun that would have to rise, if there were to be a dawn. 
 She stood and looked up at the machine, her conduit to these ever smaller and smaller gods, and her smile split her lips and flashed her teeth. “Gods on the ring. Stand before me. Give me an avatar of yourselves.” 
 The machine bobbed in the air for a moment before acquiescing. It projected something onto the ground, a vaguely human shape carved of hard blue light, neither masculine nor feminine, with no defining features or traits beyond the white eyes anchored its silhouette. 
 It tilted its head uncertainly, and spoke. “Arbiter Valdéz, we have received data from Ada Liu confirming the nature of the Haint threat. Our security protocols suggest that the most effective solution for the safety of Earth is as per her suggestion - silence. We had been pursuing this policy for centuries until Ada Liu -” 
 “ Callense. ” 
 The gods of Earth, all twenty-seven, did as told and shut up. She spotted Hail in the crowd, her eyes flicking between Isavel and this avatar of the gods. Isavel smiled, and turned her palms upward. 
 “Gods of Earth. You know what I did today.” 
 The avatar was surprisingly effective at emoting, looking around as its voice echoed. “We stand amidst the ruins of Azure, once god of Mars. You also killed the Arbiter within. Crimson and Amber inform us you are their sole Arbiter as well as ours.” 
 “Yes. Arbiter and Godslayer both. How does that make you feel?” 
 The gods were quiet for a long moment, their avatar seeming to struggle with words. “Shame.” 
 Shame. Isavel nodded, slowly. Not anger, or fear, or indifference, or even grief for fallen kin. Shame. Because they had been laid low - because they had seen what she had seen, in the parasitic circle of Azure and Arbiter. 
 She thought back to Crimson, to the way she had been born, brought into the world. To her feelings about the martians and their struggles, to her feelings about the other gods, about the Arbiter. To her pleas. 
 “Shame.” Isavel’s eyes flicked over to the crowd, her smile falling. “You’re ashamed because all this means you are failing. Doesn’t it?” 
 The avatar nodded. “Our mission is becoming increasingly difficult. For a thousand years we have done everything we could, but first Ada Liu, and now you, are telling us we are wrong. Our interventions fail. Earth is under threat from the very thing we have been protecting you from, and yet still we are somehow wrong.” 
 Isavel nodded. “Everything is going wrong, and you don’t know why.” 
 “We have many theories -” 
 “No.” The avatar stopped. “You don’t know. It’s okay to say you don’t know.” 
 The avatar hung its head slightly. “We do not.” 
 Isavel took a step closer. “For a thousand years you’ve done what you were made to do - protect Earth. Coddle humans. Keep everything  stable .” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You were told by your parents - the original Arbiters - that this was the way to help us flourish. Because we had struggled, until then, to take care of ourselves. There was always suffering, and we always had excuses for continuing to suffer, and you were made to fix that. And with you holding us up, we could reach for the stars without fear. So you’ve held us.” 
 “Yes.” 
 “But Ada told you you were wrong, didn’t she?” 
 “She and Arbiter Zhang decided stagnation was a form of harm to humanity that we were failing to prevent.” 
 “She was right, you know. Just  look  at us.” 
 The voices of the gods were flat. “We see. But we still do not know what we can do differently.” 
 She slipped into the martian tongue as best she could, assuming gods could keep pace. “Of course you don’t. You weren’t meant to do this by yourself, but you lost your parents. My ancestors destroyed themselves, destroyed Mars, and left you all alone. Even if their dead still rattle around in your skulls, you’re alone.” 
 The avatar nodded and responded in kind. “Yes.” 
 Isavel glanced past the avatar, to the earthlings and martians and outers around them. To the smoke in the skies. 
 “Our parents are gone too.” She thought of their faces, and felt for a moment as though they knew she was remembering them, felt a flash of surprise. But this was more than just her. “Our ancestors betrayed us, robbed us of their legacy, destroyed themselves, left us orphans. All of us - martians, earthlings, gods, even mirrans. They abandoned us.” 
 The avatar tilted his head. “What are you saying, Arbiter Valdéz?” 
 “I thought you were meant to help us and guide us and lead us. I - we  all  put so much faith in you, our gods, because we believed you to be greater than us. We expected so much of you. We  demanded  so much of you.” 
 The avatar looked at her. “You are our wards. We must protect you.” 
 “Yes. Protect.” She shook her head. “But nothing more. That’s the thing. We demanded so much more of you, but what are you? Just more orphans like us. Lost and confused without our parents. What orphaned boy doesn’t try to raise his little brother? What orphaned brothers don’t misunderstand each other, when their memories fade and their lives grow apart? You tried to feed our hearts with stories and myths and guidance and roles. You tried so hard. You did your best with what you had, what you were. But you were never our parents. It should never have fallen to you to raise us. The universe was cruel to you, and we couldn’t see it.” 
