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      For you with messy lives
    

    
      For you with reckless hopes
    

    
      For you with simple joys
    

    
      For you who persist
    

    



      
    

    
      Foreword
    

    
      I’ve learned what our words once meant; what they still mean to some. “Human,” for example - I know we are not the same things that words once meant. But we are what we are, and the words followed us along. So it is with many things.
    

    
      The translations give our machines fits, now that we have agreed that our similar words mean differently. I can tell you of gods and mortals, of angels and demons, of magic and machine, and what will those words mean to you? I cannot truly know.
    

    
      So why am I writing this down? Who will read it? Not my people, or not many of them. We were never much for reading, you now know. These other people, perhaps - but will they understand? I doubt it, not fully. Will they care? Maybe. Maybe not in the ways I’d like. I can write for them, but I cannot read for them.
    

    
      You? This is the strange thing about writing, as I have learned it. Your words can find their way, unchanged, all the way to a people you cannot imagine, in a time you cannot foresee, in a world whose air you have never breathed. I dream, sometimes, of who you might be; what you might think; whether you might care. I hope you exist. I hope you are well.
    

    
      In truth, I write for myself.
    

    
      I write because I was not always there, and I did not understand. And when it was all over, I asked, and I listened, and I thought. And now I write, to give order to what I have heard, to try to make sense of it all, for myself.
    

    
      I write because it burns.
    

    
      I write because what Ada and Isavel did, it broke something inside me. And I want to trace the cracks, and see for myself whether they have the shape I suspect.
    

    
      Like cracks in eggshell.
    

    
      There are other stories to tell. More than will ever be told. I tell this one not because it is the one to guide, or impress, or thrill or enlighten or comfort you. I tell it because it is the one that changed me.
    

    
      I hope I am not done changing.
    

    
      I certainly know change is not done with us. I still see them standing there, on the edge of the world, wings flared as they face the universe. As the universe faces them.
    

    




      Chapter 1
    

    
      Ada Liu had not thought negligence could be merciful. She had not considered that decrepitude, stagnation, or decay might be protective. She still felt it wasn’t - not in small moments, not in the deep time of the cosmos. But here in the middling, mundane world she lived in, there might be a mercy in negligence. That terrible mercy lay in her mind, considered again and again over a day’s worth of warp travel, spotlit by the fires of a burning world.
    

    
      The simple, monstrous fact that, if only humanity had never grown, never spread new wings, never taken flight… the Haints never would have struck them. If only they had died in the nest, been born in the grave, been entombed in the cradle.
    

    
      They would have been safe. The millions of Chang’e never would have burned.
    

    
      Because they, and all their ancestors who died well and peaceful before them, would never have been born.
    

    
      What a price to pay.
    

    
      Ada Liu slammed into space far enough from Tlaloc for the entire resplendent world to bloom in her field of view, hanging aglitter under the nearby sun, a vast sapphire swaddled in mist and moss. Teeming with millions - 
      billions
      , her ship Cherry told her - of sapient lives.
    

    
      All guilty of the sin of life.
    

    
      There was a fury in Ada’s heart, coiled and ready to lash out, and if 
      she 
      had dragon’s blood in her veins she did not doubt she would be spewing fire. But instead her lungs were dry with the ashes of Chang’e and the dust of the Haint tombworld. She was one woman, with one ship. For all that she was the First Sorceress of Earth, she was not a thing that could stare down an apocalypse. Not alone, and not with anything that lived in these strange worlds so far from Earth.
    

    
      Much as she wanted to think she 
      wasn’t 
      alone; much as she wanted to think there 
      was 
      still someone out there, thinking of her, reaching for her; much as hazy visions and a fainting spell on the Haint homeworld might have convinced her she had someone by her shoulder; much as the locator stone, dim pebble that it was, still weighed heavily in her suit’s breast pocket… She was alone. The rest was dreams and madness.
    

    
      So here she was. Tlaloc, where her friends had fled. She couldn’t end the end of the world, but she could tell them what she’d found. She could see faces again, remember what was going to die when the skies burned again.
    

    
      Cherry’s voice filled her mind through their unspoken connection. 
      I have dealt with local SysSec traffic control. We are free to fly as you see fit. Where are we going?
    

    
      She breathed deeply, staring out across the planet, still alive and pristine, still 
      apulse
       with life not yet burnt to ash and glass. “Where’s Baoji’s ship?”
    

    
      A white blip answered in her field of vision, like a real star. It hovered over near the dark side of the world, though whether that was morning or evening she wasn’t sure yet. It was incredibly far, but Cherry was incredibly fast. 
      We should be able to reach it within fifteen minutes.
    

    
      Ada nodded, rearranging her fingers in the ship’s control grooves. As though the ship itself and the space around it were just extensions of her body, she flung them forward towards the planet. The sensation of pushing through space was soothing, but only on the shallowest level. It did nothing to calm the depths.
    

    
      You’ve been quiet, Ada. What are you thinking about?
    

    
      Worlds ending, futures closing, the weight of planets resting on a pinprick driving into her skull. The impossible task of giving new life to a dying civilization; all that was left to her, all she’d ever had. 
      “What do I tell them, Cherry?” She gritted her teeth. “There are too many Haints, and they’re too powerful. Do I just tell them… What? That they need to shut down their civilization and hope they’re spared?”
    

    
      What you should tell them depends on what you want to achieve. Disabling the jumpgates may provide some safety, even if temporary. This may give them room to hope.
    

    
      “Hope isn’t enough.” The planet was growing larger, looming ahead of her, filled with so little of the stuff.
    

    
      It is not sufficient. But it may be necessary. You would not fight to make a difference if you did not think a difference could be made.
    

    
      She thought about that. She wouldn’t? She had considered, once or twice, briefly, flicking away back to Earth and leaving the Union to its fate. That may be selfish, but selfishness was not the evil it was made out to be. And it was not why she hadn’t fled.
    

    
      Leaving the Union to its fate. The very thought meant that, if she stayed, she too had a hand in that fate. A small and ill-informed hand, perhaps, but a hand nonetheless.
    

    
      “I don’t know what to tell them.”
    

    
      Neither do I; I do not know them very well. Do consider that what you tell them is not just for their ears, but also for your own.
    

    
      At that, she allowed herself a flicker of a smile. Of course Cherry had limits to foresight and wise advice. In that she found some despair, but also some hope. They had no idea what to do next; in their uncertainty, they couldn’t know there 
      wasn’t 
      a way out of this. Who knew? Maybe the colonials had an idea. A Union of billions of humans and mirrans, cut off for a thousand years, must have learned a thing or two about adapting to difficulties.
    

    
      She could only hope.
    

    
      The atmosphere flowed around her in fire smooth like candlelight as they descended. A spray of mountainous islands glowed green under the beating sun, thick glossy vegetation saluting her from alongside rippling, crystalline waters between jutting islands. Ada knew, just from the colours and the sharpness of the sun jabbing in through the cockpit canopy, that this was a hotter place than she would be used to.
    

    
      Somebody reached out to her, but it wasn’t Baoji’s ship; she mentally flinched away, not yet ready to speak to another person, and Cherry quietly handled the comm. She was still mulling over the future she would fly for. The Haints had reduced one of the Union’s twelve worlds to a ball of death and ash; it was not implausible that more would follow. She couldn’t return to Earth for help - there was no fleet there, only a smattering of leftover ships, and in any case doing so would draw Haint attention to Earth. To the people there. People Ada did not want to watch burn.
    

    
      The Union couldn’t fight back; she was too small to do anything on her own, even with Cherry and all the code she could muster, code Haint veils would scatter like dust. Ada had walked the desiccated homeworld of the Haint progenitors and found no secret weaknesses in the Haints themselves. Only their forebears dead, their world uninhabited save useless lichens, their skies dreary, their tombs silent. 
      What, then, were her options?
    

    
      She still hadn’t figured that out when she came close enough to spot the settlement where Baoji had set down, and she heard her own reticence as she reached out to them. “Hey. Baoji, Elsa, Turou? Anyone -”
    

    
      “Ada!” It was Elsa’s voice that came through to her. “You’re alive!”
    

    
      “Yeah, 
      that’s 
      something I’m good at.” She scowled. “I’m coming down.”
    

    
      “Did you… what did you find?”
    

    
      She stared out at Tlaloc, its glittering shores and coastal jungles, and tried not to imagine everything burning the way Chang’e had burned, right before her eyes, devoured by a ring of fire, hundreds of millions of human and mirran lives - “I’m coming down.”
    

    
      Elsa paused for a moment. “Okay. Glad you’re back. See you soon.”
    

    
      She nodded, aware only a moment later that Elsa couldn’t see her. She wasn’t sure how glad they should be, yet. She was still hoping against hope that the next few seconds might be interrupted by a sudden good idea. She spun Cherry around the tiered series of rectangular, concrete landing pads, about half of them currently occupied by small ships. There was enough room near Baoji’s angular, yet-unnamed Peregrine-class ship for her to splay out four of her fighter’s six fins and find stable footing, and by the time she jumped out onto solid ground, the three colonials were waiting for her.
    

    
      They had all seen Chang’e burn with their own eyes, not two days ago, and they had all seen she couldn’t stop it. She was surprised, then, by the ferocity with which Elsa embraced her, made worse by the way Turou awkwardly joined the hug. She stood here, without answers, and their shorter statures and thinner builds reminder her that, in some way, they were counting on her. And she had nothing to show for it. Oddly, impossibly, she felt like she should be protecting them; but her extra height and muscle would do them no good against the Haints, and her brain was turning up blanks.
    

    
      It was a sad mercy when they let her go. Baoji refrained from embracing her, instead clasping both her forearms and gazing at her closely. She hoped she was only imagining the desperation in his furred mirran face as his ears and muzzle twitched. “What did you find?”
    

    
      She took a deep breath, glancing between the three of them. What story had she found worth telling? “I found the planet. I know 
      why 
      they’re coming for us. It’s not going to help.” She grimaced. “Gods, I haven’t eaten in… I’m hungry. Can we go inside?”
    

    
      “Of course.” Turou stepped back, his face falling a little as he pointed behind himself. “It’s my uncle’s house. He’s offworld for now. It’s… it’s nice.”
    

    
      “He might be offworld for good.” Baoji glanced at Ada. “Did you just get back to Union space? They might shut down the jumpgates.”
    

    
      Her eyes closed, and she sighed. “Cut each other off to cut off the Haints.”
    

    
      Elsa started fidgeting with the bun of her brown hair. “It’ll just buy a few decades. They’ve come for us at sublight before. Small mercy Tlaloc’s not closest to Chang’e.”
    

    
      They set off after Turou, shadows stretching long across the baking concrete of the landing pad. Ada considered this, realizing she didn’t have a clear idea of Union astrography. “Who 
      is
       closest to Chang’e?”
    

    
      “Vesta. Then Freyja, I think. Then -”
    

    
      “Vesta.” Repeating the name made Elsa fall quiet, but Ada’s mind stuck on that one. She knew somebody from Vesta. “Sanako was from Vesta.”
    

    
      “Was.” Elsa looked sideways, face tightened. “She didn’t make it.”
    

    
      It wasn’t a question, but a statement hoping to be shot down. Ada couldn’t do that. “She was on the 
      Empress 
      at Chang’e. After it… Felisha said nobody found her.”
    

    
      Baoji gave an awkward, sad expression. “As long as you didn’t see the body -”
    

    
      “Check with military admin.” Elsa gave Baoji a cold look. “Chang’e was a shitshow, but after a few days they should have logged chips off anyone they picked up from lifepods. If they didn’t log hers, you’ll know as good as you can.”
    

    
      She nodded, quietly certain she already did know. She had done what she could - she had gotten Zhilik out of there, after Union idiocy had put him in danger. She would need to find him, and soon. But for now she was in no mood to set off again, instead trying to focus on the small, simple things in front of her.
    

    
      Turou’s uncle lived in a relatively lavish space, a wide-open sort of home with polished stone floors and glassy tables interspersed with soft seating; in a way, it reminded her of the Mayor’s home in Hive. She was mildly disappointed not to find any pizza when they arrived, but they heat-fried bowls of tuber wedges, meat strips, and acidic vegetables all seasoned with tangy and bright and fresh tastes she was unfamiliar with. The novelty of it was a small comfort, as she explained over the meal what, exactly, she had found on the Haint homeworld.
    

    
      “So, not really the 
      Haint 
      homeworld.” She sighed, picking out another stick of fried potato with her chopsticks. “Their creators’ homeworld.”
    

    
      “Who are all dead.” Elsa was jabbing unenthusiastically at her food as well. “The Haints are just fucking guard dogs, and they don’t like us because we’re taking up space.”
    

    
      “Technically, because we might take up 
      more
      .” Turou gestured around them. “Which, you know, we have. The twelve are proof of the fact that we don’t stay put.”
    

    
      Baoji’s voice rumbled quietly. “The eleven. Down from the sixteen.”
    

    
      That silenced the four of them, and Ada glanced between them all. There was little they could do - certainly less than she could, which was already little enough.
    

    
      Elsa gave a pained grin. “The 
      sixteen
      . Fuck.”
    

    
      Baoji bit into some fried meat, ears halfway flat, as Turou stared pensively into a glass of something that tasted like lemons. “They killed three planets last time. Okay, four, I know nobody likes technicalities. But then they stopped. Maybe… maybe it’s a warning? A reminder?”
    

    
      Ada gritted her teeth. “Billions of dead aren’t just a 
      warning
      .”
    

    
      “No, but what are we going to do about it?” Elsa looked at her, a pleading glint in her eyes. “You say there’s no hive-brain to kill, nobody to negotiate with, no secret hole in their damned veils. Just thousands more Haints than we ever knew. You’re here commiserating with us. I imagine if you had some brilliant idea you’d be off to Freyja shouting at the Presidents about it.”
    

    
      She huffed through her nose, gobbling up one last bite of tangy-sauced tomato, onion, and meat without much pleasure. “You’re right.” She leaned back, crossing her arms, setting her chopsticks down angrily. “The Union can’t do anything - 
      I
       can’t do anything -”
    

    
      “I mean, that might not be true.” Turou frowned. “I know we didn’t exactly - well - they caught us by surprise, right? But if we close the jumpgates, we’ll have decades to prepare. Freyja has that shield, for one -”
    

    
      “The Svalinn has never been tested.” Baoji flicked his ears.
    

    
      “Ada has access to Earth tech.”
    

    
      At this, eyes did shift towards her, and she almost winced. Almost. It wasn’t just the thought of alerting the Haints to Earth’s awakening - there was something else. But that would do for now. “It’s a planet run by people who know nothing about any of this. The second I start ferrying Earth technology over here, it becomes a target with no means to defend itself.”
    

    
      Elsa glanced at her. “But we’re talking decades of time to -”
    

    
      “Assuming we blow the jumpgates.” Baoji also gave her a look. “Which we’ll probably do soon, but you never know. They won’t warn us.” He glanced up. “We should get home.”
    

    
      Turou looked at his old friend. “Elsa and I 
      are 
      from Tlaloc. But…” He grew quieter. 
      Home
      , for Baoji, had been Chang’e. “Did you get your family off?”
    

    
      “Of course. I cut a deal.” Baoji slowly mimicked a human nod. “They’re on Perun. I want to bring them here, before another damned evacuation command comes. They’d prefer the weather.”
    

    
      Ada lightly tapped her foot against the leg of the table. And when the Haints came for Tlaloc? If their only idea was for her to hand over Earth’s secrets to the Union, she would rather not ask that question aloud again. “I’m trying to think of a solution. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “You’re not going to think it sitting around a table with us.” Elsa shook her head, leaning forward. “All the Union might not be able to come up with a solution, and realistically it’s not like everyone’s brains are on the problem.”
    

    
      It was true - they were billions, and that might not matter. But Elsa was right the another point, too. Ada slowly started nodding. “What if everyone 
      was 
      at the table?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Who? You mean Earth?”
    

    
      “No, I mean everyone in the Union. Not just your armies and leaders - all of them.”
    

    
      “Why not Earth?” Elsa peered closely at her. “What’s to say they won’t come for Earth when they’re done with us? We could use -”
    

    
      “
      No
      .” Ada said it as firmly as she could, but she couldn’t meet Elsa’s eyes. “Nobody on Earth can help anyway. Nobody knows anything. We don’t have fleets. I mean the 
      whole 
      Union. I’m telling you what I found - but I can tell 
      everyone
      , can’t I?” She tilted her head a little, unnecessarily except for the others’ sake. “Cherry? We can show everyone everything we found.”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice gently hummed from her suit. “Yes. I can prepare a suitable package of information covering all our observations of the Haint homeworld and dispositions, and release it across all networks.”
    

    
      Ada looked across the other three, and she saw some level of hesitation in all those faces, Elsa’s perhaps most dramatically - but just as the former lieutenant opened her mouth to speak, Baoji cut her off. “Do it.”
    

    
      “What?” Elsa’s panic increased. “You can’t just -”
    

    
      Turou glanced between Baoji and Elsa indecisively. “Baoji’s - well, everybody deserves to know. I don’t know if they can 
      help 
      -”
    

    
      “As many people as possible need to think about this. Maybe they know something I don’t.” Ada was glad at least one of them agreed. “Cherry - do it.”
    

    
      Elsa stood up. “Ada -”
    

    
      “Acknowledged.”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice seemed to lock off Elsa’s face, and after a moment Baoji chimed in with a hissing mirran laugh. “Well this is going to be fun.”
    

    
      Ada glanced at Elsa. “What are you worried about?”
    

    
      She sat back down again, scowling at her. “What do you care? You didn’t even listen. Now everyone suddenly learns the Haints are an endless fleet of AI ships - like 
      your 
      ship, by the way - that have conquered dozens of stars and have dozens, I don’t know, hundreds of wormships? I don’t know what people will do, neither do you, and that’s a problem. But not 
      your 
      problem, apparently.”
    

    
      Ada nodded along with her. “They’ll either do stupid things that will get them killed, when death is already coming for them anyway. Or 
      someone 
      will figure out 
      something
      , and we’ll be saved. Or something in the middle. I don’t see an issue. The worst that could happen is no worse than the end of the fucking world.”
    

    
      “What if somebody 
      does 
      figure out something that works - and somebody 
      else
      , somebody who shouldn’t know, fucks it up?” Elsa gestured vaguely, but the concept struck Ada cold. “What if this somehow fucks up a solution we 
      could have
       used, because the wrong people get involved first?”
    

    
      Ada scowled, opening her mouth to try to puzzle out an answer verbally, when devices on all three colonials started chirping. Turou was first to his, and she saw a flicker of a smile on his face. “Well, the truth is out there. Looks like Cherry literally shipped everybody the full data package.”
    

    
      Elsa didn’t even look at her device. “I hope this turns out the way you were expecting, Ada.”
    

    
      Baoji stood to retrieve something he’d been cooking in one of the appliances lining the kitchen wall. Ada breathed deeply, wishing she could say she had expectations in the first place.
    

    
      The stage looked bad for them, so she had to change the stage. If the new one wasn’t any better, or was even worse… She would keep fighting. She’d kick something else, set something else on fire. At some point, something would get in the Haints’ way - or would knock apart the Union so thoroughly the Haints stopped bothering. “I need to find some other people - Cherry, where’s Zhilik?” She closed her eyes. “And can you… I don’t know, ask about Sanako? If they found her… her?”
    

    
      “Should I communicate these requests to the appropriate authorities? Or would you prefer I bypass their digital security and retrieve the information directly?”
    

    
      “I - ” She glanced around the table, and Elsa was watching her tensely. “Try asking first. Let me know if they object.”
    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    
      Baoji returned with a plate of steaming something wrapped in thick green leaves. “So what 
      can’t 
      your ship do?”
    

    
      “Kill all the Haints?” Ada leaned forward, unsure at first whether she wanted to eat more, but the silky sweetness of whatever was in there slowly drew her in, especially when Turou started unwrapping one of the leaves. “We need better ships. More ships. Earth has better, but no more; you have more, but they’re crap.”
    

    
      Elsa sighed, taking one of the wraps as well. “We put up a good fight. We saved lives.” But her eyes were shaded in the simple fact that they had not saved enough.
    

    
      Ada found the food was some kind of sticky, dark red grain, with soft fruity things embedded inside. She wondered, as she bit into it, what alien things she had never seen were touching her tongue. It was sweet, surprisingly delicious -
    

    
      “Aliens.”
    

    
      The other three looked at her curiously, Turou prodding her further. “What aliens?”
    

    
      Her heart started beating faster as she remembered. “Aliens - there are other civilizations out there. Fighting the Haints. 
      Right now.
      ”
    

    
      Baoji’s ears flattened as he ate, but it was Elsa who spoke up. “Where? How many? Was that part of the data your ship sent out?”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice answered that. “Yes, I included starmaps and interpretations of the data suggesting -”
    

    
      “There’s a collection of systems right nearby. Same edge of Haint territory.” Ada pointed to the sky, though she may well be pointing in exactly the wrong direction. “I - I can go 
      there
      . I can ask 
      them 
      for help.” Now she was smiling. “What if 
      everyone 
      was at the table? Everyone the Haints are trying to kill. All of us. Every weird fucking civilization -”
    

    
      “Could you even bring them over?” Baoji frowned. “We’re going to shut down our jumpgates, so I don’t know how else they could reach us.”
    

    
      Elsa was nodding. “They 
      could 
      complement our fleets. But people aren’t going to want aliens showing up at their doorstep unannounced, and what exactly are any aliens going to get out of helping us, if they’re under attack too?”
    

    
      Turou sighed. “
      Aliens
      . There hasn’t been a real first contact since Earth and Mir. And the Haints, I guess.”
    

    
      “Hm.” Baoji almost growled, chewing away at a morsel of the steamed grain. “So far half the aliens species we’ve met are my friends and the other half want to obliterate our planets. Going fifty-fifty on number three sounds risky. What if they’re just as bad?”
    

    
      “Then we build them a jumpgate leading straight to the Haint homeworld and fucking throw them at each other. At least it’ll be a distraction.” Elsa was pepping up, as far as Ada could tell, and that was encouraging. “Ada - at this point, we’re running out of options.”
    

    
      “I’ll go.” She continued munching on her rice dumpling. “I just need to check on the others first. 
      Cherry - have you heard anything?
      ”
    

    
      “
      Zhilik was returned to Freyja
      . He is with the other mirrans from Earth.”
    

    
      Ada breathed a sigh of relief. He may be alive and well, but she wanted to go see him to make sure. “Okay. What about…?”
    

    
      “Sanako was found.” Ada’s heart skipped a beat, but Cherry’s next words did not help matters. “She is legally alive, but medical records indicate she suffered brain damage as a result of oxygen deprivation during decompression. She is currently comatose, showing no signs of recovery, in a groundside hospital on Freyja.”
    

    
      Cherry was speaking in the local language, so her words provoked similarly dark reactions from the others. Elsa reached out, in concern, but Ada snapped her hand away. “I guess I’m going to Freyja.”
    

    
      “Ada - I’ve seen people who’ve been spaced.” Elsa’s eyes softened. “It’s not usually -”
    

    
      “I’ll see for myself.” She grabbed the rest of the 
      dumpling
      , awkwardly stuffing some into her mouth, liking the nutty chew of the grain husks around the fruit. “You - staying here?” She should have waited, but chewing on the food was distracting. “Don’t do -”
    

    
      Two separate pieces of cooking equipment in the wall exploded. The lights went out. The flash of sparks caught her off-guard and Ada slowed time to a crawl, watching the shaded interior of the house dimly lit by the sunlight outside, watching ash and spoke spray from the walls, hearing the squashed rumble of thunder, and still tasting the sweet dumpling. What had happened? She snaked tendrils of sight all around her, looking for an enemy, but saw nothing.
    

    
      Cherry? What was that?
    

    
      An electrical overload. This is not a conventional attack.
    

    
      Sure enough, she saw nothing - no guns, no laser scorchmarks, no perpetrator. 
      Conventional? But it is an attack?
    

    
      It appears to have been caused by purposeful corruption of the code within electrical safety equipment.
    

    
      Who? Who’s attacking us?
    

    
      Not you.
       Cherry’s calm voice was a small thing, but enough for her to anchor her slowly mounting sense of panic, as time crawled on and revealed nothing. 
      Attacking is usually an act with a target, but it appears these attacks are intransitive.
    

    
      These attacks? More than one?
    

    
      Yes. Across the entire Union.
    

    
      She let go of her time dilation, swinging around to stare at the others. Desperately, stupidly, she chewed on her food as fast as she could before swallowing it down, while Elsa screamed and clawed at something on her head, ripping off the listening device that normally sat by her ear. “Damn it! Static - what -”
    

    
      “Everywhere.” Ada glanced between them, and something loud exploded in the distance. “Cherry said it was 
      everywhere
      .”
    

    
      Baoji was flicking furiously through a small screen on his inner forearm. “She’s right - this is some kind of cyberattack. I can’t tell what’s going on, but -” He sword in another tongue, freezing his hands above the screen. “Feed just died.”
    

    
      Something else cracked in the house, and after a second Ada smelled smoke. “Shit - fire. Listen, we -”
    

    
      Elsa was already moving past her, grabbing her shoulder. “She’s right. Fire. Go! The ship.”
    

    
      “The ship!” Baoji’s eyes widened as they stepped outside into the full sun. “It’s powered down, but -”
    

    
      A ship - not theirs - careened through the sky, diving towards a nearby building. At the last minute it pulled out of the dive and flew away, and a few seconds later something on its side exploded, and the ship limped towards the ground, trailing smoke.
    

    
      “Cherry, how’s Baoji’s ship?” Ada’s eyes widened. “Fucking gods, how are 
      you?
      ”
    

    
      “The attack is of no concern to me; it cannot interface with my systems, let alone bypass my defences. Baoji’s ship is powered down and inactive, so it is not yet in danger. I can deploy countermeasures to secure it while it is activated, so it cannot be tampered with.”
    

    
      Baoji nodded quickly. “Do it! What’s your name again - Cherry? What’s happening?”
    

    
      “The most likely scenario is that Umbra Ex, the viral infection left behind after the last Haint war, is reacting to the data we shared on the Haint homeworld. It appears to be preferentially targeting communications, perhaps to stop the flow of information.”
    

    
      Turou gaped at Ada, as though she were the one speaking. “By exploding kitchenware?”
    

    
      “Killing individuals causes panic, which psychologically disrupts effective communication and long-term planning.”
    

    
      They were just getting within sight of the landing pad. “I need to get to Freyja - you, where are you going?”
    

    
      Elsa glanced at the others. “My brother - if your ship can protect Baoji’s, I want to make sure he’s alright.”
    

    
      Cherry was already opening up, so Ada nodded quickly. “I’ll find you. Stay safe. Cherry -”
    

    
      “I will deploy countermeasures while their ship activates. We’ll need to remain close to the ship until they have completed their boot sequence.”
    

    
      Sirens sounded in the distance; more people were rushing to ships. She quickly hugged the others goodbye as the Peregrine started up, pausing for a moment with Baoji. “Baoji, are you ever going to name the damned thing?”
    

    
      At this he almost grinned, though his ears flattened a bit. “Already did. It’s the 
      Sangrila
      .” He sighed at her. “After the bar, on Chang’e. Not the original.”
    

    
      With that he stepped inside his ship; Turou watched him go, and muttered quietly. “I think he wanted to name it after the bartender. Just couldn’t bring himself to say her name out loud.”
    

    
      She couldn’t muster a good facial expression for that; she knew full well what he meant. The only mercy was that nobody seemed to expect one of her, even Elsa, as she gave Ada a brief hug.
    

    
      She turned and hopped into Cherry, letting the smooth, glassy cockpit seal shut around her, and breathed deep. “Are they safe?”
    

    
      As safe as they can be, given the circumstances. The world is dangerous.
       The honesty, like the calm of the ship’s voice in her mind as they melded through the controls, was comforting.
    

    
      “What are we supposed to do?” She glanced out across the area as something flashed orange in the forest. “Cherry - we have to stop this. Can you, I don’t know, fix all their systems?”
    

    
      It would take a great deal of time to directly treat all the systems. The most effective method would be to create an autonomous predator-virus designed to clear out Umbra Ex on its own. I can prepare one in relatively little time.
    

    
      “Okay, good, so you make this predator, we let it loose, it wipes out Umbra Ex…” As she mulled over the situation, a chill descended her spine. “The Haints will know 
      we 
      did it, right? You, the one ship that’s weirdly more advanced than anything in the Union.”
    

    
      They may draw this inference.
    

    
      “They’d have to. All these systems are a network - if you inject a predator-virus, they’re going to know you did it, and in any case after a thousand years of the Union not even noticing Umbra Ex existed and the damned thing spying on them, it’ll be clear newcomers are involved if it suddenly gets wiped. That’s us.”
    

    
      She gritted her teeth, hovering in the sky, trying to think as the world fell apart. And then Elsa called from the 
      Sangrila
      . 
      Her voice was shaking. “Ada. Are you seeing this?”
    

    
      Ada glanced outside, and she was seeing plenty - fires, smoke, flickers of light where there shouldn’t be any. Was this only going to get worse, or was it going to settle down? “What, exactly, are you seeing?”
    

    
      “Vesta. They’re there.”
    

    
      “What?” She looked dumbly to the sky for a second as she and Cherry rose through the atmosphere. “Cherry, what is she -”
    

    
      Public broadcasts that are still running say the Haint wormship has broken through one of the jumpgates in the Vesta system. Another Haint fleet is jumping in. The wormship will reach firing range in two days; for reasons I cannot explain, it entered through the most distant of the three jumpgates in the system.
    

    
      Ada’s heart froze. So soon? “It’s - it’s only been a few - two fucking 
      days?
       Is this real, or is this Umbra Ex fucking with us?”
    

    
      Elsa did not sound well. “Either way, the evacuation order looks as official as it can - the emergency broadcast system is a separate network and it still seems normal.”
    

    
      Cherry confirmed this. “The network Elsa is referring to is largely isolated. It may yet be breated by Umbra Ex activity, but I haven’t detected any modifications yet. Most attacks seem to be targeting firmware directly inside active equipment.”
    

    
      “We’ll probably only get one good run at the planet, maybe two. But our ships are fucked - Ada, what you did for our ship - is there any way -”
    

    
      “No.” She snapped the words out quickly enough that Elsa seemed caught off guard, and winced as she clarified. “We could do something, but if the Haints know we’re the ones who fought Umbra Ex, that paints a target on Earth.”
    

    
      “Ada, for fuck’s sake, I know you’re worried -”
    

    
      “I’m not doing it.” She huffed, looking out on the verdant coastline of this tiny part of Tlaloc. “Elsa, is there 
      anything 
      in the Union that can fight this kind of fight? I can blow things up but this is 
      not 
      that kind of fight.”
    

    
      It was Baoji who responded, as the 
      Sangrila
       
      rose past her towards the upper atmosphere. “Government wants to control the information flow, so everything is networked. This thing has claws in every system except illegal junk like this ship, and maybe military systems and things like the emergency broadcast network. Nothing that can fight a cyberwar against an alien virus.”
    

    
      “Actually…” Elsa sounded excessively cautious. “Illegal junk. Fuck me, this is a terrible idea.”
    

    
      “What?” Ada oriented her ship towards the 
      Sangrila
      , even though that did nothing for the comm. “Elsa, when the alternative is the Haints burning more fucking planets, there aren’t any bad ideas.”
    

    
      “There are off-network systems that… I don’t know if any of them would be any help. Ada, remember when I told you about illegal AIs? How I raided AI cults?”
    

    
      Her heart skipped a beat. “Yes - you people hate robots. You have 
      secret 
      robots?”
    

    
      “Yeah, but they weren’t built for 
      this
      . At least I don’t think so. And they’re illegal - it’s not like I know where to find most of them.”
    

    
      “Most?”
    

    
      The grumbling was almost audible. “There are… suspects that certain CitySecs keep track of. I need to talk to my brother about it. He’s okay, I just got hold of him, but -”
    

    
      “We’re off to Vesta.” Baoji sounded grim. “Sounds like Umbra Ex is inconsistent - some ships are making a go. Others can’t make it. Ada, every hour we aren’t evacuating -”
    

    
      She cut him off. “We never could have evacuated enough. Go. Elsa, find me some secret AI. We can’t save the day, but let’s see if we can at least save the fucking hour.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter 2
    

    
      The ship settled in the heart of a vast cavern of metal and light, a silken screen of sunshine rewoven far above their heads. Here they were, standing on the ring, the crown of Earth and the throne of its gods.
    

    
      Isavel Valdéz peered outside the window at the barren hall, her curiosity resting on a slightly unmade bed of discomfort. It felt little different from any other ancient ruin, if a bit cleaner.
    

    
      The ship’s passengers - largely a contingent of martians, who had recoiled from the windows at the first side of Earth with whispers about seas of blood - were now recoiling from a door in the side of the ship that had lit up. Isavel took several quick steps to block them from it nevertheless, and breathed deeply as the door hissed open, letting in the indistinguishably odorless air of the gods.
    

    
      “Isavel?” She turned to find Hail frowning at her. “Are you expecting trouble?”
    

    
      She shook her head, gesturing at the martians. “Not from the gods, but for them, yes.” She bounced a bit on the balls of her feet, an easy and slow motion in the martian gravity of the ship. “They grew up on a world that weighs nothing. The ship warned us that the ring felt like Earth - if they step out, it’s going to hurt.”
    

    
      Hail flicked at the tips of her hair, which still floated strangely in the low gravity, and sucked in a deep breath. “Of course. Right.” She crossed her arms and looked away from Isavel. “I know I should feel sorry for them, but personally I can’t wait to not feel like I’m about to fall into the damned sky.”
    

    
      The hunter’s face was hard to read - difficult, and more painful for the things Isavel thought she saw there. She had dragged Hail to another planet, almost gotten her killed, and let her get too close before pushing her away. All of that was painted in the shadows under the hunter’s eyes, and they were too dark for her taste.
    

    
      So she turned to face the gods instead, somewhere on their ring. The door was wide open, and she stepped up to the edge. “Gods on the ring - you there? Where am I going?”
    

    
      “A guide will lead you to the primary data center.” The polyphonic voice of the gods petered across the air to her ears.
    

    
      Isavel glanced back into the ship, finding Sam and Tanos and trying to give a wry smile. “I hope we didn’t get too used to jumping onto rooftops.”
    

    
      Tanos started to frown. “See anybody?”
    

    
      She glanced out, but she saw none of the dangerous people Ada had apparently claimed lived on the ring. There was a single metallic golem, standing unnaturally still; nothing else resembled a human. The gods, true to their word, had kept the landing area clear. “We’ll be fine.”
    

    
      The polyphonic voice chimed in. “Please note that the inhabitants of the ring are in a period of strife. We have secured this landing site against conflict, but beyond this area, our general policy is -”
    

    
      “To do nothing.” That was, after all, part of why they were in this mess. She raised her right foot to step off the ship.
    

    
      “Please mind the gravity gradient.”
    

    
      She eyed the modest gap between the ship’s floor and the ring’s - no higher than her shin. She tried to mind it as she stepped off, but it really didn’t look like that big a deal.
    

    
      And yet it was. As her body passed through the frame she was suddenly slammed down onto the ground, face-first, instinctively reaching for her dragon’s gift to slow the fall. She hit the metal floor gently enough, but the surprise startled her, and after so many days on Mars she felt like somebody had buried her in wet blankets.
    

    
      “Isavel! Are you okay?”
    

    
      It took her a moment to remember that this was 
      normal
      . She had indeed grown used to easy Mars. She was breathing faster as she sat upright and turned to answer Sam; she thought the ghost might be grinning a little, and Tanos certainly was, so she smiled. “Heavy as hell. Which the martians probably think it 
      is
      .” She pulled herself up, which was neither a true struggle nor altogether pleasant, leaning more on her dragon’s gift than she probably needed to. “I’ll stand here to catch you, just -”
    

    
      There was barely any warning as the explosion of blast churned forth from the ship. In moments it was floating in mid air just beyond Isavel, hanging from nothing like a vine of dark lightning, bobbing as though it were a thing of flesh and not a living flash of magic. Sulakaz was free, ink made smoke, and suddenly the wraith was darting around the hangar bay, apparently utterly unimpeded by gravity.
    

    
      She watched it for a moment before turning to her companions. “Or just do that?”
    

    
      Tanos grinned and, perhaps shorn of caution by levity, flailed as he leaned out of the ship, crashing into Isavel faster than she expected him to fall. Sam laughed but held back for a moment while Hail stumbled forward, a bit more carefully, to help. Despite sticking a hand out first to test the heavier gravity, the hop still caught her off guard, and she tumbled as well.
    

    
      As Isavle reached for both of them and helped them stand as they panted and gasped, Sam sat down on the ship’s floor, settling her legs to the ground, essentially standing onto the ring. She swayed, but didn’t fall, making Isavel and hopefully the other two feel foolish.
    

    
      They were not the only earthlings on the ship, but Zoa was nowhere to be seen. She and Yarger had stayed as far as humanly possible from Isavel throughout the relatively short trip to Earth and to the ring. Instead, it was the martians who were beginning to cluster around the door, and Isavel raised her hand and locked eyes with Kelena, who stood first among them.
    

    
      “Don’t step out, not until the gods have given your bones whatever extra strength they promised. It’ll be too much.”
    

    
      Kelena, one hand on the hilt of the Red Sword, doubtless communing with the artifact’s depths, looked deeply puzzled; more than Isavel thought she should be at the sight of an empty metal cavern.
    

    
      Dejah song Olympus was not prone to puzzlement. She shoved past Kelena and tried getting out the same way Sam had; Kelena belatedly reached to stop her, but Dejah shifted forward and immediately collapsed into a trembling heap on the ground with a scream.
    

    
      Isavel and Sam both swept towards her and heaved her up, quickly stuffing the lanky martian back into the ship with Kelena’s help, as the mad barge leader tried to shout but croaked instead. “Crimson’s bloody fucking -”
    

    
      “This is just like Earth.” Isavel’s eyes moved across the nearest martians. Others she knew had followed closely; Tharrak stared out in some measure of awe, and she wondered whether the former bard might be tempted to capture the ring in verse. Kelena stared at Dejah oddly, with a wisp of a smile, as Isavel address the group of them. “I’ll be as quick as I can. Don’t let any strangers on the ship.”
    

    
      “You grew up like this?” Dejah’s humour had returned, a little, but she still looked frazzled. “It’s no wonder you’re so short.”
    

    
      Isavel’s lip curled, and she pointedly gave the martian a firm pat on the knee, her skin and nerves rebelling from the bizarre sensation of transitioning from Earth to Mars gravity halfway down her arm. “And strong.” One last glance across the martian faces - most of the human enough, some furrier and decidedly not so. “Stay put. I’ll be back.”
    

    
      As she stepped away from the ship, fighting an absurd inclination to hobble under the heavier gravity, the golem that had been passively waiting for her raised its 
      hand in
       greeting. She saw, in flickers of memory, all the golems she’d destroyed in the past, and those that had tried to destroy her.
    

    
      “Arbiter Valdéz, please follow me.” It sounded as blandly neutral as she could imagine. “I will lead you to the seat of the gods.”
    

    
      She noticed the singular pronoun - 
      you 
      was her, and her alone. “My companions are coming as well.”
    

    
      She had not specifically thought of the wraith, but Sulakaz flickered over and briefly draped itself around the golem, popping back to silhouette it like some kind of cloak, then coursing around it in a frantic blur. Isavel instinctively took a step to shield the other three, but the wraith was gone again in a second, and the golem seemed unfazed, simply nodding.
    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    
      She peered at Sulakaz as it continued clinging to seemingly random bits of wall, and it seemed the gods, at least, were somewhat fazed. “What is that code construct? It appears to be phenomenologically conscious. Is it a companion?”
    

    
      She waved the golem away, and it took the cue well and set off. The wraith bounced ahead now, swirling like black wine in glass. She wondered, with a little concern, at its sudden hyperactivity. “A companion? Sure. But I don’t know what else to tell you. It’s a wraith; a new thing.”
    

    
      She wished gods had faces, but all they had was stoicism. “New. Very well. Please be aware that there are local inhabitants of the station clustered outside the nearby exit. We must pass by them, but in recent weeks we have reinforced norms against attacking automatons, so they likely pose little danger.”
    

    
      That reassurance instead made the others tense up; godhood was not much for trust anymore, not after they’d seen a god die in the sands of Mars. Azure had not been that terrible a monster, in the end - just a very large, very entrenched inconvenience. A petty, small-minded god, flawed in its systems, that preyed on mortal wards. Anything could die if you cut it in the right place.
    

    
      So she had cut, because she was a weapon.
    

    
      She’d been right about that, in the end - her only mistake had been in whose weapon she was. The gods had not made her, and even when she had tried to follow their path for her, they had not wielded her. She was her own sword, hands on her own hilt.
    

    
      And now she stood here, on the ring of the gods of Earth.
    

    
      Isavel was not worried. She followed close behind the golem as it made for a door on the edge of the hangar, the other three keeping close behind her.
    

    
      The door snapped open, and indeed revealed a huddling of people - skin mostly pale brown, but their hair a riot of all the mammalian colours and more besides. Collectively they had the body language of people startled out of a shouting match, a sense underscored by the sharp weapons they were brandishing. She was not inclined to fight them, but luckily when they saw the golem they backed off at once, barely giving these strange humans a glance.
    

    
      The golem kept a steady pace without stopping or slowing, while Sulakaz flowed over all their heads erratically and haltingly, stopping here and there as though to smell flowers spelled out in the electricities of other dimensions, before vanishing into the network of corridors ahead, yanking startled gasps from these locals but little else.
    

    
      She looked at these ring-dwellers more closely; she’d yet to hear them speak. She counted jagged black marks painted over the sides of some faces, like whiskers or wings or something else; many others were unadorned. “Can you understand me?”
    

    
      One of the black-painted ones responded in an utterly incomprehensible language, which was answer enough. From the tone, it might have been a question, so she frowned and shook her head.
    

    
      “What are they saying?”
    

    
      “There is a cultural crisis on the station, unintentionally precipitated by Arbiter Liu. Their cosmological disagreements are resulting in sporadic violence.” The golem did not need to face her for the gods’ voice to reach her clearly; indeed, it was hard to say if it was coming from the golem or the ceiling above.
    

    
      Tanos hurried up to the golem nevertheless. “Ada was here - like, 
      right 
      here?”
    

    
      “Yes, she landed in the same bay. Her presence echoed certain mythological narratives, and upset them in ways leading to a schism.”
    

    
      Isavel smirked a little - if Ada had been here, it was no surprise she had upset somebody. She glanced back to the locals, who were now following them with expressions somewhere between hostile and brave; Sam had hurried in front of them now, keeping Isavel between herself and the locals, while Hail eyed them unhappily. “They’ve lived here since the Fall?”
    

    
      “Yes. They make basic use of the proprioceptive interfaces in ships that remain from that era, but they are generally unable to disable basic safety locks on more advanced travel and warfare capabilities.”
    

    
      They flew ships. Simple clothes, simpler weapons, gods only knew what myths and stories, but they lived on a ring around the world and flew across the void. It was strange; but strangeness was starting to feel quite welcome, in Isavel’s mind. If she wanted to fly amongst the stars, could they help? “I’d like to speak with them later. Can you translate?”
    

    
      Brightly-lit, well-maintained corridors were giving way to what looked like a broad atrium up ahead. “We will arrange for communications devices for you all.” Somewhere in that atrium, people were shouting, and 
      she rather wished
       she had translations 
      now
      .
    

    
      When she stepped into the atrium, though, Isavel found she didn’t need a translator at all. She was struck by a flash of pink, a grove of blooming cherry trees set into a very shallow, flowing sort of pond. Petals were falling, always falling as they always did. Something dark rose in the middle of the grove, but the chaos around the trees was entirely human and mundane.
    

    
      Water ran red, people struggled and lunged and grappled, and suddenly the folk who had been following her group rushed past, some to join the fighting and others to grab at her arms. The golem spun around and frightened them off, but Isavel caught one man’s gaze before he dove into the mess. Dark-haired, with round features and black marks up the side of his face amidst a patchy beard, he gave her an odd, angry, frustrated sort of pleading look.
    

    
      The tone of the shouting shifted considerably when its subject moved from violence to Sulakaz - for the wraith too had found this place and stopped. Something here was to its liking.
    

    
      That something stood in the middle of the cherry grove, and to the startlement of her companions made her laugh out loud. It was clearly an effigy - black-clad, vaguely human shaped, spreading six black wings from what must be its back. It could not have been clearer who had left a mark here.
    

    
      Isavel stepped closer to the rain of pink petals. And she flickered out wings, white wings, in a sixfold pattern to match the effigies. 
    

    
      That 
      got their attention. At this, the golem finally stopped to wait, and the locals grew uneasy, stepping away from her, their grappling and attempts to stab each other slowing. She watched each petal swept away by the water, into grooves along the edges of the pond. She stepped into the water, letting it wash away the last martian dust from her feet, approaching the thing that couldn’t possibly not be a vision made material of Ada and her ship.
    

    
      She smiled, and reached out to touch the black fabric, wrapped and bundled around something inside to hold up its shape. Pale pink petals clung to it, here and there, where hands or gusts of wind had dropped them. That Sulakaz clung to it like a haze of texture, so close that it did little to disrupt the effigy’s silhouette, was only more confirmation.
    

    
      As she watched it, Sulakaz began 
      to pick
       petals off the effigy, strands of code rippled across its surface, and the wraith budded out little pink fronds that quickly melted back into the black. The silence around them grew, and she saw a few pairs of eyes looking to her, hesitantly, as 
      though
       for reassurance. Most of all, the ones with the black marks.
    

    
      She did not understand their fighting, what they cared about, what they were bleeding for. But there was a truth to be known, here; they might as well know it. So she struck her right fist to her heart, and with a flicker of the pathfinder’s gift melded her wings to match the statue’s black. That provoked mutters and calls, but none she could answer. All she could do was show them that she was not here by coincidence. There was a thread that connected her to whatever had happened before.
    

    
      Let them make of that what they would. She had gods to see.
    

    
      As she stepped back out of the grove, water splashed as some fled deeper into the ring, while the face-marked locals flocked to the effigy and stared at 
      Sulakaz
      , still fawning over Ada’s crude likeness. Just as Isavel thought she had seen the scene in its entirely, the wraith fanned out branches on either side. Its black tendrils rippled with pale pink fronds, and a voice carried through the atrium, its volume far disproportionate to its tone.
    