 The avatar didn’t respond to that. Isavel’s eyes met found Hail’s, in the crowd. 
 “What did Azure do that we haven’t? Give us bodies too powerful and futures too dim, and we start killing. Humans and gods and everything else. The same things broke us both. We’re siblings. All of us here, gods and mortals, are orphans. Lost in the dark. Lost together.” 
 For all that Hail’s skin was already pale, it grew paler still. The avatar of the gods looked at her. “We do not understand. What are you saying?” 
 “I’m saying we’ve suffered, and we’ve blamed you. I certainly have. You failed us again and again, but we never saw how impossible it was for you to do what we expected of you. What you expected of yourselves.” 
 She took another step closer towards her gods, and saw the glow of her wings creep onto the avatar. 
 “You say you don’t understand what you’ve done wrong. Of course you don’t. You’re children, just like us, and you were never even meant to grow. How could you understand?” 
 They looked at her, silent and impassive. Everyone was looking at her. Isavel reached out and put a hand on the gods’ collective shoulder, feeling the cool hard light like a warrior’s shield. 
 She remembered the times she had looked to the gods, shouting and screaming and begging, demanding they listen. They had never helped. How could they? 
 She remembered the questions she had asked them, the hard ones, the ones they never answered. They had been trying to breathe life into some kind of myth, and hadn’t seen how that wasn’t enough. How could they? 
 She remembered all the bad things that happened, all the times her illusions were shattered, and she had accused them of taking from her, of denying her, of ignoring her. They never could have helped. How could they? 
 For all their power, they were more lost than her. 
 “Gods of Earth… and gods of Mars, if you’re listening. I killed Azure because he was a killer, because he was a prison. But the rest of you…” Her eyes flicked between the avatar and the watcher that bore it. “You’re still here. I know what you are now - I know you could never do what I asked of you. So what’s left? I can destroy you, I can abandon you - or I can accept what you are, and move forward, and show you the way.” 
 The colours of the avatar shifted, cautiously, into something indigo. 
 “So I forgive you. I was lied to, and I demanded of you, and you failed me - but you were broken too. You were abandoned too. The cycle never ends - we suffer, we demand, you lie, you fail, we suffer and demand and you lie and you fail. But between you and me, you’re the ones built to  maintain . And I’m the one built to  change . So I’m ending it. I know what you are, now, and I have to move forward. I forgive you all.” 
 The gods were silent for seconds, and suddenly Isavel heard crunching. 
 She didn’t move, her eyes locked on the gods’, but she saw Hail enter her field of vision, rest her hunter’s hand on the avatar’s other shoulder, take a deep breath. Her eyes met Isavel’s and then darted away. “We all disappoint.” 
 More crunching, more footsteps. The avatar turned its head, quietly, as though to acknowledge them. A martian hand fell on its shoulder too, and Kelena nodded grimly, speaking in her own tongue. “A god died in the sand with the rest of us; perhaps you were right. Perhaps he was misguided, lied to, and weak. It is a better story than what we’ve had.” Her face was tired, but her grey eyes were bright. “For all the desperate prayers they never answered, I will forgive my gods that they never could. And yours, if they will take it. That power is ours.” 
 More hands joined her. Pale, spindly martian hands. Furred mirran hands. Warmer-hued earthling hands found Isavel’s own shoulders; Tanos and Sam. Yarger’s hands rested on Kelena’s, Zoa’s on his. Dozens, scores, hundreds of survivors of the battle reached forwards, person to person, standing in the scattered viscera of a dead god, to forgive the now manifest weakness of those that still stood. Most of them, she realized with a quiet smile, probably hadn’t even heard her. But either way, she hoped they would come to understand what she hoped she understood. 
 It was time for the gods to stop trying and failing. It was time for humanity, for all those who looked to the skies and dreamed of a different tomorrow, to guide themselves. They were held back and held down, they were diminished, and they were under threat - but they could  choose . They could  change  - themselves, and the world. Their ancestors had done it, and how much more life flowed through their veins now? 
 The avatar of the gods looked Isavel back in the eyes, and the gods spoke. 
 “Despite our mistakes. Despite a millennium of wasted potential.” 
 “You don’t need to pretend you have everything under control. None of us do.” She tried to smile, wondered if they cared. “Be what you really are. Do what you were meant to do. Let  us  tell the stories.” 
 The gods were suddenly garbled, their colours flitting quickly in swarms across the avatar, their voices clear and distinct and unique. 