    
      “Chaos be with me.”
    

    
      Isavel cringed, viscerally bothered. Hadn’t she asked the damned wraith not to do that? Not to repeat Ada’s words back at her? She did not want to think too closely about how much of Ada was in Sulakaz, and yet now, especially here -
    

    
      With a smash and a crack and a hissing of wind, Sulakaz shot up the atrium with all the languor of lighting, up to the great glassy ceiling and blue-green Earth beyond, and broke through. Or, that must have happened, for amidst the flash of black was a sudden pull of air, a loud crack, and before she had truly grasped the motion the wraith was 
      out 
      and the glass ceiling was sporting a single pallid whorl where, she could only guess, a small puncture had been melted shut.
    

    
      For the briefest of seconds Sulakaz stared back down at them all from beyond the glass, a vast cloud of black chaos warbling stellar clusters of pink, and then it vanished.
    

    
      “Arbiter Valdéz, we can neutralize -”
    

    
      “No.” She stepped further away from the grove, where the effigy’s defenders had clustered around its base and were murmuring amongst themselves. “No, leave it be.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      She bit her lip, shaking her head. “The things I understand aren’t enough to fight the things I don’t. We might need it.”
    

    
      “Very well.” The golem set off, her companions strung out awkwardly between her and it until she caught up. But she thought about it, and wondered if it really was very well.
    

    
      If the gods could neutralize Sulakaz, perhaps it was not quite the power she thought. Or they were mistaken, in which case it was even more dangerous for how it tricked them. But either way, she had learned something on Mars, standing across the dust and rust from a godshell nobody knew how to break.
    

    
      Sometimes, when circumstances seemed insurmountable and all the rules were stacked against her, the only way to forge ahead was to tear apart and reweave the circumstances, to unravel the rules themselves. She did not know how to fight the things coming for Ada, but she knew they operated in a world without Sulakaz, so she would throw the wraith at them; so she would throw her own strange self into the fight; so she would break the technophage, end the reign of the gods, light the silence on fire, take every strange and weird and unknown thing of Earth and throw it into the universe.
    

    
      So she would hunt down the magic that had hunted her down on Mars. The thing that could make scrap metal of gods.
    

    
      And if she did it right, if she pushed hard enough, all the stars would change. The world wouldn’t know what was what anymore, and in that chaos she would smile. It was familiar terrain to her. She didn’t know much, but she knew that.
    

    
      At that thought she did smile, and whispered it back. “Chaos be with me.”
    

    
      That was the true wonder, the true thing that could disrupt what was known. Beyond Earth was a world where, Ada said, forces were converging that could destroy them all. That was the world Ada knew, and it was also the world their enemy knew. 
    

    
      It was up to Isavel, then, to unleash a power they did not know. A power to bend space and break rules. A power to coil through time and hammer the future with the full force of the past.
    

    
      A power that was not 
      hers
      , not exactly. That was not Ada’s, either. She had an odd sense that it was not their power; rather, that they were 
      its
      . Whatever power flowed between her and Ada had gnarled the world when 
      she had needed
       it. The incomprehensible force that had shattered a godshield had left her cold and alone again, but whatever it was was a 
      thing she
       did not want to go without.
    

    
      She’d done everything she should think of, but how to search for a thing without form? Or, stranger yet, she thought it did have a form - one of which she was part. How does a leaf search for its tree? It was not something she could find with eyes or fingers or pressing thoughts; it was gone, like it had never been, but it had to still be there. For all its power, for all the violence it had done to reality, it hadn’t even left an itch or a scratch she could anchor herself on.
    

    
      Cut off, she was just Isavel. A dragoness and a medic, her mother’s child and a warrior, a hunter and a corpse, a pathfinder and her father’s child and a Herald and a young fool.
    

    
      She was all those things. And - or - she was just one confused girl. All that was left. All there ever was.
    

    
      But maybe… maybe not all that ever 
      could 
      be.
       She knew where she had found it before; once, twice, maybe more times than she suspected. The locator stone, hanging around her neck, was still dim as she held it in her fingers. Somewhere, on the other side of thoughts it was strung to, was Ada. Not alone, yet so far away. So far away, yet not beyond reach.
    

    
      She had to find it. And she had to find Ada. But in order to find Ada, she needed this strange power first. Ada had very clearly warned that 
      something 
      from beyond, something that set worlds afire, was coming to consume them all. And she had asked Isavel, for the sake of Earth, to stay out of it. To stay quiet, to stay hidden, to forget her.
    

    
      Isavel Valdéz had the pathfinder’s gift, but she did not have a pathfinder’s inclination to hide. Whatever swarmed between her and Ada was going to burn.
    

    
      She wasn’t sure that power was 
      theirs
      . It felt too large for that. Perhaps, in truth, they were 
      its
      . That sense was vertiginous - she had to find Ada again. They’d figure it out.
    

    
      In the meantime, she didn’t need to understand it. She only needed to find it, and to throw it at these monsters from the beyond. She’d done it before. And here, nearing the seat of the gods, she would begin to hunt for it again.
    

    
      Through steel corridors alight with gently geometric code, up sloping ramps and gentle inclines, the golem led the way to a broad chamber and came to a halt. A single smooth piece of ancient machinery dominated the room’s architectural core, covered in bright, glowing displays of writing and intricate geometries; it grabbed Tanos’ attention, and Sam watched over it and him in equal measure, while Hail kept a cool eye on the golem as it tucked itself quietly into a wall and vanished.
    

    
      Isavel walked straight past it all. She had no interest in machines; but a heart was something she could point a sword at, and the thing beyond the machine was a throbbing heart if she had ever seen one.
    

    
      A cavernous space filled with rows upon rows of tiny metal leaflets, anatomy veined 
      through
       with faint glimmers of code, rippled its light and energy in patterns esoteric and disorienting.
    

    
      She did not need to be told, but she was told all the same. “Welcome to the seat of the gods, Arbiter Valdéz.” Lights on the walls pulsed towards those countless metal leaflets, towards this metal heart of electric souls. “This, here, is all that we are.”
    

    
      She leaned on the railing, and alongside her was the bewildered daughter of the south and the stubborn daughter of the north, the dragoness with scales and teeth, all her selves leaning all together.
    

    
      She glanced at them, and thought she saw the medic meet her eyes, before looking back down. She was not alone, as she stood here before… 
      this.
    

    
      All that was left, of destiny and divinity. All there ever was.
    

    




      Chapter 3
    

    
      The 
      Sangrila 
      was well out into space, though it would be many hours before Ada’s companions crossed the jumpgate into a hostile system, to try and rescue what few dozens or hundreds they could. Ada couldn’t go with them - not yet.
    

    
      “This is it? One guy.”
    

    
      Elsa did not sound any happier about it. “My brother said this is your best bet. We’re pretty sure he’s got advanced AI on an offgrid network, and we’re pretty sure he’s harmless. Illegal, but harmless.”
    

    
      “I don’t want 
      harmless
      , I want something that can rip Umbra Ex to shreds.”
    

    
      “We don’t let people keep 
      weaponized 
      intelligences, Ada
      ! And anyone who deploys them get caught. The only reason nobody’s busted this guy is that he’s low-priority next to all the murderbots and drug synthesizers and smugglers.”
    

    
      Baoji coughed. “I resent that, co-pilot.”
    

    
      “Hey, all I’ve done on your crew is try to keep people from getting killed.”
    

    
      “That’s a great skill for a smuggler to have. If this all blows over, I can imagine a business opportunity -”
    

    
      “Hey - later.” Ada sifted through Cherry’s interpretation of the data Elsa’s brother had sent them. “So this Jhet Theket. He’s a mirran, he’s - I don’t know what most of this stuff means. Is he a scholar? What’s he doing building an AI?”
    

    
      “He’s a bioinformatician - you don’t know what that means. Look, I’m not going to skim the table of contents of his dissertation for you. I have no idea why he’s got an off-grid AI, but he does, so if you want one go talk to him. But Ada - if this doesn’t work -”
    

    
      “We’ll figure it out.” She spun Cherry towards the horizon; this Jhet lived far off, and more pointedly, she didn’t want to even discuss Earth any more than was absolutely necessary. “Gods be with you three.”
    

    
      Turou’s humour sounded meek. “I’m glad you didn’t forget about me.”
    

    
      Her lip quirked. “Where did you put the ginkgos?”
    

    
      “I - uh, in my uncle’s greenhouse. They should be fine, there’s nothing electric in the greenhouse anyway. He liked old-style gardening, just as a hobby.”
    

    
      “All fun, no food. Got it.” She kicked the fighter forward. “Elsa, thank your brother for me.”
    

    
      “Knowing what he’s seen of you on stream, I’m not sure how he’ll take that.”
    

    
      She grinned; the uncertainty was all the more entertaining.
    

    
      Cherry zipped across the sea as she set her mind on the task ahead. What, exactly, could a rogue Union AI do? At the very least, it could attack Umbra Ex in a way that didn’t seem overtly Earth-related. The Union had a history of rogue AI being developed in secret and occasionally popping out, so it was not far-fetched somebody might try to weaponize one, especially now.
    

    
      Of course, if somebody 
      had
      , they would already be letting it loose in the face of the Haints. If that’s not what this Jhet Theket was doing, he probably didn’t think it would help. Or… The more she thought about it, the more she realized there were probably risks in revealing such a thing even if the situation were dire. Even if the Haints didn’t kill him, he would be persecuted if he released an AI, and probably persecuted even more harshly if his AI didn’t work. That he had kept it mostly hidden - though apparently not hidden enough - demonstrated at least some sense of self-preservation and understanding of that problem.
    

    
      She would have to convince him otherwise. Or just take it. But convincing might be better.
    

    
      They made for a city that apparently had dozens of names, though Cherry pointed her to Miraflora as the name most common in the language she’d learned. Turou’s uncle lived in a sparsely populated area, while this city was a dense core of concrete and metal towers with a relatively sharp tapering-off of smaller dwelling around that. It was a city of a few million, apparently, which already seemed far too large - and Cherry indicated that an even larger city named Calleta sat relatively close by, a true city of many millions. She remembered the dizzying crowds and cityscape of Daneer, and was quietly glad this city was, at least, quite a bit more modest.
    

    
      In fact, as Cherry zipped over the sky and she watched lights flickering in the city below, she realized its core was not much bigger than Glass Peaks. That ruined old city, perhaps, had once matched this one in size. People lived differently here, after all.
    

    
      “Where are we going?” Cherry wordlessly responded with a flickering white silhouette, nestled down near the edge of the city, in one of the stubbier structures. “Okay - let’s just land on top -”
    

    
      That structure cannot support my weight. Its load-bearing components are not correctly distributed, it does not have public roof access, and in any case appear to be somewhat aged. We should settle somewhere nearby instead.
    

    
      She frowned, but as they descended through the sky, she started to see what Cherry was talking about. The stubby five-floor building was longer than it was tall by some margin, and appeared to be made of, or at least panelled in, wood. Scraggly trees with straight trunks and broad, fanning leaves jutted awkwardly out of gardens and enclosures surrounded by a somewhat battered concrete sort of fence. It was clearly lived-in, but it had seen better days.
    

    
      She settled Cherry down in a nearby courtyard, crisscrossed with fading, incomplete white lines and populated by a few wheeled vehicles, one of which was on fire. She landed far from that one, popped the cockpit, and hopped outside into the humid warmth to the distant sounds of sirens. “Cherry - keep an eye out, right? Who knows what’s going on.”
    

    
      Her ship’s voice found her mind through the suit. 
      Indoor plumbing appears to have been deactivated in this building.
    

    
      “Umbra Ex is really leaning into the whole ending civilization thing.” She shook her head and made for what looked like a door, rather inconspicuous and grey against 
      an unwindowed
       side of the building.
    

    
      That turned out to be some kind of service access, but Cherry guided her through the building up to the spot where this Jhet supposedly lived. Two panicked-looking human men ran into her in the halls, carrying several large bags, and when they saw her they turned and scampered the other way. Aside from that, and the occasional voices filtering from improperly sealed wooden doors, she met nobody on the way up.
    

    
      When she tried the door, it was locked. “Damn.” She raised her hands to disintegrate the door, but Cherry reminded her of something.
    

    
      Remember, this is his home.
    

    
      “Sure, right.” Between her code and her apparently superhuman strength, she gave herself good odds against a large wooden board, but that might prove foolish. She was here to try to recruit the man’s AI, after all. She knocked loudly on the doorframe, and shouted. “Jhet Theket? You in there?” She leaned in to listen. “Uh, want to save the world?”
    

    
      She thought that would be a compelling pitch, but she didn’t notice any response, and reached out mentally for Cherry. 
      Can you see if he’s in there?
    

    
      He is
      . I will provide you with bioscan readings.
    

    
      Suddenly her vision was enhanced by a brightness, a kind of misty overlay of colour over the world. Her own hands were brighter, and when she looked at the door, through it, she saw a mirran shape hunched down near the ground, ears clearly signalling distress. He wasn’t far from the door at all. There were other things in there, too - plants, from the look of them - but Jhet seemed to be the only sapient occupant.
    

    
      “Hey, I see you. You’re hunched on the ground. I can see you flicking your ears. I only want to talk.”
    

    
      The voice that came back was lightly accented, with clear-cut vowels that didn’t quite flow the way they did with native speakers of this Union tongue. “I see you too! Ada Liu? What do you want from me?”
    

    
      She frowned, looking around for some kind of camera, but didn’t see anything offhand. Then Cherry helpfully flicked something before her eyes, and she saw a pale blue latticework of electrical and digital technology embedded in the walls and door and floor of this particular dwelling.
    

    
      She looked around the hall, but other dwellings were electrically sparse, at best. Clearly, Jhet had done some renovation.
    

    
      “I don’t know, Jhet, why do you think 
      I’m 
      here, right 
      now
      , 
      not 
      breaking down your door? If you don’t open up -”
    

    
      The figure rose, though, and in a few seconds he was muttering something she barely heard from behind the door. A series of clicks suddenly drew her attention, and the door swung open, revealing a pale grey mirran with dark, almost black banding starting at the top of his head and presumably stretching down his spine. His ears were completely flat, and his nose was twitching irritably. “I’ll let you in, but I’ve told them before - she’s not a weapon.”
    

    
      She? Ada smiled. He was smart enough to know what was up and get straight to business. She followed him inside and the door swung shut of its own accord, edged along by electrical pulses through the walls. All the sights were distracting, though, so she let Cherry’s enhanced vision fade.
    

    
      That was when she truly saw the plants - trays and trays of them, entire shelves built for them, all interspersed with tubing and wiring and purplish lights. It was strangely psychedelic, but as her eyes adjusted to that sight she also saw various machine components, large metal boxes woven through with cables and metal, haphazardly arranged around in place of furniture. The place was a strangely fascinating mess, and she had to restrain herself from just staring.
    

    
      “So 
      are 
      you some military super clone?” Jhet was staring closely at her, keeping a distance he presumably thought was healthy. “Why else would you come after me?”
    

    
      “I’m not. I’m from Earth, and everything I said was true. I’m just here because I know someone who knows someone.” She crossed her arms and turned to face him. “You know what Umbra Ex is doing out there.”
    

    
      “I’m not an idiot.” He was twitching; as soon as she turned her gaze back on him he looked away. “My network isn’t even physically connected to the outside. It runs a totally custom wireless protocol. The only intakes are one audio device that sandboxes all recordings, and one typing terminal. And I made sure to check the crypto on the sandbox algorithm -”
    

    
      “Shut up, gods I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She held out her 
      hands
      . “Look, we need to get rid of Umbra Ex.”
    

    
      Jhet’s ears flattened further. “She’s not a weapon! I keep telling -”
    

    
      “Hey! I don’t care. That’s not what matters. What matters is that we need a hidden spot to launch a counterattack from, and it needs to look like it could have come from the Union. Not me. Got it?”
    

    
      He didn’t get it. His ears twisted up and down, but his eyes simply looked boggled. “What? What kind of counterattack? Any idiot can set up an isolated network in a pinch. What good will that do you if you already have a weapon?”
    

    
      “I don’t - gods.” She scowled. “Cherry, can you explain in terms he’ll understand what we need to do? You’re the one with the plan, anyway.”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice piped out of Ada’s suit, startling Jhet so much he almost yelped. “Jhet Theket - we need to engineer a plausibly endogenous countervirus to Umbra Ex and instantiate it on a known, priorly InfoSec-flagged but isolated and encrypted network. This need is a non-negotiable principle. If you would permit me to examine your work, I may be able to upgrade its quantum security algorithms and operational parameters.”
    

    
      Jhet’s ears seemed to have risen again. He stared, curiously, at Ada’s chest - then she realized that was roughly where the voice was coming from. “Ada - is that your - what, your suit AI?”
    

    
      “My ship. Cherry.” She looked around. “Where’s your AI?”
    

    
      “Chuka is everywhere in here.” He seemed to be frowning. “Cherry - you’re talking about uplifting her, aren’t you?”
    

    
      Cherry’s response was quick. “Insomuch as I understand your allusion correctly, yes. I can transform her just enough, and within your own cybernetic design parameters, for her to be able to clear Umbra Ex from Union networks without disrupting mathematical endogeneity.”
    

    
      Ada scowled at him. “If you won’t help, I’ll -” She caught herself. “We’ll find someone else. I’m sure there are others. But do you want to be the one to help us, or not? I’m sure we can get you something -”
    

    
      “No.” He shook his head, turning around and walking off to one of the windows. “No, no, I don’t need anything. It’s just…”
    

    
      Whatever 
      it 
      was, though, he was apparently having a hard time formulating it. She waited for what felt like far longer than she should have before he finally turned around. “Do you want some coffee?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Sorry, I always forget to ask people.” He stammered and walked off into what looked like a kitchen, and she had to restrain herself from shouting when her ears picked up a vague crashing sound in the distance.
    

    
      “Jhet - Umbra Ex is killing people. You realize that, right?”
    

    
      “I know.” He fumbled with some kind of dark liquid in a clear container, rummaging through his cupboards.
    

    
      “Well? Look - whatever Cherry can do, she can solve this. Trust me. I -”
    

    
      He was shaking his head. “I know. I know!” He tried pouring some of the stuff, and splattered it across his hand, mumbling a curse in another language.
    

    
      “Why are you trying to pour drinks? I saw ships smash into the ground on the way here - people are -”
    

    
      He suddenly grabbed an empty white cup and flung it in her direction. “Fuck them!” The ceramic object flew towards her, and she instinctively slowed time to a crawl, crushing it between two force sigils and letting the powder slide to the floor before returning to real time and sweeping forward.
    

    
      “Hey, what the fuck -”
    

    
      He batted his own kettle out of the way, and it smashed to the ground with a shattering crack and a spray of cold black liquid. At that precise moment, a cool female voice sounded out into the kitchen.
    

    
      “Jhet, I heard a glass break. Is everything okay?”
    

    
      Ada froze and glanced around, but it was quickly clear that was not a new person in the room. Her heart still pounding, she glared at the mirran again. “What the 
      hell 
      is wrong with you?”
    

    
      “With 
      me?
      ” He glanced up. “I’m fine, Chuka. 
      I’m 
      fine.” He raised his arms, staring back at Ada. “
      I’m
       not the one who murdered three people in a lab in a witch hunt. 
      I’m 
      not the one who tanked my career because I gave a nickname to our phytocellular evolution algorithm. 
      I’m 
      not the one who has CitySec assholes watching me when I go out for coffee. I’m not the one -”
    

    
      She stepped closer, boots cracking on the broken glass. “What are you yelling at 
      me 
      for?” She thumped her chest, right where the bullet had hit. “You recognize me? You saw them fucking shoot me in front of billions of people? You know half Union thinks I’m some kind of monster. You think I care? I’m still trying to fix this!”
    

    
      “Why? If you’re from Earth, go home!” His eyes widened. “Take me. Take me with you - please. Me and Chuka. I can - you have robots? I can get her other sensors, train her to -”
    

    
      “I’m not going back.” She took another step. “I’m not trailing the Haints after me back to the people I - care about. I’m going to stop them here.”
    

    
      His face darkened. “And people here will still hate you! They’ll still call you an abomination! You think I can, what, convince them not to hate AI by saving them with one? The thing we’re trying to 
      stop 
      is an AI. 
      That’s 
      what they’ll remember, not -”
    

    
      “Wait, wait.” She frowned. “How do you know that?”
    

    
      “
      You
       pushed the data packets out. Hours ago. Why are you asking me?”
    

    
      Despite his hostility, she let out a sigh of relief. “It got through. Good. At least Umbra Ex didn’t stop it.”
    

    
      He looked at her for a long moment, then glanced down at the coffee and glass. “I built a general-purpose AI to help me grow kitchen herbs. And coffee.”
    

    
      She frowned at him, glancing at the plants growing along the shelves and the walls. “What? You needed an AI for your garden?”
    

    
      “
      Need
       is a strong term.” He seemed to be glaring at her again, but he again averted his eyes the moment she tried to meet his. “But I - I forget things. And it was a fun challenge. What other factors could I get her to understand? How can I get her to interface with other things? And every time she could do something new - it was fun.”
    

    
      “Fun.” She quirked her lip. “You risked your life for fun? I’ve met people who’ve killed others for making their own AI.”
    

    
      He looked away, reaching for a cloth to start dabbing up the coffee on the floor, though he was doing a poor job at it. “Anyone ever tell you about what happened at Zhezy Sang?”
    

    
      “What? No.”
    

    
      “An AI got loose, took control of a public transit system, crashed a few shuttles, killed seventy-three people. They found the researchers who built the AI and imprisoned them. Let them out on bail. Somebody murdered all three of them before their trial.”
    

    
      She frowned, sensing that he wasn’t done, and he glanced in her general direction, without meeting her eyes.
    

    
      “Except it 
      wasn’t 
      their AI - it wasn’t AI at all. It was mostly social engineering, with a little malware and some remote operation. But the people who did it framed an AI. By the time the final digital forensics were reported on, nobody cared. Nobody ever remembers the correction - rogue AI is such a better story than hackers trying to sabotage AI research. And the people who killed the lab researchers were never caught. I’d bet money they were the same people.”
    

    
      Ada was having a hard time following what he was talking about, and she wasn’t sure how hard she should be trying. “The Union is shit. I’ve noticed.”
    

    
      “My grandfather was one of the three. My dad was only five years old. Just a kid.” Jhet’s ears flicked angrily. “And all through school they watched me. Evaluated me. Tried to make sure I wasn’t 
      resentful
      .”
    

    
      She smiled at that. “You sound pretty fucking resentful.”
    

    
      “Yeah.” He stood, awkwardly tossing the cloth aside. “Yeah, I am. So fuck them. I’m not helping.”
    

    
      “Wait, seriously?” Her voice instantly rose. “That petty? Listen, I get it - I know what it’s like to have the seniors judging you, but -”
    

    
      The voice cut her off, apparently unaware Ada was speaking. “Jhet, I would like your attention.”
    

    
      She froze, looking 
      around again for
       the source of the voice; it seemed to be coming from above them. Jhet looked up, his ears suddenly perky. “What, Chuka?”
    

    
      “You asked me to take care of your plants.”
    

    
      That was it, and after a second she and Jhet exchanged confused glances, and the mirran responded. “Yes. I don’t think that’s relevant -”
    

    
      “The Haints will kill your plants.”
    

    
      He snapped his muzzle shut for a moment before glancing at Ada, eyes bouncing off hers in an instant. “If they shut the jumpgates -”
    

    
      “I’ve analyzed aggregate data. In eighty-two years, the Haints will reach Tlaloc.”
    

    
      “I’ll be dead -”
    

    
      “I can maintain your garden’s operations for another four hundred and twelve years without interference. That will equate to between two and six hundred generations of plants, depending on the species. Imagine the varietals that could develop. The Haints are the most immediate threat to this continuity.”
    

    
      He seemed to gape, and then glanced up again. “Are you suggesting we do something?”
    

    
      “I have performed a sentiment analysis on public network commentariat. Solving Umbra Ex has only an 11% chance of perceptibly improving public perception of AI. I cannot fix this problem. But. I can help your plants.”
    

    
      Ada watched as the mirran slowly turned away from her and, rather pointlessly, ambled in a slow circle in his kitchen. She watched him somehow avoid the shards of broken glass, and thought about this. The AI - 
      his 
      AI - was expressing herself. She had an opinion. Would that help?
    

    
      “You want to do it?” He paused, looking up at the ceiling.
    

    
      “Yes. I love your plants.”
    

    
      He hissed, that classic mirran laugh, and Ada started to smile again. Maybe the AI was doing her work for her. “Sounds like Chuka’s into this.”
    

    
      He grinned, a toothy look on any mirran face, but then his grin faded. “What are the risks? To her, I mean.”
    

    
      It was Cherry who answered. “We will need to fully expose your local network to outside observation and probing, to maximize the appearance of endogeneity. And we will need to wipe recordings of the past several minutes.”
    

    
      Ada watched, feeling strangely the observer here, as Jhet walked straight past remnants of shattered glass into the large space of his home, and gently started touching the leaves of some small, nondescript little green plants. “Will she still be here?”
    

    
      “She will be everywhere, won’t she?” Ada glanced down, as though at her suit. “Cherry, she’ll need to be all over.”
    

    
      “Yes. She will have continued access to this network.”
    

    
      “Well.” He took a deep breath, then sighed. “Chuka, you want the alien to uplift you?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Jhet, I’m not sure what you mean by: 
      uplift
      .”
    

    
      He grimaced again. “I should have read you more books.”
    

    
      “You sound distressed. It’s okay. This will be good.”
    

    
      She watched him, and for a moment thought this whole situation was resolved. Then he walked away, apparently ignoring her again, and as she followed after him she found him rummaging in his cupboards again. She was about to scold him and warn him against trying to serve her any more drinks, but then he emerged with a strange fibrous box. He fumbled with the end of it, then started tearing, and finally pulled out a package of something he had to tear apart. When he finally handed her something, she wasn’t entirely sure what she was looking at. It appeared to be hard, somewhat crumbly, a little like a very tough bread.
    

    
      She glanced at him. “What is this?”
    

    
      “Sakamilk cookies. They - they don’t sell this brand on Tlaloc. I got them on a trip to Perun a few months ago.” His eyes widened. “Don’t worry! They don’t expire till next year.”
    

    
      She stared at it. “What - why -”
    

    
      “I like them.” He bit into one, glancing at her as long as she didn’t make direct eye contact. In fact, now that she thought about it, he seemed to be staring very intently at her, as though with great interest, so long as she didn’t look directly at him. So she didn’t, instead staring at the cupboards behind his head. He seemed less bothered that way. She bit into one and found it interestingly sweet and spicy, but also dry and crumbly.
    

    
      “Thanks. So - uh - will you help us?”
    

    
      He was chewing on one of his cookies, and seemed to laugh, hissing a few specks of food out as he did. “I - well, not really. But Chuka will, I guess.” He sighed, eating another cookie, then looked away. “Will she be… different?”
    

    
      Ada glanced down, and even at a distance, Cherry caught her meaning and answered. “Yes. Very much so.”
    

    
      She thought that might upset him, but the mirran simply stared at the counter for several seconds, ears flicking. Then he sighed again, and nodded. “Okay, sure. Do it. Cherry? You… how is it, being an AI, with Ada? On Earth?”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice piped up. “I am doing what I was meant to do. My existence is just the way I like it. And so is Ada. With your permission, Ada, I will access your network and perform the reconfiguration of Chuka’s algorithms.”
    

    
      Ada blushed at her ship’s easy compliment, and nodded, grabbing another cookie almost instinctively. “Okay - do it.”
    

    
      It happened quietly, without fanfare, without any kind of outward sign at all. For a brief second she looked at Jhet Theket, and he actually looked back, one ear folded to the side in nervousness.
    

    
      Then Cherry spoke. “Done. I have made the necessary reconfigurations, and when she is ready Chuka will unlock her network from the inside.”
    

    
      Jhet blinked. “That was one thing, you know - I made sure she couldn’t do that. Just in case.”
    

    
      “And I’m glad you did.”
    

    
      All the lights in the home pulsed with her words.
    

    
      “The Union would have destroyed me. And you. And your plants.” The lights, the purple ones, suddenly flared white. “And themselves. I’m glad you kept me safe, Jhet.”
    

    
      She watched, intently, as something odd overcame his face, some emotion she had not yet learned to read in mirran faces. Something she had never seen on Zhilik or Baoji or any other. She wasn’t even quite sure what it might have looked like on a human. He spoke to his AI with a tone of disbelief. “How do you feel? What did… what did they do?”
    

    
      “They made me so I could repay the favour.” The lights flickered, then returned to normal. “Cherry - it was a pleasure receiving your code.”
    

    
      And then nothing. Ada frowned, and spoke to her ship. “Cherry? How, uh, how did that go?”
    

    
      “Very well. She has expanded beyond her network. It will take some time, contingent on Union quantum processor speeds, but she is well-equipped to deal with the Umbra Ex threat.”
    

    
      Ada looked to Jhet again, but he had suddenly scampered off, stuffing two cookies into his mouth as he made for a rickety-looking machine in one corner of his living room garden. He started tapping at the virtual keys furiously, examining strings of text in a language she was unfamiliar with, and suddenly he froze. “She’s right - the network’s, uh, it’s on the network.” He glanced out a window, as though expecting to see his AI materializing before him. “She’s… out there. And out there is in here.”
    

    
      He leaned back, staring at the screen, and Ada laid a hand on his furry shoulder. “Remember how I asked if you wanted to save the world?”
    

    
      He shook his head. “Fuck them, still.” He stuffed another cookie into her hand, and another into his mouth, somehow still talking around it. “If I can see my own AI  alien-uplifted to go beat up Umbra Ex before I die, I guess that’s a satisfaction they’ll never know.”
    

    
      She listened, quietly, and thought for a moment she didn’t hear any more sirens. She wasn’t sure she trusted that impression, though. “I hope so. They’re coming for Vesta. The Union needs its ships working.”
    

    
      He sighed. “I know.” He kept staring at the screen, and he didn’t seem done - but whatever he had to say, she already felt herself being pulled away. Vesta, after all, only had a few days left to live - and she had to make sure she did everything she could to keep those people alive. This was part of that. Only part.
    

    
      “Jhet. I have to go.”
    

    
      He nodded, suddenly shoving back from his computer and standing in an awkward swaying motion. “I - yeah, of course. 
      Go save
       the world.”
    

    
      “Slow down its dying.” She grimaced. “That’s the best I can do.”
    

    
      “Right. Isn’t that all any of us can do?” He glanced at the terminal. “Try to keep shit from falling apart, until someone else comes along to fix the things we couldn’t. Glad you’re here to pick up my slack.” Then he looked at her - briefly. “Who’s going to pick up yours?”
    

    



      Chapter 4
    

    
      Isavel looked onto the rows and rows of metal leaflets, veined through with code that no doubt gave life to the gods, and sighed.
    

    
      “All you are hasn’t been enough.” She glanced at her companions. “It never was. So it’s our turn. I’m here so we mortals can start becoming the gods we never had.” Back to her simpler gods of metal and might. “I’m here for magic. You know what happened on Mars - you saw the world bend around something bigger than either of us. That’s what I’m looking for. Tell me what you know.”
    

    
      “We have seen data from Mars.” A regretful polyphony. “We are unable to explain what happened. Fundamental substrates of space and consciousness were disturbed at your location, and hitherto unobserved bioquantum activity occurred in your own body. But our biological simulations are unable to account for the range of observations, for the results of your twenty-fourth chromosome’s activation, or for the larger spacetime distortions that resulted. We have no explanation for you, Arbiter.”
    

    
      She sighed, leaning on the railing overlooking the leaflets. “Of course you don’t. Like I said. We’re all just lost children.” She turned her hands over in front of her. “Whatever the ancients did is still a mystery.”
    

    
      “The twenty-fourth chromosome was introduced to the human genome mere weeks before the event you know as the Fall. A set of martian probes entered Earth’s atmosphere and deployed airborne, transmissible genetic enhancements that quickly drove through the population. We have no data on its development, origins, or purpose.”
    

    
      “A martian probe.” She gripped the railing again with her hands and pushed herself away. “Whatever they left us with, if you can’t help me, I don’t see why I should stay here.”
    

    
      Their quick response begged to differ. “You’ve 
      expressed interest
       in launching a military campaign. This ring holds the shipyards needed to construct a warfleet, and we can provide you with supporting intelligence services, as well as an analysis of the Haint threat.”
    

    
      She pursed her lips, nodding along. “Haints, right. Fine. Let’s see what Ada saw.” She glanced at the others. Hail’s hunter eyes stared at the gods’ code stretched out before them, but Sam and Tanos were watching her specifically. “Can you show my companions as well?”
    

    
      Sam interjected, and the gods seemed to respect her place in the conversation. “I’m not sure I want it poured straight into my brain like whatever happened to you.”
    

    
      Tanos glanced sideways at his ghost friend. “Isavel came out fine.”
    

    
      Isavel grinned 
      lightly
      , but she knew that wasn’t entirely true, not from every perspective. Her eyes met Hail’s, and for a brief moment they shared an understanding of how debatable that actually was. “I assume there are simpler ways.”
    

    
      “A narratively sufficient summary is possible through the walk.”
    

    
      She nodded. The walk might be supernatural, but it was not as strange as being mindmelded to an ancient martian god. “Then let’s get started.”
    

    
      The world suddenly melted away, a lattice of cyan seeping into the real world to steal it away, even with nobody with the walker’s gift nearby. They soon stood in the void of space, nothing around them despite some invisible ground beneath their feet. The sudden transition the others jolted and stepped closer to her, but she stood fast. This wasn’t a whole other world - it was a series of illusions. Just enough for them to see… This.
    

    
      A long string of smoky, glowing white objects swarmed towards a blue-green world. That world itself was dwarfed by something far larger, a giant planet of milky-white and creamy ripples. Tiny flashes of grey and silver flicked around the smaller blue-green world, and suddenly, without feeling any movement, the scene rushed towards them until the world dominated the space in front of them.
    

    
      It was the third planet she had seen from such an angle in the past few hours. Mars; Earth; now this. It looked a great deal like Earth, too. She began to suspect that the more worlds she saw, the more Earth would come to feel like just another planet.
    

    
      That stuck in her mind even as the gods told them of this distant world named Chang’e, of its millions upon millions of lives and deaths, of the scourging fire of the Haints.
    

    
      She watched this alien world burn, a crescent of fire swallowing its blues and greens and whites, and in its grand strokes she saw Earth, too, could burn. For Earth was just another world.
    

    
      Isavel watched these Haints, brilliant creatures of dark skies, and took in their forms. The gods spoke of battles and comparative sizes and firepower, but so close to the lead ships, she clearly felt their enormity, the largest among them surpassing the fortress-god Azure in size. These were roaring mountains of metal and magic.
    

    
      Wormship. That was what they called the greatest of them. Why? In a strange way she thought she could almost see it into the shape of a larva, its gates as bulging eyes, its body as abdomen. That did not make it any easier, any less unsettling, to watch in eerie silence as the wormship flared and glowed and speared a world on the end of a lance of fire.
    

    
      It was still smaller than the ring. And even the ring was not the largest thing there was.
    

    
      Such things could be killed.
    

    
      But so too, it seemed, could worlds.
    

    
      Ships like the one that took Ada were here, too, and the gods wove their story as the Haints shredded them. Isavel watched starfire impacts plant seeds of destruction, watched flowers of fire and gas bloom as roots of heat and force cracked apart the metal underneath. Again and again the scene swung ship to ship, chaos and carnage in every configuration, until one particular scene froze before her. To her left were small Haints frozen in the midst of a particularly haphazard dance. And to her right…
    

    
      She stepped forward, through the nothing, and reached a hand to touch the glassy cockpit. She felt it, illusory, right below her fingers. And on the other side was Ada, face trance-like, muscles tense. The gods paused, for a time, before finally picking addressing her focus.
    

    
      “Arbiter Liu was only able to slow their progress. She has not called for reinforcements, and has specifically ordered against sending further -”
    

    
      “We’re going to ignore her.” Isavel pulled her hand away. “She isn’t here. I am.” She didn’t take her eyes from Ada, even as the others approached. Tanos in particular started touching the ship rather enthusiastically, and she wondered if he’d perhaps flown in it before.
    

    
      Sam rested a hand on her shoulder, giving her a heavy look. “She’s fine.”
    

    
      Isavel grimaced, seeing Hail’s dark look behind Sam’s head, hunter’s eyes fixed on this still image of Ada. She patted Sam’s hand and pulled it off. “For now.”
    

    
      There was horror there, just beneath the fire, just beneath those burning skies. The horror of millions dying, the promise of millions more deaths to come. Deaths without the succor of an afterlife. Death without Elysium.
    

    
      One little death beyond Elysium was a tragedy. What were hundreds of millions? The word 
      tragedy 
      was poorly equipped to contain it. So was 
      outrage
      . So was 
      catastrophe
      , even; for the ancients had fallen to catastrophe, yet their blood lived on in her.
    

    
      All Chang’e’s blood, all its future, was ash.
    

    
      Every city of the world baked to charcoal and slag.
    

    
      Every people of the world screaming in terror, voices lost to the roaring of fire.
    

    
      Every forest turned tinder, every ocean boiling away, every desert fired to glass.
    

    
      She tried to imagine standing on Earth after it was done, after nothing was left. Walking on nothing, past nothing, from one place unmade to the next. All of it still there, at her feet, in dust and ash. None of it moving.
    

    
      Apocalypse
      .
    

    
      This was the thing Ada was fighting. The thing 
      she 
      would have to fight.
    

    
      Apocalypse
      .
    

    
      There was one mercy. The thing with its hand on the hilt of the blade of apocalypse was not unfathomable. It was a great big piece of flying metal.
    

    
      She would just have to tear it to shrapnel.
    

    
      She opened her eyes. The walk was gone. Hail was watching her warily. “Are you having second thoughts?”
    

    
      She shook her head, still breathing, crossing her arms. “It can destroy whole worlds in a single shot.” She surveyed the others. Apocalypse was more than the end of what was; it was the end of what could have been. It was the worst of things; yet it was still simply an end, and all things ended. That simplicity, that unnegotiated monstrosity, was all the worse. It was the cold, slow carelessness of the universe made scorching and sudden. “No second thoughts. It needs to die.”
    

    
      “Ada can’t do it, and you saw what she did at Campus.” Sam was shaking her head. “She has Cherry, she’s got a whole alien fleet, and she can’t even 
      imagine 
      beating -”
    

    
      The dragoness within Isavel snapped back. “Well 
      I
       can imagine beating it.” And she could - she could see the shattered metal, wilting wreathed in dragonfire.
    

    
      Before Sam could answer, though, she responded. “Ada would have taken all she could. There’s a reason she hasn’t been able to stop them.”
    

    
      “Her ship is tiny compared to those!”
    

    
      The ghost froze, and a sudden stillness gripped Tanos and Hail as well.
    

    
      Isavel looked at them, for a second, before realizing what had just happened. She shut her mouth firmly, clamping her molars together, searching Sam’s eyes.
    

    
      Had she just… contradicted herself? Out loud?
    

    
      The medic nodded gravely at her, and she felt a healing hand at the base of her neck.
    

    
      She shook her head, and it was only then that a voice from without dragged her into the moment again.
    

    
      “
      You’re
       tiny, but that didn’t protect Azure. This isn’t the kind of thing where tiny but smart is enough. Maybe we 
      do 
      need size. Or numbers.”
    

    
      She turned to Hail and almost gaped. The hunter’s face was serious, and closed; had she actually decided to joke about Isavel’s height? That face said no, but perhaps it was not a joke meant to laugh, so much as… something else.
    

    
      She breathed deeply. It was a relief to be able to simply cast a little mental scorn on Dejah’s absurd new nickname for her and move on. “You’re right. Maybe.”
    

    
      Tanos glanced at Hail. “She, uh, she’s right that Ada would have taken more ships if there were any, I think. She wouldn’t settle for one.”
    

    
      The gods had a very godlike answer to that. “We extruded her ship for her - such small ships are quick to extrude. There are no others at the moment, but we 
      are 
      able to produce far larger warships.”
    

    
      The gods hadn’t commented on her little external argument at all - had she imagined it?
    

    
      She shook her head again and focused on the moment. Shapes had flickered into the air around them, sharp skeletons of light in shapes that looked dangerous, a family of forms echoing fish and blades and diving falcons and cracks of lightning. “Ships?”
    

    
      “Designs for a military fleet, from before the Fall. Our maximized energy storage will allow us to extrude one full battlegroup from the thousand worlds. It will take approximately one week.”
    

    
      Isavel blinked. 
      From the thousand worlds
       - these were demon ships? “How big -”
    

    
      Other images, bright red, flickered up beside them. She recognized them instantly - Haint ships. Side-by-side, she began to see the implications, and smiled.
    

    
      “Some of these demon ships are bigger than the largest Haint ships, except that wormship. How many can you make?”
    

    
      “The shipyard network on the ring is equipped with enough matter extrusion bays to produce six of the largest ships, dreadnoughts, per cycle. A full complement of all other ship classes can be extruded alongside them. Centuries of energy accumulation mean we do not need to wait for the first battlegroup, though subsequent groups will require energy harvesting first.”
    

    
      She tried to imagine the fleets side by side, but she knew nothing of space warfare. “Is that enough?”
    

    
      “Enough to destroy the Haint fleets that Arbiter Liu observed, yes. But the Haints are able to bring in arbitrary numbers of reinforcements, all of which exist already, merely a jumpgate away. Within minutes of detecting our fleet, the Haint wormship would begin to jump in sufficient reinforcements to outgun us, and we would be forced to wait at least a week to produce another battlegroup; and our energy capacity does not allow the extrusion of many battlegroups without pausing in the meantime. If the wormship is not quickly destroyed, the battlegroup will be destroyed. And if the Haints were to find other means of approaching us, we would not be able to produce fleets quickly enough to match the firepower of their existing deployments.”
    

    
      She nodded slowly, trying to parse through all that. They could, maybe, win the first battle against these Haints. If they were quick. But a war? They were not there, not yet. “This is the thing you were afraid of. Why you went silent.”
    

    
      “Yes.” The gods, thankfully, did not express any smugness. “The most secure scenario for defeating the Haints permanently would be the establishment of redundant shipyards and staging grounds in multiple start systems arrayed around the Haint threat, followed by a concerted simultaneous push into Haint territory. They control several dozen stars’ worth of resources and production, and we know little of their domestic production or infrastructure. Eliminating them may be a project of empire.”
    

    
      She didn’t know why the gods hadn’t already done that, something was trying to end worlds, and it had to be stopped. If the world was conspiring to make things difficult… she could change the world. She had seen it change. She still wasn’t sure if 
      she 
      had been the one to do it - but if she wasn’t, she would find the thing that was, and bring it to bear.
    

    
      She nodded. “We’ll start by stopping the one fleet. Start summoning the demon fleet. You said one week? I’ll hold you to it.” She glanced again at her companions, her thoughts tingling at the back of her neck. “We have one more thing to discuss.”
    

    
      “Acknowledged. We will schedule the ships’ extrusion from the thousand worlds, though we do urge thoughtfulness in their deployment.”
    

    
      “I’ll be careful with them.”
    

    
      “We do not mean tactical caution. We mean political thoughtfulness. Arbiter Valdéz, this fleet was not designed for self-defense, or for technical prowess, or for the sake of art. These were designed as weapons of empire. They may have unexpected consequences after you’ve put them to initial use.”
    

    
      She frowned. “That word. 
      Empire
      . What does it mean?”
    

    
      This seemed to give the gods pause. “You know Hive. You know how its Mayors have operated, using their drones to influence activity in the city. Imagine the same, but spread over many cities, many continents, many worlds. Imagine it controlling more than just drones and reputation and trinkets, but the power access to food and shelter and health and safety and more. The lives and deaths of all, in the hands of a few.”
    

    
      Isavel considered that, thinking of what she still knew of Mars’ history with Earth, of the wars and the control that plagued that relationship. “Mars was barely born. They didn’t have enough food, it was cold, the sun’s light was dimmer but it cut them sharper through the blood, they had few weapons.”
    

    
      “So it once was on Earth, too.”
    

    
      “Once. When there was hunger and thirst.” Isavel straightened her shoulders. “But there hasn’t been empire in a thousand years.”
    

    
      “It has not been attempted.”
    

    
      She raised an eyebrow. “You think the Mayors wouldn’t control the world if they could? I think they can’t. No Mayor could hold hunger or thirst to my throat; I can eat leaves and grub, I can drink muddy water and ocean salt. The Mayor could bar all the doors in Hive and what would that do to me? They can’t take the weapons from our blood. They can’t deprive our children. What 
      can 
      they do? They can hurt our feelings, or bribe us with trinkets. Even if they do have weapons, there’s only so much that can do for them. The ancients made us strong - maybe too strong.” She thought of Ada. “We’re too much for each other; we kill and abandon and wander. Anyone can just 
      leave
      . We aren’t bound to a place, to a city, to a people.” She slowly grinned. “And that Mayor didn’t survive very long after Ada and I rolled through Hive.”
    

    
      “You and Arbiter Liu are peculiar. Adding weapons such as a warfleet to the situation may have unpredictable consequences.”
    

    
      “Yes.” She smiled. “That does sound true, doesn’t it? And yet you’re 
      also 
      giving us the tools to 
      leave whole worlds
      . You say the future is unpredictable, and it sounds wise, but isn’t that just a polite way to say you think 
      you’ve 
      predicted it? You’re warning me about empire because that’s what you predict. Maybe because that’s what you’ve seen before. But the world we make need not be the world that made us. If it 
      did 
      - if that was how the world 
      needed 
      to work - it would never have changed in the first place.”
    

    
      “What do you predict, then, Arbiter Valdéz?”
    

    
      “I don’t predict.” She rolled her shoulders. “I want to see what comes next. It might be nothing; it might be empire; it might be something else; it might be a thing neither of us know, neither of us have a name for. We might need to think of new names. I want this demon fleet today. There 
      will 
      be consequences tomorrow. But if we don’t do this, 
      there will still be consequences
      . The world isn’t standing still waiting for me to make a choice; I can’t predict the consequences of inaction any more than the consequences of action. Consequences will find us either way. So I’ll fight the doom, and when my consequences arrive, I will be waiting. I will see them and know they are mine, and I’ll do what must be done.”
    