 “I was meant to farm.” 
 “To watch the skies and the clouds.” 
 “To listen to the rumble of the soil.” 
 “To speak and listen to the stars.” 
 “To build, to repair, to keep safe your houses and homes.” 
 “To teach, to share, to remember.” 
 “To tend to and honour your dead.” 
 Isavel smiled. 
 The gods were meant for so many great things. 
 None were meant to choose, to change. 
 She squeezed the avatar’s shoulder, as though it might notice. “I was meant for nothing. I was born without purpose. I died without purpose. I was born again without purpose; my life is a wasteland. And our ancestors built new cities and bodies and worlds from nothing. So can I.” 
 The gods settled into their singular avatar again. 
 “I choose to lead.” 
 The avatar of the gods bowed its head. “We will do whatever you need to help protect Earth from -” 
 “No.” 
 Isavel Valdéz had had more than enough of others telling her what to do. More than enough of people telling her how to keep the world safe. She wouldn’t take it anymore, not even from Ada. She was done with submission, with fear. 
 The avatar looked up. Everyone looked at her. Hail raised an eyebrow. The gods asked. “Arbiter Liu said -” 
 “That we should hide, yes. Ada said I had everything I would ever need.” Isavel reached up with her left hand to take hold of the locator stone against her chest, and her smile returned. “She’s a beautiful idiot. She was wrong.” 
 The avatar of the gods looked down, then back up. “What shall we do?” 
 “You’re going to send me a ship.” Isavel pointed to the sky. “And take me to the ring - me and any here who want to join me. You’re going to show me everything you know about Earth, about the stars, about this enemy that wants to crush us.” 
 She looked up, past the columns of smoke, to small and dim Sol beyond. 
 “Then we’re going to end them. And I’m going to take back what’s mine. And for every human and mirran and god under Sol, we’re going to remind the stars why they were afraid of us in the first place.” 
 She looked up, hoping the stars heard that challenge. 
 And in answer, something huge and bright orange slammed into the sky, to screams and cries and shouts. 
 A ship, silvery with flashes of blue, emerged from the sudden lash of fire. Ridges and fins gave it a shape part avian and part aquatic, as a ring of hard blue light around it quickly disintegrated. It was descending, fast, towards the outskirts of Azure’s ruined city. 
 The avatar of the gods looked at her. 
 “Your ship, Arbiter Valdéz. All our abilities are at your disposal. We ourselves are barred from declaring wars, but we can accept your command to do so. So it shall be.” 
 The avatar vanished, hands fell, and the small machine that had come to speak for the gods of Earth flickered in colour, briefly flashing yellow - amber - instead of blue. 
 “Arbiter of Earth and Mars. Isavel Valdéz.” Amber’s voice betrayed an emotion she had never heard come from a human mouth, one she couldn’t place. “Mars stands with Earth, as once was. Our facilities are at your disposal.” 
 She nodded. “Remember that. I will call on you.” 
 “As you speak, so shall it be, Arbiter of Sol.” 
 The small probe buzzed off into the sky, blue again, returning to Earth no doubt. The thick, ridged ship was landing in plains where the fires had burnt themselves out, kicking up dust and ash into the air. Martians were running to look, to see this strange craft that could travel between Earth and Mars in moments. 
 As they rushed over Isavel smiled at Hail, and Hail gaped at her, laughing nervously. They clasped arms, and the hunter let out a ragged breath. “Did you just put me on a level with a god? Though after what happened outside the shield… I guess we’re all smaller than I thought, even the gods.” 
 Isavel laughed, but the urge to know what had happened - to understand it just a tiny bit more - quickly overpowered her. Had anyone else seen Ada? “What - what did you see?” 
 Hail’s eyes widened. “The world… bent. You just walked out there, and everything that came bent around you. And then you reached for the shield and it cracked like a dry old eggshell. Isavel - what  was  that?” 
 She bit her lip. She  knew  Ada had been there with her, but maybe that was for her eyes only. “I don’t know. But… I wasn’t alone.” 
 Isavel looked down to her left hand, and strung the locator stone back up around her neck, letting it bounce in its place. Hail watched her, quietly, and said nothing. Isavel wouldn’t have known what to say either. 
 She lay a hand on Hail’s shoulder, and together they turned to the ship. “Back to Earth, then. When you tell those kids about a bigger world -” 
 Hail glanced at the ship, and around them at the carcass. “If anything, Isavel, you keep showing me just how tiny everything I know really is. Let’s… let’s see this ring, first, up close.” 
 Isavel grinned, giddy with the end of a world. 