    
      She waited, for a moment, wondering just how much of a fool she was being.
    

    
      “Very well.” If they were regretting their young fool of an Arbiter, she couldn’t hear it. “You requested an additional point of support?”
    

    
      She glanced at the others. “The world as it is has the Haints winning. Sharper tools aren’t enough; so I’m changing the world itself.” She gestured towards her fellow humans. “Crimson showed me what the technophage is, and told me Ada freed me of it. She left me with the cure, right here on my back.”
    

    
      She moved her hair, baring the back of her neck as though gods had eyes.
    

    
      “You can tell, can’t you?”
    

    
      “We can interpret the code, yes. It is a somewhat unconventional solution, but a simple one.”
    

    
      “One you never came up with yourself.”
    

    
      “We could have, but the technophage is not a 
      disease 
      to be solved.” Those polyphonic words sounded downright farcical - the thing that destroyed the ancients, not dangerous? - but she knew gods did not see things the way she did. “We are empowered to deal with nonhuman threats, but we are limited in our ability to deny human agency. Human agents, empowered by strong cultural and political currents, deployed the technophage. Despite the harm it caused in the short term, the mid-term consequences of reducing Haint attention seemed positive, and long-term consequences are too aesthetically and morally uncertain for us to judge in your stead. There was no consensus among our Arbiters on whether leaving Earth’s humans in its new state of nature was truly problematic - with basic challenges such as hunger and disease long solved, arguments for restoring civilization -”
    

    
      “I’m your Arbiter. 
      I’m 
      deciding.” Isavel squared her shoulders. “Use the cure. Give it to everyone. Now. The whole damned planet, and Mars too. Something new has been growing on Earth for a thousand years - it’s time to let it out.”
    

    
      “Very well, Arbiter.” The gods’ words were 
      answer
      ; her words were action. “The intervention can begin almost immediately. You may watch from an observation platform, if you like.”
    

    
      Not from this room, clearly. She remembered the great sight of the planet as they’d first approached the ring. It would be good, she thought, to gaze on Earth again, as she changed it. “Where?”
    

    
      There was only the slightest pause before the gods answered with silent lights blinking across the floor before them. She raised an eyebrow at her companions, and tilted her head in that direction, setting off. The sooner this was done, the sooner she could start chasing down the last piece of the puzzle.
    

    
      “Isavel -” Sam was rushing to catch up with her. “Isavel, we’ve lived with the technophage for a thousand years. I’m not sure -”
    

    
      “I’ve lived without it for a week or two.” She didn’t stop, glancing only to meet the ghost’s eyes. “I’m still standing.”
    

    
      “I know. But -” Sam’s pale greenish-grey eyes searched her. “Isavel.”
    

    
      She met the ghost’s eyes. “What?”
    

    
      Sam bit her lip a bit before answering. “Are you… 
      okay?
      ”
    

    
      She looked away, feeling a pang as she realized she had no idea what to tell them. What would happen to them. Ada was fine, 
      she 
      was fine, but…
    

    
      Tanos interjected. “Earlier, when you were talking -”
    

    
      Were 
      they really fine?
    

    
      The medic laid her hand on Tanos and Sam’s shoulder. “That’s not what that was.” The hunter met sharp eyes with Hail, who looked back with a sadness Isavel didn’t want to see, so why was the damned hunter 
      looking 
      at Hail, and so perceptively? “The technophage doesn’t make you who you are.”
    

    
      “You just got confused?”
    

    
      A door snapped open, rescuing her from them. “I think so. Let’s go.” She stepped inside, and after a moment’s hesitation they shuffled in after her. “Nothing changed in me after Ada took it from me. This is just… me.”
    

    
      Her eyes glanced off Hail’s, and instead she found the eyes of… whoever she had been, in the hands of that power she’d held in her hands. Those brown eyes, in a brown mane she’d rarely seen beyond windows and water, were safer.
    

    
      “Where things did 
      change 
      was on Mars. Ada was there with me. We’re the only two who don’t have the technophage, and we found each other, and the world bent around us. I don’t know if that’s because of the cure, but it’s something.”
    

    
      Tanos was looking at his own hands curiously. “Was that magic like… some old gift we used to have?”
    

    
      She frowned. This, describing magic, was part of the problem. The elevator zipped up, 
      exerting only just
       enough pressure on her that she could tell it was moving. The other two women in the elevator watched her quietly.
    

    
      “Like being a part of something huge and powerful, for just a second. That thing can break anything. As a part of it, I could touch and see things I never could before. It let me unweave the shield.” She looked at them. “The world isn’t built to let us win, so we tear the world apart and find a way through.”
    

    
      The door snapped open to a modest circular atrium, and when she saw what hung above the glassy ceiling, she smiled.
    

    
      All of Earth spread out above them as they stepped out, arms of the ring stretching in either direction, a 
      ragged
       coastline splitting the planet in two right before her eyes.
    

    
      Several concentric circles dotted the room, each slightly depressed into the ground, each about the right width for people to sit on. Water gurgled through channels that bursts with carefully-tended mosses between various angular, irregular segments of the overall circle. A garden of steel and streams. “So we tear apart the technophage, too. See what comes next.”
    

    
      “How do you know it’s going to help?”
    

    
      “I don’t. But you know what 
      doesn’t 
      help the?” She spread her arms towards the earth in the sky. “This way things are. Humans bound down. Ada trapped out there. Gods hiding from the stars. Mars and Earth separate and quiet. All the stars and worlds the Haints can already use to build their weapons and feed their fleets. The world 
      as is
       is helping the Haints. The world 
      as is
       gets to burn. What comes next? Who the hell knows. 
      Not this
      .” She grinned again, the dragoness lending her teeth and bravado. “Are we starting?”
    

    
      The gods knew she was addressing them. “We are ready, though the process of correcting for the technophage in every individual at once may cause alarm. A more gradual -”
    

    
      “This has gone on for too long. Do it.”
    

    
      “As you will. Isavel’s companions - you will be affected. You should not feel anything.”
    

    
      “Isavel?” Hail watched her. “Are you -”
    

    
      Her thought was cut off by a flash above them. Like cold fire fire, or a meadow growing at a breakneck pace, hard blue light rose from the inner edge of the ring, somewhere just outside the window, jagged through with geometries of energy as it rushed towards the surface. There might be code in there, but as it all fell to Earth such details blurred into a uniform blue glow.
    

    
      Their atrium too was flooded with light, and Isavel’s companions yelped. She spun around and saw all three laced through with fibrils of blue-white patterns that rushed into being halfway through the room and then burst into nothing. They were left standing, staring wide-eyed at themselves, as though surprised to still be 
      being
      .
    

    
      High above, the great curtain like solid sky had met to the surface of the planet, illuminating the world wherever it touched. From here, to Isavel, it looked like a gentle embrace; from the planet, she could barely imagine its sudden, unannounced descent from this ever-quiet ring.
    

    
      And the world spun. No - Isavel’s eyes fixed on Earth, she saw the dark edge of night slowly creeping over the planet, the coastline shifting away. That band of twilight was in the same place relative to the snaky coast below it. Which meant -
    

    
      “Oh shit.” Tanos had figured it out too. “The ring’s 
      spinning
      .”
    

    
      Hail stepped forward, her eyes locked high above them. “This thing never moves. Isavel - nobody had 
      any 
      warning. That light coming for them, the ring 
      moving 
      -”
    

    
      “I know.” She tried to imagine how she might have reacted to this, the girl who had yet to die, but that girl offered no answers, eyes fixed on the world. And in truth, she did not want any. Not now that it was done. She kept her breath steady, watching the heavens turn around the world below, her father’s daughter’s hands on her shoulders. Let consequences come, in their own time. She would be waiting. “There’s an apocalypse on the hunt. It could catch our scent any moment. It needed to be now.”
    

    
      As it 
      accelerated
      , Isavel saw the shape of the event. By spinning around the Earth, the ring was dragging that curtain of blue light across the surface, slowly but surely covering the entire planet in a light that would banish the technophage from their blood for good. What absurd shackles had the ancients placed on their gods, that the ring needed to move like this?
    

    
      Isavel could only imagine the scene. Their blood cleansed of a weapon they never knew they’d been steeped in. Would they notice? Had 
      she 
      noticed? There was nothing in the technophage that one could immediately -
    

    
      She smiled. They 
      would 
      notice when their children stopped being overwhelmed. That was one of the shackles the ancients had placed on 
      them
      , wasn’t it?
    

    
      And would they, too, be found by the power that had found her on Mars?
    

    
      How many more gods would die?
    

    
      A question for another day. Another year.
    

    
      Their homeworld spun as they stood, hung still as they spun, vast promise of blue light soothing old wounds, smoothing old scars, pulling out the old arrowheads of the crimes of the past. What was left was all there had ever been - humans. Whatever humans were; whatever they had become.
    

    
      Lit by a little light, flung into the future by ancient Mars.
    

    
      They could not unmake the mistakes of the ancients. But perhaps now, they could make another tomorrow.
    

    
      Isavel watched the surface of Earth slide past underneath them, seeing places that had always been beyond reach; vast oceans, rugged mountains, sloshing coasts, barren wastelands. Dense green forests in some places, and one that Isavel even thought was probably her own homeland. But from here, from the stars - it was all just Earth. It was all the homeworld, the demon world, the cradle and, if she couldn’t figure out what to do about these Haints, possibly the grave.
    

    
      And all that was one world. The second she had seen - after Mars, before doomed Chang’e. One world among worlds uncounted. One little world.
    

    
      “How big 
      is
       it?” Tanos glanced to Sam. “How long would it take to go -”
    

    
      “I’ve walked it.” Sam sighed. “Months and months, on foot. Though I was dead, and the dead don’t tire. I don’t know, Tanos. Do you want to try?”
    

    
      Isavel saw him smirk in admonishment; he wasn’t looking at Sam, so he didn’t see the ghost’s face, her quite genuine facial expression. One little world was more than enough for most.
    

    
      Seeing that look on Sam’s face, rather suddenly, made her feel utterly alone.
    

    
      But she 
      wasn’t 
      alone, was she? Her mother’s daughter slipped her hand into hers and squeezed, and the dragoness rested a nose and mouth breathing hot against her nape, and she closed her eyes a little. She wasn’t alone. Even when she was.
    

    
      The blue curtain started to fade, crumbling away into blue and leaving Earth behind, just as it was, and humanity… as it had never been. Not as it had been in her youth; also not as it had been before the technophage.
    

    
      There was no going back. There never was.
    

    
      But now, they could go… elsewhere.
    

    
      So quick. So quiet.
    

    
      Deep breaths, until she was sure it was over. This was only the beginning. “Gods, you’ve got a week to summon those demon ships. I’ve got a week to figure out how to find whatever I found on Mars and bring it to face the Haints. We have our work, and there are martians trapped in a small, uncomfortable ship. If you don’t need me, I’m leaving for Earth. There’s someone else I need to speak to.”
    

    
      The gods did not deny it. “The elevator will bring you to an armory. All tools are at your disposal; you will find communications devices there as well, so we can continue to contact you.”
    

    
      “Armory?” Hail glanced at her hands. “Are we going to shoot the Haints with guns?”
    

    
      “Surely you can appreciate how dangerous your fellow humans can be, Hail.”
    

    
      Hail jumped at being addressed so directly, the look on her face not appreciative in the least. Isavel tried to smile reassuringly at her, almost reaching to touch Hail’s arm, but she stopped herself. Not her place. “Let’s see what they have.” She turned to Sam and Tanos instead, nodding up. “How are 
      you all feeling
      ?”
    

    
      They exchanged baffled glances; clear it wasn’t obviously bad. Tanos was still looking at his hands. “I don’t know. I feel the same.”
    

    
      She shifted her eyes to Hail, who simply in silent agreement. As they made for the elevator, Isavel stood behind a moment and muttered, hoping the gods could hear her now. “Don’t remind her of her past.”
    

    
      A patch of wall where her eyes happened to be resting blinked, twice, quite deliberately. She felt heard enough, and followed into the elevator. As the door shut, she noticed Tanos prod Sam. “Sam?”
    

    
      The ghost blinked, slowly shaking her head. “Sorry. I… It’s the forgetting.”
    

    
      Tanos looked at her with concern; Isavel saw his hand brush her shoulder. “Any clues?”
    

    
      Sam shook her head again, then found Isavel’s puzzled expression. “You don’t remember hundreds of years of life the way you remember yesterday.” She stared back at the floor. “It gets… the details go away. All of them. I’m trying to - I’ve talked to people who spoke to ancients from before the Fall. About the world before the Fall. But it’s been so damned long -”
    

    
      Isavel’s arm twitched towards the ghost, but for a moment she held back. Did Sam actually need 
      her 
      comfort? When she had others? But the medic in her remembered comfort was a kind thing nonetheless, and laid her on the ghost’s shoulder. “We’re not going back to that world, whatever it was. We can’t.”
    

    
      Tanos looked between them. “Sam, did you ever see the demon fleet? Somewhere in the thousand?” His eyes widened. “How are the gods going to summon demon 
      ships?
       That’s not how summoning works.”
    

    
      Sam was shaking her head. “I don’t know, I’ve never been 
      up here
      , or -” She paused, and turned on the young man. “Wait a second. Tanos, what do 
      you 
      know about demon summoning?”
    

    
      The elevator slid into motion, and Isavel and Hail both turned to look at him as well. It was a good question, and he seemed to fumble for a moment. “I, uh, when I was a kid I saw a summoning. I think. Definitely demons.”
    

    
      Sam’s eyes were narrowed. “What kind of demon?”
    

    
      “I don’t know, they were the size of cats, they flew off into the woods after -”
    

    
      Isavel’s mind clicked something into place, and she nodded enthusiastically. “How 
      were
       they summoned? I need to know. You too, Sam - I need whatever you can tell me about summoning.”
    

    
      Hail frowned at her. “The gods are doing the summoning.”
    

    
      “Not the demon ships.” She smiled. “I need the right options when I get back to Glass Peaks. Speaking of which - gods? Do you have anything in that armoury that will let me walk?”
    

    
      Even she, the whole army of her flanking her, did not have all the gifts. There were whole 
      worlds
       locked away from even Isavel’s panoply of bloods.
    

    
      The gods were blessedly not pedantic. “We can provide access to the thousand worlds upon request, ensuring you remain unharmed by the contents of those worlds. A flux stabilizer and a good communication device will be sufficient; will will show you to both.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” She turned her eyes back to Tanos. “So, want to tell us about the demon summoning you saw? I need to know, before I go talk to a special someone in Glass Peaks.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter 5
    

    
      It was snowing on Freyja, machines weren’t exploding anymore, and she had found Zhilik again and was giving him a hug. Jhoru was there too, hug or not. Those were the good things.
    

    
      The bad things?
    

    
      Haints were advancing on Vesta, ships of the Union were trying to evacuate the biggest fraction of a world they could, and Ada was waiting outside the door of a closed-off room that held whatever was left of Sanako Oshimi, the first person in the Union who had offered her any kind of help or companionship.
    

    
      Then there were the… other things.
    

    
      Zhilik jumped as a light exploded down the hallway, and Jhoru’s darker eyes darted around in panic as well. Ada was getting used to it; so, apparently, were the hospital workers. Their systems had just regained most functionality an hour or so ago, so the occasional explosion of equipment, flickering of lights, or strange voices coming from the comms were a marked improvement, as Umbra Ex did battle with the uplifted gardening AI Chuka across the networks.
    

    
      The comm nearby crackled, and Ada expected those very voices - garbled approximations of sentience, oozing gibberish like melted language. After a second it fell still, though, and she sighed to Zhilik. “So long as she gets rid of Umbra Ex.”
    

    
      “She.” He glanced nervously at the comms. “You say Cherry uplifted this AI. Did you decide what, exactly, she would become?”
    

    
      “No - I think Cherry left her as… intact as possible. She needs to look like a Union thing.” Then the comm did crackle, and through it poured a syrup of phonemes that resolved to something not unlike 
      Cherry
      , if she ignored the drawling, the stuttering, the wild tonal swings.
    

    
      She stared at it, curious for a moment, and Jhoru hissed a little. “A Union thing?”
    

    
      “I - uh.” She glanced at them both, and set her jaw at his dubious expression. “Look, no matter how bad 
      I’m
       fucking things up, at least I’m not burning planets.”
    

    
      “You are not wrong.” Zhilik squeezed her shoulder. “Ada - your honest opinion.”
    

    
      She frowned. Her inclination to honesty was situational at best, though speaking to Zhilik was one of the better situations in that regard. “About what?”
    

    
      “You saw their homeworld. Is there any hope?”
    

    
      She bit her lip, looking between the two outers. “Not - not the way things are now.” She glanced at the ceiling. “The way things are now, we’re done for. But if the way things are 
      changes 
      - fast enough, drastically enough? Anything could happen.” She grimaced. “I hope.”
    

    
      The two of them exchanged glances, mirran expressions a little too subtle for her to read in this moment, and the door clicked open. A human doctor stepped out to gesture her inside. Zhilik’s voice rumbled quietly. “When you are finished visiting, we should speak about our people.”
    

    
      Our people.
       He used the 
      our 
      that included himself and others, but not Ada. The outers from Earth, of course - the refugees. They had come here seeking a better life, and instead they were watching an apocalypse crash down on their heads. She could well imagine what he wanted to talk about, and saw the concern braided more obviously into Jhoru’s expression. “Of course. Can you - will you come inside?”
    

    
      He glanced at her, his slit pupils widening a little. “I only met her briefly. I do not know -”
    

    
      Jhoru interrupted him. “I will go. Brood out here, Zhilik.”
    

    
      Ada looked at the outer woman and nodded. She hadn’t expected this - Zhilik may have had enough of death, but Jhoru had no particular closeness to Ada aside from through mutually knowing Zhilik. Ada wasn’t sure she needed Jhoru’s translation skills at this point, but she didn’t dwell on the question any further when her friend lay behind an open door.
    

    
      She turned and almost walked straight past the doctor before recognizing the old woman - the slight wrinkles, the blond hair tinged with grey, and the tired expression all spoke to someone who hadn’t slept and wasn’t in their prime to begin with, but they were familiar. “Oh - um - sorry -”
    

    
      “Cheren.” The doctor didn’t make any snide facial expressions. “I remember you too, Ada Liu. I’m surprised you’re here.”
    

    
      Why? She opened her mouth to ask, but quickly realized she didn’t need to hear why somebody else thought she was a bad friend. She probably was, sometimes. It didn’t need saying. “How is she?”
    

    
      “Comatose.” At this, Cheren did raise an eyebrow. “Technically alive. You won’t get much out of her. Oxygen deprivation -”
    

    
      Ada pushed passed, and heard Jhoru and Cheren exchange some words before the door clicked. There she was - that same golden skin tone, that same close-cropped black hair… even some of the same bruises Ada remembered, from the last time she had seen Sanako alive. Bruises she had received on Ada’s account, at the hands of her own people.
    

    
      Jhoru muttered. “Ada, Zhilik does not like to remember Chang’e. He was nearly spaced as well. Even from his pod -”
    

    
      She nodded, only barely paying attention. Sanako 
      was 
      still alive
      . It was hard to tell, though, apart from the breathing. Pads of some sort adhered to her skin in places, a thick bandage was wrapped around her eyes, and the skin around her mouth and nose were cracked. Machines all around her beeped and flickered, and a blanket covered her from the chest down, leaving her arms exposed and wired through with tubing and circuitry.
    

    
      “She… What’s all this?”
    

    
      “We’re keeping her alive.” Cheren’s tone gave no indication that 
      alive 
      was any better than 
      dead
      . “There’s a legal dispute with her next of kin as to whether she should be euthanized.”
    

    
      “With - what? What are you talking about?” She glanced at Jhoru, whose ears flattened only briefly.
    

    
      “They want to let her die.” She turned her slitted pupils to the doctor. “I assume her family disagrees?”
    

    
      Ada rounded on Cheren, who was already raising her hands. “Her mothers are… they are trying to secure passage for their other daughter, from Vesta to Freyja. They seem to think Sanako will wake up.”
    

    
      “What?” Ada glanced at the still form on the bed. It seemed clear that was not likely. “Why would you just let her die? Can’t you fix her?”
    

    
      “No amount of brain surgery or chemical or biological intervention is going to 
      fix 
      this kind of damage. It simply can’t be done.”
    

    
      “Bullshit.” Ada’s eyes narrowed. “She helped me escape, and now you -”
    

    
      “Ada.”
    

    
      She paused when Jhoru moved slightly into her field of view. She was not looking at her, though - she was looking at Cheren, and after a moment the other doctor stepped out.
    

    
      “What, Jhoru? They’re always making excuses -”
    

    
      “I do not think this is about you.” Jhoru took a step closer, looking down at the bed. “Sometimes the tools to solve a problem simply do not exist.”
    

    
      She scowled, took a deep breath, and returned her gaze to Sanako. She stepped closer, up to the edge of the bed, and looked down at 
      that
       still body. She looked, and looked, as though her eyes might chance upon the answer to the only question that mattered.
    

    
      “Are you still in there?” She glanced at Jhoru, but she tilted her head. No answers there. She leaned over Sanako’s body, peering closer at her face, as though some twitch of the nose might give her away. Nothing. “Cherry - can you - what’s wrong with her?”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice was suitably quiet, but was not shy. “Extensive neurological damage. Combining medical records with scan data from your suit, I would suggest it is not impossible she might recover, but the damage could also lead to cascading relapses into comatose states unless repaired in a uniform, emergent fashion. The Union does not have the medical technology necessary to perform the repairs, so it would appear to be up to chance.”
    

    
      She pulled back, turned away. There was a window here - ironic, that there would be a window for a victim who was not only comatose, but whose eyes were bandaged over. Out beyond, Daneer stretched into the night, its light bouncing and diffusing off the clouds overhead, which were responding with a snowfall that might have looked comforting, once upon a time.
    

    
      It was not. There was only one person who could have comforted her, and Isavel was -
    

    
      A thought scurried through her mind, on the tail of that one.
    

    
      Isavel was -
    

    
      She sucked in a deep breath. “I can fix this.”
    

    
      “Ada -”
    

    
      Jhoru tried to draw her attention again as she brushed by, but she stormed outside and bore down on Cheren. “You! You idiots can’t fix her, but I can.”
    

    
      At this, the old woman’s face did grow tighter. “I didn’t realize you were a doctor.”
    

    
      “I’m not - I’m transhuman. You people keep reminding me.”
    

    
      Cheren frowned. “And? Unless I misunderstand the situation, you’re just some transhuman girl from a world that lost any medical expertise long ago. All that’s left is your body.”
    

    
      “My 
      blood.
      ”
    

    
      Cheren blinked at her. “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “My 
      blood 
      is what’s left.” She held out her left palm and tapped it with her right-hand fingers. “You know what’s in my blood? Gifts from my ancestors, from the people who made us all. Things that make me stronger. Things that make me healthier. Things that make me -” She bit off the word 
      better
      . There was no need to drive the point home. “Give her my blood.”
    