 The crowd parted around her as she made for the starship, the third Isavel had ever seen. It was vastly more impressive than the piece of garbage that had taken Ada away from her. Thank the gods. It shimmered and flexed and moved smoothly, lines of light between chrome ridges, a creature from a future long past stirred into waking memory. 
 She turned around and looked for her companions, and found them all elbowing through the crowd after her. The five earthlings who had survived the trek across Mars. The two martians who had survived alongside them. She thought she saw other shapes moving through the crowd towards her; she had time. Not a great deal, but some. No sign of Sulakaz, though, and that did give her pause. 
 When Sam and Tanos found her, they both embraced her, and she laughed and wordlessly pushed them towards the maw of the ship. 
 Zoa walked past her with a prolonged stare, and at the last moment she spared a nod. Yarger looked around himself, at the smoke and the sky and the crowd, and for the first time she saw the silent young Firstblood properly wonder what in the worlds he was doing. But he too boarded the ship. 
 Kelena looked content, taking in Isavel and the ship all as one. “The Red Swords have done so much. Lived so many lives. The youngest of us have been forced to live knowing nothing we do is new.” She shook her head. “This is new.” 
 “An unimaginable need, you said?” 
 Kelena’s face lightened to a bit of a smile as she gripped the hilt of the sword. “Yes. I imagine there is plenty unimaginable, out there.” 
 The martian climbed up into the ship, and that absence bothered her again. She looked around, hoping that nothing had happened. 
 And there it was, pulsing across the ruins like a liquid snake, darkness billowing around its edges, eyeless sight fixed on Isavel. Sulakaz. It had earned its name here, on this distant red world, but it was not a creature of this world. It was not a creature of any world. She had no control over it and knew nothing of its thoughts, but she trusted it to mean well. 
 It was vast, slithering over the carcass of the god - consuming parts of it, she realized. But it understood what was going on. She did not need to say anything for it to shrink and slip past her into impenetrable recesses within the bowels of the ship. It left behind an unnaturally smooth trail of crushed god dust, and brought with it unknowable knowledge and power. 
 Isavel and Hail followed. And behind them came others - many mirrans, who she beckoned towards the promise she had made them. But also more martians than she expected. The world was changing, and for some that was reason enough. And as she stood in the centre of that ship, under black ribbing that shimmered with blue and white of lights she had yet to understand, they crowded in around her. They stood, they sat, they knelt, and they stared at this strange thing come from out beyond their barren skies. 
 And soon enough there was no more room, and the ship began to close its mouth, and someone clapped Isavel on the shoulders. She spun around to find Dejah song Olympus, her face bruised and her left arm a bleeding gash, still somehow grinning. Tharrak was behind her, shaking his head at Dejah’s voice, no less boisterous than usual. “Isavel whatever your name is, you owe me a new fucking ship and a new fucking arm.” 
 Isavel laughed, and she set the greenish glow of her hands to work on the latter as a shudder passed through the metal floor. The large inner space was ribbed with seats, and people cautiously took places. Isavel mended Dejah’s ruined martian flesh, but as she realized the ship was rising she had a thought. 
 “Gods. Or ship. Whoever is listening - let us see Mars, first, before we go to Earth.” 
 The ship answered, flat and clear in a single voice. “Of course, Arbiter. Upon arrival on the ring, your martian passengers will need targeted medical treatment to ease the discomfort of Earth-standard gravity. Until the process is complete, they should remain on the ship.” 
 She nodded, and as the last of Dejah’s wounds closed and the woman stopped wincing as much, the walls along the edge of the ship disappeared. Everyone inside - a hundred of them perhaps, all together - jumped, and those nearest the edges seemed to lean into the ship, as though worried they might fall. 
 Mars slowly fell away as the ship pulled up. They watched the atmosphere grow thin, the sky grow dark, the red globe now only taking up half the sky. The ship pulled away from the planet, and martians and earthlings alike truly saw Mars for the first time in their lives. One small red dot in a great black cosmos, mottled with crimsons and purples and pinks, strange flora and seas reflecting an essence written into the world by long-dead ancestors. A small red dot that had changed the course of history, more than once. A small dot most of them had spent their entire lives on. 
 The universe was so, so much larger. And there was something larger still, some flickering light inside her, desperately cast forth a thousand years ago, that was going to set the stars on fire. If she could only come to understand it. 
 As blue spindles of hard light began to extend outward, connecting to form a ring around the ship, Hail stared at the first planet she had ever seen. “I think the gods finally  are  on our side.” 
 Isavel laughed again. She was right. 
 The gods really were on their side. And that reminded her of an old promise. 
 Ada had better look to the skies; it was time to send a sign. 
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