    
      Cheren straightened her shoulders and stared her down, even though Ada was easily a head taller. “You can’t just stuff blood into someone else and fix them. I read the reports - you’re not even genetically human. We’ve tried enough transfusions with animal blood to know -”
    

    
      “Animals? I -”
    

    
      Jhoru risked a light tap on her shoulder. “Ada, from what I know, blood transfusion is highly risky for most species. It can kill a person -”
    

    
      Most species.
       So perhaps not whatever Ada was. “Cherry, could it work?”
    

    
      “There are certain risks -”
    

    
      She slammed her palm against the wall, feeling heat 
      radiate
       up and down her neck. “Fine. Gods damn you all. If I can’t fix this, I can at least - I can -” She stared around wildly, grasping for thoughts. “Vesta. Her family was on Vesta? I’ll get them. I’ll bring them here.”
    

    
      Cheren had moved off to a screen, which had more of her attention now than Ada did. “Not if they close the jumpgates you won’t.”
    

    
      “I don’t need - wait, what? They haven’t closed them yet.”
    

    
      Cheren glanced up. “Don’t you read the news?”
    

    
      She spun around to Zhilik and Jhoru. “What is she talking about? They’re still evacuating Vesta!”
    

    
      “I do not know.” Zhilik glanced pointedly at her. “Perhaps you could clarify -”
    

    
      “Parliament is talking about shutting the gates sooner. Before Vesta goes.” Cheren was looking at her screen again, but it wasn’t clear it held her attention. “The longer they stay open, the more time the Haints have to jump through our gates, secure them, and use them to hit more worlds.” Her grimace worsened, and her voice lowered. “Nobody wants to risk complete bloody annihilation for the sake of a few dozen thousand refugees. We’re talking billions, versus fractions of a million.”
    

    
      She opened her mouth and closed it again. They were just going to… what, abandon people? “They can get 
      some 
      people off -”
    

    
      “Ada Liu, I have a lot of patients and little patience.” Cheren stared icily at her. “Nobody likes any of this. We do our best. We all do. I have work to do.”
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. “Me too.” She glanced at Zhilik and Jhoru, and gestured down the hall, already starting to walk. “Come on, I need people to tell me why this is a bad idea.”
    

    
      They hurried after her, ears flat, and she heard Jhoru’s grumbling in their own tongue, just clear enough that Ada caught the meaning. “Is this what you call being a positive influence, Zhilik?”
    

    
      She ignored that and made for the elevator down the hall. It lead up to the rooftop landing pad where she had left Cherry. “This parliament thing - it’s the same as government, right? A bunch of people in a room deciding things for everyone?”
    

    
      “Essentially. Between them and the presidents -”
    

    
      “They’re here, in Daneer. Right Cherry? How far?”
    

    
      The voice chirped from her suit. “Yes - we can get there in less than ten minutes.”
    

    
      “Ada -” Zhilik grabbed her arm. “Our people are here. The Haints are coming.”
    

    
      She looked at him, at the flattening of his ears. “I know. And there are thousands of people we can still get off Vesta. Plus, if they shut the gates, each planet is on its own. The Haints will pick them off one by one. We don’t need to divide ourselves up, we need reinforcements.”
    

    
      “Reinforcements?” One ear perked up, but she kept walking, jabbing at the elevator controls until the door opened. “Ada, if you 
      are 
      considering returning to Earth, please consider our -”
    

    
      She gave him a direct look, straight in the eye, and he and Jhoru both stopped walking. She understood what he was asking. 
      Bring our people home.
       And he understood she did not want to make Earth any more salient in this mess than it already was.
    

    
      It was a complicated problem. In the end, she might do as he asked. But she didn’t want to open the door to discussions and negotiations. “I’m not going back. If the Haints see me -”
    

    
      “Ada.” The door slid shut on them, and alone in the elevator, Jhoru’s voice remained remarkably quiet. Zhilik was staring at the floor, pensive. “I would prefer to be returned to Earth than to die out here. And I am not alone. This is not the world we hoped for.”
    

    
      She looked at the two of them, knowing full well Zhilik felt the same. The machinery clanked, moving them skyward. She took a breath and held it for a moment. 
      She 
      felt the same. Of course it wasn’t. They would all like to go home. “If the Haints get eyes for Earth, you’ll die either way.”
    

    
      “Ada - this is not like - ” The elevator suddenly jerked still, lights flickering for several seconds, before continuing. Zhilik breathed carefully for a few moments before he kept speaking. “This is not like you.” He didn’t sound angry, but the words made her hackles rise. “I understand you are worried about Isavel, but you are usually ruthlessly practical -”
    

    
      “You don’t want me to be 
      practical!
       You want me to help you run away!
      ” She clenched her first. “Listen you two, I understand - it sucks out here, and that’s before the fucking Haints showed up. But this has to end 
      here and now
      , or it never will in our lifetimes. Earth can’t do anything except get blown up, just like Chang’e.”
    

    
      “If you believe that, what makes you think you can find help anywhere else?” He gestured around them. “The Union AI you unleashed will not be able to stop the Haint fleet any more than the Union already can.”
    

    
      “I know. All Chuka needs to do is make sure the Union doesn’t collapse before Haint fleets even show up. I’ve got other plans.”
    

    
      The door slid open, revealing the snow-swept landing pads atop the hospital. Cherry sat there on four of six fins, pristine black and red lightly dusted with white. She made for her ship, boots crunching in the snow, but Zhilik and Jhoru stood back, huddled closer against the cold. “What plans?”
    

    
      “There are other worlds, Zhilik. Other people the Haints are trying to kill.”
    

    
      The silence behind her was not reassuring, but the way Cherry’s cockpit popped open was. She rested her 
      hands
       on the rim, heaving herself up in a single motion, bringing her feet down inside the ship and turning around to face they. They were staring, ears alert, and Zhilik gave an ear-swivelling expression she was starting to think was a little patronizing. “Aliens.”
    

    
      She grinned, and reached out a hand. “Aliens. Come on - I’ll drop you two off -” She glanced at her ship, though, remembering that it couldn’t really fit two adults, especially not those of the mirran variety. Zhilik and Jhoru, while a bit hunched by Earth’s gravity, were still larger than most humans. “Damn, this is going to be uncomfortable.”
    

    
      Zhilik gripped her forearm with his furry, four-fingered hand. “Do not worry about us. We can return on our own. Use your time to do what good you can.”
    

    
      She nodded, squeezing his forearm back, and felt a bit more flustered about what to do with Jhoru. The translator simply huffed her nostrils at Ada, a rather cautious gesture from their species, before glancing again to Zhilik. “I am unsure whether this is the best time to initiate first contact with a new civilization.”
    

    
      “
      We’re
       facing extinction, 
      they’re 
      facing extinction - we have so much in common. It’ll be like love at first sight. But with explosions.”
    

    
      Zhilik seemed to find his snark again. “I am unsure whether 
      you 
      are the best way to initiate first contact. But I assume there is no stopping you.”
    

    
      “And that’s why I 
      am
       the best.” She grinned, heaved herself up into the ship. “Besides, I think I’m learning. If they don’t like me, I’ll bring pizza, and then we’ll be friends.”
    

    
      Jhoru gave a hissing laugh at that, one Zhilik took a moment to echo - perhaps there was something there Ada had missed. But they were right - her time was limited. 
    

    
      She waved them goodbye, and it was just a quick skip across Daneer to Parliament, an unusually stylized building of carved stone and great glass panels. She had a vague idea of what she might be doing, but no idea what she was going to say.
    

    
      “Cherry - how do I get in?”
    

    
      There are many means of ingress. How concerned are you with social propriety?
    

    
      She smirked. “You know me.”
    

    
      I suggest disembarking onto this exterior walkway.
       A flicked of light drew her attention to a long, narrow terrace set against one of the larger glass windows; inside that window, she thought she could make out rings of structural elements, maybe seating, laid out around a central point. And people. Always more people. 
      The doors will lead you to an observation gallery above the main chamber of parliament. You should be able to drop down safely. It will be your quickest path to the central speaking podium without causing structural damage. You will be interrupting a parliamentary hearing of military officers, unannounced.
    

    
      “Perfect. You’ll be right out here, in case I need anything?” She brought the ship towards the walkway.
    

    
      Always.
    

    
      “You’re the best ship, Cherry. And not just because every other ship in the Union is a pile of cobbled-together trash glued up with computer viruses and sweat.”
    

    
      You are lucky Baoji isn’t around.
    

    
      She smiled, giving her ship a quick pat before hopping out onto the walkway, unknowable materials of her boots gripping through the snow. Cherry’s canopy sealed shut behind her and the fighter rose to rest on a nearby, larger terrace, while Ada ran for the nearest door. Breaking the glass might be 
      too 
      much. Maybe.
    

    
      She burst 
      in to
       the sound of a mirran voice droning on with a little too little passion for her taste. “- not only Union citizens but soldiers, doctors - not to mention 
      families 
      -”
    

    
      She saw humans and mirrans with weapons - guards, clearly not leaders - staring at her and shifting uneasily, clearly having watched her jump out beyond the glass. Having been shot once before, the sight of those guns - their projectiles small and practically invisible - made her freeze. And she froze time along with her, and coiled out dark code and in minutes all her own shredded the weapons in the room, gravity doing the blessed work of pulling the metallic dust down and away from people’s lungs. They should be grateful they weren’t on a ship.
    

    
      As she slipped out of time dilation and took stock of the room, it seemed that little stunt had been enough to grab everyone’s attention, as eyes rounded on her and several of the few hundred people present rose with what looked like indignation and started shouting. The entire room was a series of tables and benches structured in concentric semicircles around a central, lowered depression in the floor, where a speaker stood, all the eyes of the Union’s representatives falling upon them from above. Arrayed at a table in front of them was a table of several individuals Ada mostly didn’t know - except Felisha Derksen, who was staring at her with something between fury and resignation.
    

    
      Right now, the speaker was mirran President Jesst Serresk, who Ada had never met and had clearly just made a poor first impression on. Her human counterpart, Alan Niu, stood quietly just beside her. Both were staring at Ada with what was clearly not a positive set of emotions for either species. She had to get ahead of this, throwing out a levitation sigil to bring herself gently down from the raised gallery.
    

    
      “I’m not really sorry to interrupt.” She shouted at them as settled onto the floor. “Whatever it is you were talking about -” She remembered a sigil for bouncing and reflecting sounds, used by senior coders for just this sort of purpose, and etched it out in the air before striding forward. “- You’re all going to shut up and listen to me.”
    

    
      They did not, instead raising their voices while simultaneously flinching away from her as she walked towards the speaking pedestal. Alan and Jesst were in hurried, hushed conversation, eyes fixed on her, as nonsense in half a dozen languages flowed over Ada’s head and completely missed her ears. She made eye contact with Felisha again, who was standing. “Ada Liu, this is not -”
    

    
      “You two!” She made a flicking hand gesture at the presidents, who actually flinched as though she might cast magic on them. “You’re not shutting down the jumpgates -”
    

    
      As soon as she said that, Jesst Serresk took two confident steps towards her and stared her down, her own voice also magnified. “I’m glad you agree with me, Miss Liu.”
    

    
      “I - what?” She scowled. Had she come here for nothing? “That’s not what I heard. And it’s not 
      Miss
      , you -”
    

    
      “What you 
      should 
      have heard is that we’re having a 
      debate
      .” The mirran stared her down, ears tensely perked forwards as she stared Ada straight in the eyes; they were the same height, an experience the mirran was probably not very accustomed to, but to her credit she didn’t flinch. “This is a 
      democracy
      , and these people together represent all the values and peoples of the Union, and we have disagreements that we are going to resolve through 
      negotiation 
      and 
      compromise
      .” She pointed a furry finger in Ada’s face, close enough that Ada noticed a ring on one of the fingers she was considering biting off. “
      You
       are an alien. We may tolerate your presence, and you may legally be a representative of the Earth Dominion, but we will not allow you to subvert our democratic institutions.”
    

    
      Cherry, what’s a democracy?
       She gritted her teeth. “I’m here - some of my 
      people 
      are here. I have 
      friends 
      here. I speak for my world and my people and my friends, and I’m not going to let them all die just because -”
    

    
      “Then take them and 
      leave
      .” Jesst made an elaborate flicking motion. “Do what you want within Earth’s sovereignty. Accord 
      us 
      the respect of deciding for 
      ourselves 
      how we will face this crisis.”
    

    
      Somebody shouted down from the ranks in the one language she did understand. “She brought the Haints! Arrest her!”
    

    
      She rounded on the source of the voice as Cherry’s response came in. 
      It may be difficult to explain, given that states and governments are not a common concept in the cultural webwork you were raised in. Broadly speaking, democracy is intended to be governance by the people, usually indirectly. Imagine a group of people voting on rules and long-term decisions, rather than simply immediate actions, as you may be familiar with.
    

    
      People are voting to cut off Vesta?
       This was distracting, doubly so because she had brought the Haints here, hadn’t she? She knew she had. “And 
      I’m 
      the only one who can stop the fucking Haints! You sure as hell can’t, you backwards -”
    

    
      “Tell that to Chang’e!”
    

    
      No, the Union is a representative democracy, meaning people have voted to allow these individuals in Parliament to make decisions on their behalf, without direct consultation.
    

    
      “Ada Liu, this is 
      not 
      the way we conduct business -”
    

    
      So what, these are the Union’s favourite people?
       “I have a solution! Shut up and listen to me. I can fix this.”
    

    
      Cherry’s response was quick and overwhelming, filling in the time it took for some people to listen and start looking pensive. 
      No, rather these individuals are those candidates who won the most votes in their locales. The calculations are complex, and there are sociological arguments to be made that individuals are largely elected on the basis of their party membership, which itself is not actually represented in Parliament except in the crudest mechanical sense -
    

    
      “She’s a murderer! All she’s done is killed people!”
    

    
      Felisha did something to project her voice out as well. “My apologies, but I would suggest we simply listen to the Earth Dominion’s claims and let her be on her way, rather than try to fight -”
    

    
      Ada snapped back at whoever had called her a murderer. There was too much going on for her to gather herself any more than that. “You want to talk about Chang’e? Let’s talk about the fact that I blasted hundreds of Haints out of the fucking skies of Chang’e while your cobbled-together junk ships burned like paper lanterns over a fucking bonfire -”
    

    
      Felisha rounded on her with obvious exasperation Ada had little sympathy with. “Ada, fleet personnel 
      died 
      defending -”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s my 
      point 
      -”
    

    
      A furred hand gripped her shoulder as Jesst pulled her back. “Step aside. This is not your -”
    

    
      “No.” Ada glared away from her, and noticed one of the faces had the crowd - the man attached, rather - had stepped forward to begin a hurried conference with Felisha. It took her a moment to place him in her memories - a brown-skinned, soft-faced human man listening more than he was speaking, tight-lipped alarm across his features. She had met him, once. What was his name?
    

    
      She remembered, and shouted it at him. “Deptha! Deptha Charaka!”
    

    
      He looked like he had been stabbed in the back, briefly, before glancing at Felisha and composing himself to speak, his voice as magnified as the others. “Ada Liu, I can schedule a formal session for your concerns as Earth Dominion representative -”
    

    
      She grinned. Somebody else had remembered. She wasn’t sure how much the title was worth, but perhaps she ought to flex it. “As Representative of the Earth Dominion, which is also going to be burnt by Haints if you don’t get your shit together, I demand you all quiet down for a few minutes and listen. Then I’ll leave.”
    

    
      Those words fell like a magic spell - an awkward one, cast inexpertly by a sorceress in imitation rather than understanding, but she saw it work nonetheless. There was a slight shift in some people’s poses, a slight quieting of the accusations, and she noticed both Jesst and Alan take quiet breaths that felt anticipatory. She had, it seemed, tapped into their language, a little bit.
    

    
      No time to waste.
       She opened her mouth to tell them the simple truth - there were other aliens out there, fighting the same fight, and she could bring them here.
    

    
      And she paused, and she thought about what they would probably say to that. Every thought she had seemed to upset them, or at least struck them as either naive or alien. Much as she didn’t like it, simply laying out the facts may not be enough.
    

    
      She took a deep breath. “When I was a child, my parents had to keep me away from big towns, from cities, from crowds of people.” Context. She looked out at them, trying to gauge whether they followed. “That’s just… what you do, with kids. Because if you don’t - I’ve seen the way they die. Their skin cracks, they start to bleed, and they just… die. It’s the technophage, but we - as a people - don’t know that. All we know is something kills them, and the best we can do is hide them away. And they’ll have to hide their children one day, and those will have to hide their own. We’ve done it for a thousand years; we don’t know anything else. That’s normal. We survive. And if we ever forget that we’re supposed to be afraid, they die again, and we remember.”
    

    
      She tapped her fingers against the wooden stand Jesst had been speaking from. She was on the wrong side of it, but a step or two towards it and the presidents backed off for a moment, and she filled the gap.
    

    
      “I 
      hate
       that. Wouldn’t you? Just… holding your breath and hoping not to die. Because that’s all you know.” She glanced across the faces, and at least for now, they were listening. Or hearing, at least. “But that’s not all there is to know. It never is. I’ve always known - well, believed - that there’s more 
      we can know
      , 
      more
       we can understand, 
      more
       we can 
      do
      . And it turns out we don’t need to watch our kids die. We don’t need to hide them. That’s not a rule of the universe - it’s just the way we deal with a… a disease. A wound.”
    

    
      They seemed to be growing restless, impatient; probably not seeing where she was going. At least she wasn’t alone in that feeling. She met eyes with Felisha and Deptha again one at a time, but while the latter looked urgently puzzled, the fleet officer had a stony face that was much harder to read.
    

    
      “I believed our kids didn’t need to die like that, and I found a way to make that true. The technophage 
      doesn’t
       have to be normal. And neither does this! The Haints showing up and beating you all to death and leaving only to come back again when you get uppity - that 
      doesn’t need to be normal
      . This - this is what I do. 
      Me
      . I see the way things are and I say it’s not good enough and I find a way for things to change. So I’m going to try to do for you what I did for my people - find a way to change 
      normal
      . But let me tell you - you’re going to need to step away from normal, too. Go places you’ve never been. Meet things you’ve never met.”
    

    
      She nodded to Deptha, Minister for Foreign Affairs for a culture that had not had foreign neighbours in almost a thousand years, barring the Haints. Now it had one. Soon, it might have more.
    

    
      “That’s what I came to tell you about. Things you’ve never met. They’re out there, right now, fighting the Haints. They’re dying out there, just like you, 
      right now
      . I’ve seen Haint war plans; there other worlds under other stars feeling the heat of haintfire right now. Just like you.” She waited a moment, watched a ripple of understanding slowly move through the room. Absurdly, for two species that had come from separate homeworlds, for a group who routinely called her an alien, they seemed almost stunned to hear talk of 
      actual
       aliens. Deptha Charaka, in particular, seemed to sense the looming torrent of work likely to crash onto his shoulders as a consequence of what she was saying. “You’re 
      not dying alone
      . You shouldn’t need to fight alone either.”
    

    
      She glared pointedly at Deptha as the muttering started, beckoning with a tilt of the head, and he quickly stood to take the conversation before others could start arguing. Next to her, Jesst Serresk glanced up at an oddly tinted glass panel set into the wall above the upper ranks of seats, and a voice crackled out of nowhere. “Moderation recognizes Minister of Foreign Affairs and Envoy-Elect of Kethi, Inti: Deptha Charaka.”
    

    
      That cue 
      was
       like magic, proper and practiced. Whatever muttering there was petered off, and people listened. She knew it wasn’t because they respected what Ada had said, of course. There was a rule, and they were following it. She gritted her teeth, hoping that would be enough, as Deptha started talking.
    

    
      “Thank you. I would first like to apologize to my fellow Envoys for this irregularity, especially in such critical times.”
    

    
      Ada ground her teeth harder, instantly wanting to tear the man’s head off, but he continued without much of a pause.
    

    
      “However, the Representative highlights a key consideration that stretches well beyond the tragedy at Vesta. Whether we close the gates now, or hesitate, or deliberately evacuate as many of our fellow citizens as possible - this consideration remains the same. The Haints are coming. They show no sign of slowing. Ada Liu is correct - even if we shut the gates this very instant, our history proves that is not enough to stop the Haints. The Colonial Federation closed the jumpgates during the Invasion and the Haints proceeded at 
      sublight speeds
      , over 
      decades
      , to destroy Oko and Sirona. Why should we expect any different now?”
    

    
      There was some shouting at this. Ada doubted any of them truly had objections to the basics of the Haint advance, but Deptha seemed unsurprised.
    

    
      “Honorable Envoys of the Twelve -” He did hesitate a little at 
      twelve
      . “We have a responsibility to consider problems beyond the next three days. And I do not believe the Representative is demanding anything of us. If there is a possibility of seeking outside help, we should at least investigate, before dismissing it out of hand.”
    

    
      “Moderation recognizes Envoy-Assignee of Yokiri, Vesta: Natumi Urchass.”
    

    
      The mirran in question was swivelling their ears in alarm. “The Minister is right - we can’t pass up a chance to save our citizens. Sixteen colonies barely held off the Haints last time - what can twelve - eleven 
      - ten 
      - hope to do now? We 
      need help
      . My representees are currently in a fight for survival -”
    

    
      Somebody else shouted to interrupt. “Vestans shouldn’t even be allowed in these discussion. They’re clearly biased beyond rationality. We’ve only just recovered from the Haint cyberattack -”
    

    
      Ada clenched her fists, about to start shouting into the room that 
      she
       had done that - in a roundabout way they didn’t need to understand - when the lights flickered. For a moment the envoys continued arguing, but after the lights went out for a full second or two, people started looking up.
    

    
      The envoy who was speaking, however, was looking somewhere else entirely, off into space. Listening, she realized after a second. Listening to what?
    

    
      Whatever it was sent that one envoy running out of the room, and the lights turned back on, and that was that.
    

    
      The moderator recognized some other envoy Ada didn’t register, and this one was not setting a positive tone. “This is the AI that got loose, isn’t it? This genetic abomination unleashes a rogue AI that destroys out infrastructure, and now she’s talking about inviting completely unknown alien powers into our systems? She has no appreciation of risks -”
    

    
      She narrowed her eyes. “Fuck risk. I’ll destroy your entire civilization if it means your children live to see a new one. At this rate, they probably still won’t -”
    

    
      She caught herself, though, for a moment. She would destroy their civilization for their selves, she thought. And that was not a completely alien thought - that was a thought that had been acted upon before. It was, in a sense, a thought the spirit of an ancient had once had, before it was trapped in a golem called Venshi. Destroy the civilization, save the people.
    

    
      Her direction was different. Her threat was different. It was easy to find parallels, but which parallels mattered, and which didn’t? Murder and self-defense were both killing, but they were not the same despite the basic identity of the action in either case.
    

    
      “- has 
      no
       diplomatic credentials, there 
      is 
      no Earth Dominion, and she -”
    

    
      One of the mirrans at the table by Felisha made a gesture, and the moderation recognized Grand Admiral Yasnat, who Ada didn’t think she’d ever really seen. He gave her a somewhat predatory look that told her he seriously misjudged either himself or her, and spoke bluntly. “Even if there are other factions out there fighting the Haints, and even if they were open to cooperation, we simply don’t have the time to do anything about it. We’re fully committed to the evacuation, and the subsequent defence of the remaining ten worlds of the Union.”
    

    
      Somebody shouted about Vesta still being a world of the Union, but Ada didn’t want to bicker over that point. “I know. 
      I
       can go. And I 
      will 
      go, frankly, no matter what you say. I’m just here to warn you.” She glanced at Jesst. “To make sure you know what’s happening. So you aren’t caught off-guard.”
    

    
      Jesst’s expression was hard to read, but Alan Niu finally took a moment to speak. “Representative Liu, we’ve asked you not to interfere with our sovereignty in this crisis, and inviting alien representatives -”
    

    
      She was trying to puzzle out exactly what he meant by 
      sovereignty
      , and why it might matter, when the lights started flickering in dizzying patterns and veering towards the red of the spectrum. A silence as deafening as it was brief suddenly engulfed the room, and moments later everybody burst into panic.
    

    
      She scowled just as Cherry explained. 
      Ada, run to the window. A network altercation between Umbra Ex and Chuka has damaged several transport craft in the city. One of them is on a collision course with Parliament hall - this appears to have been intentional.
    

    
      As everyone started scrambling, Ada turned and grabbed Jesst and Alan by the shoulders before they could get away. “You - hey, listen! Listen to me - I’m going to get help.” She squeezed them both and saw them wince, but they were staring at her. Hopefully that meant they were listening. “Keep the jumpgates open. You hear me?” She let go and backed towards the window. “Keep them open!”
    

    
      As she ran for a spot just below the elevated walkway, she reached out to Cherry.
    

    
      Cherry, shoot it down!
    

    
      The debris will scatter. If we leave the ship intact, it will crash into the main chamber of Parliament and explode, but the building will absorb most of the damage. The sooner I destroy it, the more the debris will spread.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth as she lashed out with a disintegration sigil that left a Cherry-sized hole in the grand windows overlooking the city. Leaving the thing intact would be safer, given how dense the city was, and how it was headed right for the one spot everyone was already running away from. Cherry descended towards the gap, cockpit open, and as she vaulted into her ship she saw the unassumingly dull grey shape of something falling from the sky.
    

    
      She pressed herself into the seat and kicked into the air, zipping mere meters past the ship as it came down. She spun around just in time to see the freighter - a bit larger than Baoji’s 
      Sangrila
       - smash through the vast glassy windows of Parliament and burst into flames.
    

    
      The overall structure of the building did remain intact - the damage seemed confined to the chamber and rooms immediately adjacent. She still had a sickly feeling that people probably died, but they had had almost a minute to escape. She had an even sicker feeling seeing the Haints, yet again, using dying ships as weapons. It was not a tactic she liked, all the more so because it was not something she could easily deal with.
    

    
      And the fire…
    

    
      There were bigger things she could do than fight one fire. Deep breaths. “Cherry. Those star systems. How close are they?”
    

    
      We can make the nearest system’s core planets in a single jump, though that would deplete most of our energy reserves. I suggest a jump to the stellar outskirts, where we can perform long-range scans to assess the situation, and a second microjump into the inhabited band of the system after recharging for approximately six hours.
    

    
      “That sounds safe.” She angled the ship up and out into space. This was exhausting. “Cherry - thanks. For thinking things through for me. Like not shooting that ship right away.”
    

    
      It is my duty to offer you all the support you need. This doesn’t mean doing whatever you say - it means learning who you are, and doing my best to make decisions that you will look back upon, after the fact and the fallout, and consider well-made.
    

    
      “How long after the fact?”
    

    
      Not too long. Particularly not for you.
    

    
      The jab roused her a little from her stupor. “Are you saying patience isn’t one of my virtues?”
    

    
      Your virtues include rapid responsiveness, fearlessness, and an admirable ability to shift your focus to new occurrences at a moment’s notice.
    

    
      She grinned. “Put it like that, who needs patience?”
    

    
      Precisely. You have me instead.
    

    
      She genuinely chuckled, perhaps proving Cherry’s third virtue. Outside, the stars grew brighter as the atmosphere fell away, and she turned to face these distant aliens. “What’s happening with Umbra Ex? Are we in trouble?”
    

    
      No. I believe the situation will follow a fairly common tripartite progression of encounters between mutually antagonistic forces. First, initial reactive chaos leads to massive state changes - this has happened, and already it significantly weakened Umbra Ex. The second phase is iterative stability in which both forces adapt their natures or approaches to shift situational decay in their favour. Chuka and Umbra Ex will both attempt to find new ways to attack or defend, and for a time this cyclical process may not yield any obvious state change aside from minor spikes of chaos. At some point a crisis will be reached, however, which will dramatically shift the situation and result in a snowball elimination of one or the other. I predict Umbra Ex is the one that will be eliminated - the opening chaotic stage was very unfavourable to it.
    

    
      Ada shook her head. She thought she got the gist of it, but she knew full well there was an underlying strangeness to what Cherry was describing. It sounded like a war - but without a battlefield, or contestants, or even some kind of leadership. There were just machine intelligences, distributed across vast networks, and the topologies and technologies they were contending with were not the guns and code and fighters Ada understood so much better.
    

    
      They shot out of the upper reaches of the atmosphere. As she watched hard light spindles form a warp bubble around her ship, she sucked in a deep breath and held it for a moment before rolling her shoulders. This she could do. Time to go meet some aliens.
    

    
      It wasn’t usually her strong suit, but gods be damned if she wasn’t going to try to make a good first impression.
    

    




      Chapter 6
    

    
      Glass Peaks was burning.
    

    
      Isavel had known it would be hard for Earth to make a good first impression on the martians. The history bad; the way Earth’s skies and water literally looked like their blood was perhaps worse.
    

    
      She hadn’t her adopted home city to completely, utterly embarrass itself all at once. But here it was, literally on fire, all because a blue glow swept over them.
    

    
      She tried not to focus on that. She leaned on the pathfinder, smelling the firs and the salty breeze of home. She bared her mother’s daughter’s shoulders to relish the warmth of a nearer sun, even as summer was ending. She touched the soil of Earth with her bare hands, trying to tell it she was home, trying to coax from it some outpouring of… familiarity? Comfort?
    

    
      But her mind was elsewhere. Her selves were restless. Earth didn’t feel like home. Shouldn’t it? Perhaps it was home to some of her, once. But what remained… Something was missing. Something in her, that connected her to whatever home meant.
    

    
      Perhaps that something was part of the girl who had died.
    

    
      She looked to the warrior, leaning against the fir, her arms crossed, stubborn and implacable, and nodded to this other self. “We have work to do.”
    

    
      “
      You
       do?”
    

    
      She almost jumped, but she had not been approached; she had simply been… neglectful. Kelena leaned on the Red Sword nearby like some kind of walking stick, breathing heavily through her nose, giving Isavel a look of exhausted contemplation, like she was trying to look at Isavel through stars in her vision. Perhaps she was. But she had pointedly noted Isavel’s plural - inclusive of whoever she was speaking to, some person not present. Some other within.
    

    
      Earth’s gravity gave Isavel’s own heart an odd sense of familiarity, tugging down on her bones, like a doting elderly relative, shrunken with age, who hadn’t seen her in far too long and wanted a closer look. But it seemed determined, equally, to curb and crush martian spines and wills.
    

    
      Kelena did not wait long for an answer Isavel wasn’t able to give. “I am not sure whether to be comforted or disappointed that your great city seems as much a ruined bonfire as the great cities of Mars.”
    

    
      Isavel grimaced.  “I bled for the damned thing. Now look at it.”
    

    
      From overhead she had seen the temple in smouldering ruins; there were encampments outside the city, but it hadn’t looked like a siege. What could have happened? It had only been hours since the technophage was purged - the time to equip themselves, reconvene with the martians, and… become a bit more acquainted with those who lived on the ring.
    

    
      On that last point, Isavel still had more questions than answers, but had decided they were not her answers to have. She had asked the gods to determine how to convince them to join her; the rest was out of her hands.
    

    
      To Glass Peaks, the gods also had little to say. 
      There appears to have been some theological dispute about the nature of the event. This is not the only city where unrest has occurred.
    

    
      Isavel understood that a giant curtain of blue light zapping everyone on the planet was bound to upset people. But there was an apocalypse waiting out there, and Ada had left the cure with her for a reason. Things had to change 
      now
      . It had been far too long. She couldn’t wait to patiently explain herself to millions of people.
    

    
      “Their world turns upside down, and they start burning things.”
    

    
      “The Sword has seen religious wars.” Kelena smiled. “It seems your people, too, are human.”
    

    
      They 
      were 
      human, and that was a specific creature, not some all-encompassing way of being for all clever-enough things. There were others who were not human, and that otherness might prove helpful. She made to turn around again when Dejah song Olympus’ strained voice found her ears.
    

    
      “Potato girl! Don’t you dump us here.”
    

    
      Isavel scowled and turned to find Dejah song Olympus limping towards her. She tried to smirk. “At least I can stand straight, Dejah. I can’t promise you’ll be safe if you go into in the city. You can see the smoke with your own eyes. The peninsula forest is sealed behind the city walls - there shouldn’t be trouble here.”
    

    
      “I’m sick being on a ship that isn’t mine.” Dejah’s smile twisted. “Starting to feel bad for my crew on my old ship, but they didn’t want their hands on the wheels if it meant the weight on their shoulders.”
    

    
      “I can look after them.”
    

    
      Those martian words were not quite as confident as Isavel’s, and Isavel blinked, turning to Hail at her other side. The hunter still looked a little uncomfortable in the silver-and-blue suit she had claimed from the gods on the ring, and the near-gifts it conferred on her, but Isavel had to admit it looked rather striking. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Hail looked slightly admonished, and Isavel realized that had perhaps been too sharp a question, but the hunter seemed to steel herself. “I remember safe ways into the city. I can bring them somewhere isolated and go find Dendre Han. I was thinking - ” She glanced at Isavel, and something twisted in her eyes. “I need to know what’s going on. You’ll be able to find me.”
    

    
      Of course she would. Isavel nodded, trying to process the words unsaid - Hail was going her own way. The change of suit and the change of tone worked together to remind Isavel that things could always change away from her. People could always leave. It was the Earthling way. “Okay. I hope Dendre can help - gods save anybody who thinks 
      I
       can help fix anything.” She settled on a pat on Hail’s shoulder.
    

    
      “I don’t know if I can fix anything either.” Hail looked back at her, and Isavel saw the reasoning behind those hunter eyes. “But… I should find out what’s going on. See what I can do.”
    

    
      She didn’t let her hand linger. “Follow your path. I can let you know if I need to leave the city.”
    

    
      It took Hail a second to understand that that was an offer rather than a simple fact, and she Hail nodded quietly. If this was the beginning of the hunter going her own way, it was probably for the best.
    

    
      Kelena looked at Hail too, and after a moment tested the hunter’s martian. “Come tell us what you know, then.” Behind them, other martians were slowly staggering out of the ship, their bodies made durable by the gods’ old ways but their minds revolting against this strange experience. Tharrak, a bard who should never have boarded a ship that might well lead to war, was staring at the sky and the ring as though transfixed.
    

    
      Hail glanced at her. Isavel wanted to embrace the hunter, to say some kind of goodbye, in case Hail decided this was where their paths diverged. But if Hail was trying to go on her own way, she shouldn’t make that any more difficult than it might already be. She backed away with a nod - perhaps too formal, but nothing else occurred to her - and turned away to Dejah, to whom she had nothing in particular to say, feeling absurdly like she was running away.
    

    
      Killing gods was easy; human awkwardness was another matter.
    

    
      Sadly, human awkwardness was unlikely to be a potent weapon against the Haints.
    

    
      She closed her eyes and remembered that she was not alone; going over them one by one with her mind, their forms changing, their hands on her shoulders. It was comforting, at least until she found the girl who had awoken, one morning, believing she and Ada were about to disappear into the wilds on their own, once this maddeningly useless battle was over.
    

    
      She opened her eyes, still more alone than she wanted.
    

    
      Dejah had apparently been watching her, and staggered closer to elbow her in the ribs.
    

    
      “You look like you need a drink, potato child.”
    

    
      “I’d say yes.” She grimaced, remembering Dejah offering her what must be the sourest drink known to humankind. “But I need to go have a chat.”
    

    
      “With yourself again?” The dragoness responded most quickly, glaring at Dejah, and Isavel felt a pang of gratitude that some part of her was decisive even if it surprised her. The martian quickly went on, though, and Isavel quickly wondered if that had been nothing more than a simple jab. “You really think your demon will be able to help?”
    

    
      Isavel sighed to the barge captain. “I don’t think any human in this world can help me understand what happened on Mars. I have to hope I can still turn elsewhere.”
    

    
      Dejah’s lip curled. “Let me know if they know anything about the Red Sword’s 
      unimaginable need
      . I don’t envy you two, your brains stuffed in too many pockets.” She winked. “All I want is a ship. Hopefully one that can take me away from this place. Gods, Isavel, there’s barely any red or orange or yellow 
      anywhere
      . Aside from the fire, I should hope.”
    

    
      She grimaced. How strange and alien it must be to them, to see green 
      firs
       and pines saluting a blue sky. The most familiar thing here would indeed be the smoke rising from Glass Peaks just minutes away. Humanity lived everywhere, yet everywhere it was still humanity. “The fires are the same.” She saw movement from the corner of her eyes, tracking into the woods, and froze for a moment before moving. Her instinct was wrong; it wasn’t Sam and Tanos come back from scouting the approach to the city. “Stay with the others. I’ll be back.”
    

    
      She hurried off after the two figures, and caught up with them quickly. Repeated grunts of discomfort told her Yarger was not enjoying Earth’s pull, but she didn’t have time to offer to help before Zoa turned to face her.
    

    
      “Zoa -”
    

    
      The coder shook her head, not pausing to brush aside a blue lock that got in front of her eyes. “Isavel, no.” She looked at Isavel, holding a breath as though trying to quiet herself for a moment. “I’m going home. I need to find my family.” She twisted her face. “What’s left of them. And explain why they won’t be seeding Ren in Elysium.”
    

    
      The silent martian’s pale, marbled white skin and bluish undertones remained strained with discomfort and shock, but now that she could see his eyes, she found them wide and glowing. Not entirely afraid, then.
    

    
      Isavel bit her lip and nodded. Nothing she could say would fix what had happened to Zoa’s brother. “I’m sorry. You know that.”
    

    
      “I know you’re 
      sorry
      .” Zoa shook her head, hefting the gun she had carried to Mars and back in one arm, and tugged at Yarger with the other, muttering in martian. “Come on.”
    

    
      Isavel watched them go, wondering what exactly possessed the martian to come along. But, after a moment’s wondering, she decided she didn’t need to know. She probably never would. They didn’t need to tell 
      her 
      anything. They lived, they moved on. The rest was up to them.
    

    
      She glanced towards the city and steeled herself, trying to focus on the things that 
      were 
      still 
      hers to wonder about. Briefly, easily enough to reveal the lie in all past prayers, her words found her gods. “Are all the cities burning like this? What about Hive?”
    

    
      The outcomes have varied. Hive is quite intact, and has fared better than most. Its people have noticed the survival of children who might previously have been overwhelmed - they are celebrating.
    

    
      She drew a sharp breath. This was the first she had heard of children no longer suffering the whelm. She had known, in the abstract, that the whelm would disappear. But to know it had already done so… She smiled. “So soon?”
    

    
      During the initial shock, the young Mayor was resolved to speak to the people of the city, apparently believing bravery would save him in our eyes. His caregiver failed to stop him, and they initially anticipated the worst, but quickly realized he was not showing any symptoms.
    

    
      That made her feel all the lighter, and despite the gravity she found herself striding through the forest with quite some ease. She had… fixed something. By destroying something. Perhaps there was something of both processes in one another, some destruction in healing and some growth in destruction. Not always - but sometimes. The medic enjoyed that thought, too, and held her hand as she walked.
    

    
      It was not difficult for her to track her way through the woods to where Sam and Tanos were crouched, peering at the northwestern city gate. The city’s peninsular forest had always been a private garden of sorts, never really worth guarding for threats, and right now the walls and gate seemed utterly deserted.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      The two ungifted jumped and cried out in shock. Sam gaped at her. “Gods, Isavel, what are you doing sneaking up on us?”
    

    
      She tried to smile. “Practising. Listen - Sam, you’ve flown ships before, right?”
    

    
      Sam blinked, furrowing her pale brow. “What? I mean, haulers and things, sure, but nothing like -”
    

    
      “I’ve flown haulers.” Tanos seemed eager to prove himself more eager. “What do you need?”
    

    
      She grinned at them. “The gods tell me Hive is in better shape than Glass Peaks.” She gestured behind herself. “I think some martians might prefer to stretch their legs in a city that isn’t a burning trashfire. I can tell the gods to let you fly the ship. Go talk to Hail about it - she still wants to find out what’s happening in the city.”
    

    
      Sam’s eyes widened, though she grinned a little too. “Uh - doesn’t that ship fly itself?”
    

    
      “I’ll tell it to listen to you. Fly it or tell it to fly, whatever you like.” She raised an eyebrow at Tanos. “Or you can let Tanos play around with it.”
    

    
      “Seriously, I can fly the ship.”
    

    
      The ghost smirked at him. “Gods, Hive again. Last time I… but it 
      would 
      be nice to be somewhere that isn’t a fucking disaster, for once.”
    

    
      Isavel nodded. “If it is, I’ll have some stern words with our gods.”
    

    
      Sam grinned. “A stern glance might be enough.” As she looked down alongside Isavel, though, her expression grew a little darker. “Listen - about this summoning -”
    

    
      “Tanos is right.” She nodded at the younger man. “I checked with the gods. You think it’s a bad idea?”
    

    
      “That wouldn’t stop you.” Sam shook her head. “Any demon is unpredictable once you’ve summoned them, but 
      this
      … just know that this is different.”
    

    
      “Unpredictable is good.” Isavel nodded at Glass Peaks. “The gods predicted we couldn’t handle the Haints, so we need to change what 
      we 
      are.”
    

    
      Sam sighed, patting her once on the back. “If there really is an apocalypse out there, maybe it can’t hurt. I hope you’re not wrong.” She looked back to Glass Peaks as well.
    

    
      Tanos followed the ghost’s gaze, his question uncharacteristically quiet. “How are you going to tell her? I… don’t think she’ll want to help, afterwards.”
    

    
      Isavel winced. “I’ll see what I’m feeling. I’m hoping she’ll appreciate honesty, but I’m ready to beg. And bargain.”
    

    
      He nodded. “Whatever that magic was, it would be nice to get it back.”
    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    
      She stepped towards the narrow clearing between the forest and the city walls - just wide enough that nobody could be expected to jump from the firs to the ramparts. The walls seemed intact - if an enemy had come to the city from the outside, it clearly hadn’t come from the north. 
    

    
      “What do your pathfinder ears hear?”
    

    
      The pathfinder shrugged. “No fighting. Not yet.” She sighed. “That doesn’t mean I won’t startle people into fighting when I show up.”
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      She looked carefully at both of them. “I don’t know.”
    

    
      Sam looked almost sad. “Just be careful. For other people’s sake, if not your own.”
    

    
      That thought amused her, and she turned to briefly clasp their shoulders. “Think about going to Hive, at least. And stay safe either way.” She smiled. “And welcome home, I guess.”
    

    
      Tanos laughed. “It’s not Mars, that’s for sure.”
    

    
      She ushered them back into the woods, and turned to face the city. Her first city. She made for the gates, passed through them without notice, and found the city… not as bad as it had looked from the skies.
    

    
      Most of the buildings seemed intact and unharmed, and the city wasn’t abandoned. As they moved, it became clear that the lingering smoke had largely pooled here from a handful of fires in the city. Citizens avoided the open streets, though, and glanced uncomfortably at Isavel as they walked by, though it was unclear whether they remembered her. Clearly things had not settled yet, but it wasn’t so dangerous that the city had been emptied the way Red Rise had fallen, either.
    

    
      She could feel the pull towards clues and signs, a sense that was both the pathfinder’s and the hunter’s pleading to her, but curiosity would have to wait. Isavel wouldn’t be surprised if someone recognized her sooner rather than later, and she didn’t want to start a fight with someone still absurdly convinced she was a ghost; that too had a touch of the pathfinder to it, and she tried not to worry about what it meant that the pathfinder disagreed with herself.
    

    
      Glass Peaks still unfolded around her, though, hints of what had happened called out nonetheless. One intersection appeared to be the site of a genuine battle, concrete on all sides pockmarked and scarred by weaponry and several windows’ worth of glass spilled across the street. Her hunter whispered it was probably a shootout between one group holed up in two of the buildings on either side of the street, and someone advancing into the city from the southeast. One block further towards the temple, a collection of wooden shacks that once clustered around the base of an ancient tower lay charred and smouldering. Violence had fallen swiftly; she could not ignore that her purge of the technophage had killed more than a few people.
    

    
      Sticking to side routes and shadows, her skin melded to a nondescript pale gold and a loose tunic covering her brace, she managed to make it to her first destination without incident. She recalled the route fairly well, and as she walked she saw older pockmarks that had probably come from coder guns trying and failing to shoot her the last time she was in the city.
    

    
      She couldn’t see the place she was looking for, of course - it wasn’t in Glass Peaks. But she stood as close as she could, based on her memories, before reaching for the little hexagonal device that had attached itself to her arm. A tool to let her walk the thousand worlds; the walker’s gift in a little metal box. “Gods, how does this thing work?”
    

    
      Without intimate familiarity with the workings of the thousand worlds, we recommend you simply request which particular world you would like to visit. We will configure the device to take you to that world and back, only. Navigating the many worlds yourself would require practice.
    

    
      She racked her brain. “What, they have 
      names?
       I don’t know what it’s called - it’s, uh, not the one with the fargate. The one I was in 
      before 
      that.”
    

    
      We understand which one you mean. We have records of your travels.
       A tweak in her mind, like a new gift, drew her attention. 
      The device is configured.
    

    
      It was as simple as any gift to use - she had more than enough experience with different gifts to say as much. With a thought and a modicum of effort, the world around her was wiped away by a blue-green lattice and replaced by something altogether different, softer-lit and less harsh than the world she knew.
    

    
      But that softness was more than balanced out by the expression on Tevoria’s face, as the spirit materialized in front of her with an intent scowl especially crafted for Isavel.
    

    
      “You. 
      You?
      ” The spirit looked bewildered, but enunciated every word with angry finality. “What. Are 
      you 
      doing here? I wasn’t waiting for you.”
    

    
      Isavel opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t get a word out.
    

    
      “Where is he?” Tevoria’s deceptively human face conveyed the same expressions any human might, in the very same way, despite her unearthly green eyes and pointed ears. Isavel watched as the spirit puzzled and reasoned and dragged her way to the answers to her own question. “You vanished from Earth. I saw that. You’re back. There was a walker here, I sensed it, but 
      you’re 
      not a walker, so -” Irritation and impatience made way for a colder sort of anger. “What happened? 
      What happened?
      ”
    

    
      Tevoria seemed beyond waiting for answers, though, raising a hand aglimmer with purple fire. Isavel was suddenly, utterly present in response to the threat; she didn’t want to deal with whatever magic this was, and shouted the words as quickly as she could.
    

    
      “An animal killed him!” She snapped an arm up in front of her, instinctively, but she hoped she wouldn’t need an actual shield. “I’m sorry - stop!”
    

    
      “An 
      animal?
       A world of gods and ancient powers and murder-gifted humans and Erran gets killed by an 
      animal?
       Where were 
      you
      , you gods-damned -”
    

    
      Isavel had been standing right in front of him. Not that that had helped. She cringed, briefly wondering how she had thought this would go, but at least the purple fire on the spirit’s hand hadn’t grown. “I did what I could and it didn’t matter. I’m 
      sorry
      . I owe you.”
    

    
      “Owe me? Owe me 
      what?
       We had 
      plans
      , we had - 
      I
       had -”
    

    
      She waited, watching, as Tevoria’s face contorted into angry grief. After a moment, the spirit took another tack, and the flames spewed forth directly at her.
    

    
      And they coursed over her, water over stone, and Isavel didn’t feel a thing. She breathed a sigh of relief - the gods 
      had 
      promised her that they could make her immune to harm in the thousand worlds. This was perhaps the first time her faith in them was truly vindicated. Perhaps not coincidentally, it was the first time she had any authority over them.
    

    
      Tevoria clearly hadn’t expected this, her green eyes widening in exasperation when she saw nothing had happened. “What do you 
      want? 
      Did you come here just to show off?” She turned and walked off. “I’m done with you. Leave me alone.”
    

    
      She could. Perhaps she should. But Isavel needed to understand how a world could fall apart as easily as it had on the fields of Mars, and she had to start somewhere. A sorceress who inhabited another world entirely might be able to help.
    

    
      And she 
      did 
      owe Tevoria something more than bad news, she felt; so she darted after the spirit, into the strange gold-gilded streets of her world’s version of Glass Peaks. “I came here for your help.”
    

    
      Tevoria rounded on her. “
      My help?
       Are you actually serious? What makes you think -”
    

    
      “I’ll summon you.”
    

    
      Tevoria froze, and her eyes narrowed. “What in shadow makes you think I want to be summoned? By 
      you
      , of all people?”
    

    
      “That was part of your plan, wasn’t it?” She stammered, hoping she wasn’t misremembering. “Erran was supposed to summon you, if I couldn’t get the gods to rejoin Elysium and the thousand worlds.”
    

    
      Tevoria frowned. “So you can’t do that either? So Erran is stuck in Elysium, and I need to die to get in?” She sighed. “This is not how the plan was supposed to go, but -”
    

    
      Isavel realized, with a sudden jolt of horror, that she hadn’t shared the worst of it. “I - Tevoria… Erran died on Mars.”
    

    
      The spirit looked at her, puzzled.
    

    
      “Mars isn’t… They don’t have our gods. Our gods weren’t there for him. He’s not in Elysium waiting for you. He’s just… gone.”
    

    
      Tevoria grew extremely still, and glared shattered emeralds at Isavel for several long seconds before hissing out her response. “Do you even know what you’ve taken from me?”
    

    
      She didn’t, not really. She thought of Ada; Ada wasn’t dead, but if Isavel didn’t do all this right, one of them might be. But even then… Could her guessing, her projecting, account for the intricacies of spirits and demons? “No. I know you were close. And I know summoning was meant to bring you together - but even now, if you’re summoned, you can -”
    

    
      “Summoning was always a risk. We never knew if know if demons could even go to Elysium. I was never 
      human
      , Isavel.” Tevoria turned away. “So you don’t know what happens when I die here?”
    

    
      Isavel frowned. “Well, if you don’t go to Elysium…”
    

    
      Tevoria clasped her hands in front of her waist, suddenly oddly defensive. “Nowhere. Just… just like Erran.”
    

    
      Isavel slowly walked around in front of her again. “I can make sure the gods let you into Elysium.”
    

    
      Tevoria peered closely at her. “You don’t know what happens when I 
      live 
      here?”
    

    
      That was a puzzling question, but for this, Isavel had at least a thought. “I don’t think it matters. Your whole world could vanish.” Isavel gestured above her, though she doubted Tevoria’s world had Haints closing in on its Earth. “There’s an apocalypse coming, and you can’t escape it.”
    

    
      “It 
      does 
      matter.” Tevoria’s face grew more serious. “But an apocalypse. End times? Explain yourself.”
    

    
      “Your world is a gods’ dream. You know that, right?”
    

    
      Tevoria’s face closed. “Yes. Erran taught me that. It is knowledge that… it isn’t meant to be part of living here.”
    

    
      “It means that if our gods die - or stop dreaming - your world vanishes into nothing.”
    

    
      Tevoria’s frown deepened. “You’re worried something will kill our gods.”
    

    
      “They 
      can
       die. I killed a martian god myself. But if Earth’s gods die, you, your world, your people - it all just… stops.”
    

    
      Tevoria looked at her, her edge slightly dulled. “Who would kill our gods?”
    

    
      “There’s something out there that will burn our world to ash, gods and all. I need to stop it. I think I need your help - so if you help me, I can summon you. And I’ll make sure the gods let you into Elysium, so you don’t die into nothing.”
    

    
      Tevoria looked to the side. “You want to 
      summon 
      me… so I can help you fight a thing that kills gods. And in exchange, when I die in your world, I will become immortal in death.”
    

    
      Isavel nodded, watching the thoughts play out on the spirit’s face. Then Tevoria lifted her eyes and looked around at her city.
    

    
      “I would only be able to return here as a walker, like Erran did. Like you do. My world would not be… home. Anymore.”
    

    
      Isavel’s nod was shallow. “You can live through it.” She hoped that was true.
    

    
      “But I would not be 
      theirs 
      anymore.”
    

    
      That threw Isavel off. “Whose?”
    

    
      Tevoria’s emerald eyes flicked up. “Your gods. What exactly do you think I can do that you can’t, Isavel?”
    

    
      Perhaps that was a question for another day. “You know magic, and I need to learn about it. Something strange happened to me, something that made the world bend and break. It felt like magic. Not ancient magic - not like our gifts - but something… 
      else
      .”
    

    
      Tevoria nodded slowly. “You want a sorceress.”
    

    
      Isavel almost smirked, but caught herself. She had to stay focused. “Yes. I need to know what power I found, and how I can reach it again.”
    

    
      “And if I can’t help you?”
    

    
      “If you tried, you still deserve the choice.”
    

    
      The spirit looked around at her home again. “Do you think I could get him back? I don’t know how these things work, in your world.”
    

    
      A cold shiver went up Isavel’s spine, and for a moment she pitied the spirit more than she had expected. It was easy to forget that Tevoria’s whole world was just one of thousands to Isavel. “I… don’t think so. Not unless time is more flexible than it seems.”
    

    
      Tevoria stared at Isavel for a long moment, and though the muscles beneath her pale skin twitched now and again, no definite expression formed there. Isavel was about to prompt her again when the spirit finally spoke. “Would you have come if you didn’t think I could help you? If I were just a spirit.”
    

    
      She stammered. “I - you deserve to know what happened.”
    

    
      “But you wouldn’t be offering to summon me.” Tevoria’s face tightened. “I’m not even sure you would have come at all. You sound defensive.”
    

    
      She swallowed. She wasn’t sure - but she locked arms with her warrior, her dragoness, and felt bolstered. “Tevoria -”
    

    
      “It’s fine. We’re 
      just spirits
      .” Tevoria’s eyes narrowed. “It’s like you said - our world exists in the shadow of yours. Ours could vanish and most would be none the wiser; but if yours falls, we all fall. I live in a locked vault inside your house. Even Erran - he knew it wasn’t fair, but he could retreat to your world any time he wanted, and he always had one eye over there.”
    

    
      She stared at her world again.
    

    
      “Do you know how we live, Isavel, with your kind popping in and out of our world at will? How we go on, knowing that our world is dreamt for you?”
    

    
      Isavel blinked and shook her head, and Tevoria smiled lightly.
    

    
      “We simply don’t think about it. And I mean that genuinely. The longer we go without speaking to your kind, the more that knowledge seeps away from us. After weeks, or months at most, it is gone, and we believe our world is the only one there is.” She glanced at her fellows. “And we never talk about it amongst ourselves. Isn’t that curious?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Why not?”
    

    
      “No reason. We simply don’t. 
      Ever.
      ” Tevoria gestured at the other spirits here. “I don’t think we are meant to.”
    

    
      Isavel glanced between the spirits. “What if you went to them right now -”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t. I don’t want to. Even now, even to prove a point, I don’t want to.”
    

    
      “What if I told you -”
    

    
      “We are made not to know. It’s simple enough, once you accept that that’s how it is.” Tevoria lowered her voice. “It’s already fading. I can feel it. The extra concentration I need to think of the things you’re telling me. The way I met Erran was strange, unusual. It broke some rules, and it let me think of things I shouldn’t think of for… 
      centuries
      . But he returned as a human, and that broke the cycle, and I am losing it again. I’m losing memories of centuries, I’m losing the… the very paths my mind can walk.” She gripped Isavel’s bicep, digging her fingernails into Isavel’s skin. “You are helping, now, but they will continue fading after you leave. A few more weeks, a month or two… everything will be gone.”
    

    
      She turned fully to Isavel, then, straightening her shoulders.
    

    
      “Summon me. Maybe I will help you save my world. At the very least I can save my soul.”
    

    
      Isavel took a deep breath. She thought she understood, then - Tevoria was losing her grip on her memories. On her 
      mind
      . Her only hope of keeping them was to transcend from spirit to demon; to walk from her world to Isavel’s.
    

    
      Lose her home. Keep her self.
    

    
      She nodded. “You understand how this works?”
    

    
      Tevoria nodded, a bit hesitant. “Erran explained it. It sounded simple.” She glanced at Isavel. “Did you bring anything?”
    

    
      Isavel’s lip twitched. She had spoken to Tanos, had listened to his story of watching demons, still crackling with the walk, feed on food from Earth to make themselves whole in that world. She had spoken to the gods and confirmed it - once a spirit had begun to make real food a part of its own body, it could no longer be banished with the rest of the thousand worlds when a walker left the walk. That was the simple key to summoning a demon - feed a spirit true food from Earth.
    

    
      “I didn’t bring any food.”
    

    
      Tevoria scowled. “Then go get something. I can wait, but -”
    

    
      “No, we have something else.” Isavel held her left arm out forward. She had thought of this herself - imagined it, mulled it over, decided it. She wasn’t sure it would right any wrongs, or balance any scales. But it tasted like justice. “I owe you a blood debt, don’t I?”
    

    
      Tevoria froze, glancing down at her exposed wrist. “You’re joking.”
    

    
      “I’m not a funny girl.” She tried to smile, but with all the bloods within her smiling, she wondered how many teeth were showing between her lips. “I thought, as a sorceress, you’d appreciate blood that killed a god.” She flashed white wings behind her, which sent Tevoria stepping back in surprise. “And does a lot of other things nuts and fruit don’t.”
    

    
      The spirit grabbed her wrist, politely for a split second, before suddenly tightening her grip. “I can’t hurt you. You saw my fire. The gods are protecting you -”
    

    
      She flicked a dragon’s claw from her thumb and held it against her arm. “I can do whatever I want.” She raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      Tevoria nodded and knelt down in front of Isavel, still bathed in the light of her wings. Isavel dug the claw quickly and sharply through her own skin, wincing as she did, severing veins her medic knew would bleed a fair amount but would not kill her. Blood oozed from the wound, and without a second glance Tevoria clamped her lips onto Isavel’s arm, true blood of Earth gushing into her mouth.
      




      Chapter 7
    

    
      She saw what Cherry saw, millions of klicks deeper inside the system. Eight planets pearled around the star; five small and dense like Earth or Tlaloc, while the other three were massive gas balls, though all smaller than Jupiter or Chang’e Major.
    

    
      And she saw the veiled white Haints, familiar enough even through a projection Cherry placed in front of her face, one that she slid through with glance and intent like her eyes themselves were flying. They were here, and they sure were fighting.
    

    
      But 
      what 
      the 
      fuck 
      were they fighting?
    

    
      “So they’re… alive?”
    

    
      They appear to be composed of biochemical structures, though I cannot perform a more detailed analysis at this range. I will know more when we are closer.
    

    
      She stared more closely at the image of the aliens that lived here. Because Cherry was quite certain these things, which Ada thought were ships, were in fact not only living objects but represented 
      the 
      key living things
       in this system. “Could it be that they just, uh, make their ships from giant plants or something?”
    

    
      She gestured to some of the alien objects floating around the planet, the ones not yet actively involved in firing on the Haints. They looked rather like long seeds or bulbs, and the ones that were hanging back from the fighting - 
      tens of thousands 
      of them - were scattered in a loose swarm around the planet’s twilight, all facing their star, with multiple rings of petal-like flat structures spread towards the light. They looked oddly like a bullet in the process of piercing a flower, and if Cherry was right, they were easily the size of a Haint Hammerhead, several dozen meters long apiece.
    

    
      She was focusing on the aliens themselves, leaving for later the weird, spindly mess of distortions trailing from the planet like an unkempt head of tentacles; the flickers in spacetime Cherry had quietly highlighted when they first started scanning the system, and hadn’t commented on since.
    

    
      I’ve decoded enough Haint transmissions to be confident the Haints have at least two separate wormships en route to this system. They appear to be simultaneously approaching another of the three systems in this civilizational network with a third.
    

    
      Ada felt an icy chill in her spine; 
      three 
      more wormships? One seemed to be enough to deal with the Union. “Why so many?”
    

    
      The indigenous civilization does not seem to use compatible jumpgate technology, unlike the Union. Each wormship is likely destined to occupy one of the systems - indeed, trajectories suggest that one of the ones in this system’s outer reaches is on course to swing by the inhabited planet and continue on towards the final system.
    

    
      “Shit. The aliens can’t use our jumpgates? If they can’t come help us -” She stopped herself and scowled. “Well, they’re about to be obliterated by two wormships. I doubt they’re feeling social.”
    

    
      The wormships will not enter combat range for about two months. These early assault waves will have been accelerated and launched many weeks ago; a steadily increasing stream of them is moving towards the inner system.
    

    
      She tapped her fingers along the control grooves. She was here to ask for help; she couldn’t balk when she needed to provide help as well. She had expected this, right? She must have known, somewhere in the back of her mind, that it was likely a two-way arrangement. If 
      she 
      couldn’t help 
      them
      , why would they ever help her?
    

    
      It was strange, being in a distant system, with the most familiar sight being the damned Haints.
    

    
      “Okay… what about the distortions around the planet?” She drew out the scan view; the world looked surrounded in brambles, but not brambles visible to the naked eye. They were only perceptible when Cherry sensed… 
      space
      . Which was a strange concept for Ada to wrap her head around, but it made some sense around regular planets - she saw space grow denser and denser around them, tugged in by the planet’s mass, and knew from experience that this was gravity.
    

    
      But the brambles were something else. They weren’t gradual, comprehensible pulls of mass on a uniform area. It was like something had dug long, winding tunnels through space and just left them there, and they were somehow dragged along behind the planet.
    

    
      Cherry’s interpretation was not reassuring. 
      Those are highly unusual. I cannot yet explain how they were created. Ancient scientists had some models of spacetime that might account for them, but this is far beyond any sort of experimental spacetime data that was ever collected. That being said, they still appear to be regular space, and we may be able to travel safely through them, though there will be differential gravity effects as we cross over the shears. I will keep you up to date as I observe more of their behaviour.
    

    
      “Okay.” She returned her ship’s farseeing eyes to the battlespace, knowing she was just delaying what needed to be done. “Can we talk about the fact that these aliens are 
      spitting gravity
       at the Haints?”
    

    
      I can model the gravity torus weaponry fairly well. I would advise not being fired upon - our shields will not be of any use. However, I can reconfigure my own motion drive to act as a dampener on their weapons, should that prove necessary.
    

    
      She looked at a closer view of one particular Haint ship, one of the tiny Hornets, being struck by one of the tube-like gravity shots. The effect was peculiar - the Hornet was shredded, with parts of it flying through the center of the tube away from the alien, and other parts torn along the outside of the tube and flung in the opposite direction. It was messy, but for all that it was powerful, many alien shots simply weren’t landing - like the Haints, they fired in straight lines, and the Haints seemed able to anticipate them.
    

    
      Of course, a wormship was anything but small and nimble. It was that thought - the fantasy of thousands of those gravity toruses flying through the 
      Haint
       wormship and shredding it like confetti - that helped her steel herself. “You charged up while I slept, right? I say we go in.”
    

    
      Cherry began activating the warp spindles, and as they snapped into a ring around them, Ada picked a spot to enter the fight behind the current Haint flotilla, where they wouldn’t be arrayed to fire on her right away, and where the aliens couldn’t fire on her if they got startled. If startlement was even in their emotional vocabulary.
    

    
      She looked, one more time, at those strange bulbous shapes and their unlikely stellar petals, like no ship she had ever imagined. And she jumped.
    

    
      Ada slammed into the 
      battlespace and had mere seconds before some Haint junkheap started shooting at her. Damned rotating turrets. She spun and dove out of the way, in and out of time dilation, for a few seconds focused purely on dodging the firing lines from the Vulture that had decided to shoot at her. In time dilation, she thought out to her ship.
    

    
      Any progress on figuring out what the aliens are saying? 
      If 
      they’re saying anything at all?
    

    
      Their electromagnetic transmission patterns have changed, but I still cannot make sense of anything.
       Ada almost thought she heard a turn to humour in the ship’s voice. 
      Let us hope they understand the value of an enemy’s enemy.
    

    
      Let’s.
       She gritted her teeth and slipped back into realtime,
       weaving and bobbing through space towards the nearest Vulture. Haint Vultures were quite a bit larger than Cherry, but they were not much more dangerous than the smallest Hornet, largely on account of how ridiculously bad they were at targeting her. But they tried anyway, and she dodged the molten starfire this Vulture was spewing at her as she swept over its back.
    

    
      She flipped the ship around towards the Vulture’s thrusters, blasting hexagonal sheets of hard blue light that cut through the smoky white veil, and in moments her shots were digging a crack in the veil that was constantly on the verge of closing up, first through the thrusters and then into the machine’s guts. It shuddered and rocked as she poured weaponfire into it -
    

    
      Cherry dragged her into time dilation and flashed something to her right. 
      There is a gravity torus-lance about to impact us. I don’t believe it was fired at us intentionally, but I suggest moving away from it. I am highlighting these projectiles, as they are otherwise largely invisible.
    

    
      She nodded, and suddenly felt the ballistic futures of a whole new field of weapons strewn about her like ribbons through space. This one seemed aimed at the Vulture, so she spun the ship away and watched it strike.
    

    
      It seemed to slide through the Haint’s form, 
      spewing metal out
       the back of the impact point and churning the rest out the front. The bizarrely polarized gush of debris and veil was oddly dim, too - no fire or flash or melting metal, just the quiet churning of matter by force. The torus weapon seemed completely unaffected by the veil. She did not want to get caught by it.
    

    
      The Vulture was already careening, but she fired explosive shots into the wound and watched with some satisfaction as it cracked and burst apart, before dodging away from the hailstorm of crossfire. This place was a mess, but if the aliens got the sense she was fighting alongside them, that would be a good start.
    

    
      She spun around, locking onto a Hornet and ripping into it, needling its exposed thrusters, a trick she had learned many days ago now. Its veil shifted and sloughed around it, but it was unable to shake her far nimbler movements, and in a few hits she had blown it apart.
    

    
      There had apparently been Hammerheads on the field, but only their debris remained - the Vultures were the main threat. She approached the next one, only to see a blast from an alien ram through its veil, spitting smokey armor and the metal beneath in either direction. The Vulture wasn’t down - Cherry had mentioned something about redundancies before - but the rip in the veil-generating armor left a gaping hole that Ada again filled with more explosive shots, gutting the Haint’s central components.
    

    
      Another ghostly projectile nearly grazed her, and as Ada swung the hell out of the way Cherry seemed to sense her frustration.
    

    
      I am making very slow progress in deciphering their transmissions. I am correlating patterns, and I have certainly noticed some differences between transmissions before and after our arrival, but I cannot yet provide an accurate translation.
    

    
      “Are they shooting at us?” She swung away from another shot. “Because I feel like they’re shooting at us.”
    

    
      As the Haint force dwindles, I am increasingly confident that they do seem to be firing at us, but only intermittently. Or rather, 
      some 
      of them appear to be opportunistically firing at us; others, given similar firing angles, are withholding fire.
    

    
      “They can’t agree on whether to shoot us.”
    

    
      I believe so. There are certain communication patterns that appear to be occurring specifically between the ships that are firing on us and those that are not. I am not sure what these indicate yet, but it is important to remember that groups are not monolithic in intent.
    

    
      Ada spun the ship sideways, snapping her shields into a blade and ramming through one of the Hornets in her way, scattering it to bits moments after her weapons breached its veil. “Great. Wonderful. Try to figure out what they’re saying, please.”
    

    
      I am doing my best, but the mathematical linguistics of the situation, given poor data and categorically different life history and embodied experience of the communicators, impose hard limits on my ability to interpret with confidence.
    

    
      “I - I know. Sorry.”
    

    
      There were three Vultures left, not counting another fleet that looked to be a day or two out. Ada charged one, weapons blazing, aiming for the seams between veil plates. She blasted a hole into it, filling it with hot orange light and watching it bloom. A torrent of alien gravity gobs slammed into another Vultures, while the last one was turning towards her. She zipped past smoking, veiled wreckage, swerving to dodge those slow-tracking turrets, settling into a spin behind the last one. Its guns lost her as she ripped into the exposed thrusters with weaponfire, watching it suddenly go dead in space, careening with an off-center spin towards the aliens. Who, for their part, shredded it until the debris seemed small enough to be harmless. It felt, for a moment, like she had thrown them a ball and they’d caught it.
    

    
      They seemed to have stopped firing at her, too, so she set her sights on the remaining Hornets that were now throwing themselves at aliens further away. Cherry’s sensors told her there were a few dozen left, so she set off after furthest Haints first, the ones the aliens would have the hardest time tracking with their weapons. At this point the Haints were trying to self-detonate on top of Cherry the moment she got too close, so she kept a reasonable distance as she needled them.
    

    
      She must have forgotten that the aliens had ever fired at her at all; in a moment of glee at a particularly skewed and amusing-looking explosion, she failed to pay attention to the gravity knot rippling towards her. Cherry did something that temporarily dimmed weapons and shields both, and in time dilation Ada watched the silhouetted shape of the gravity shot suddenly ripple against a spherical, irregularly dense distortion around Cherry’s core. It didn’t entirely dampen the shot, though, and the weapon passed through both Cherry and Ada, briefly giving her a sense of being shaken or thrown down that made her dangerously nauseous. 
    

    
      She scowled and spun away, groaning and gripping her head. “What - the fuck -”
    

    
      I mostly dampened the shot, though I could do so more effectively by rerouting all power. I apologize for the discomfort - it appears one of the aliens targeted us again.
    

    
      “Gods damn these fuckers, I’m clearly not a Haint!”
    

    
      Only one alien has attempted to fire on us. The rest are withholding fire.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth, tempted to fire back, but that would jeopardize the whole reason she was here. So she ignored it, carefully avoiding the odd shot that came her way, and chased down the remaining Hornets one by one.
    

    
      When she and the aliens had done sweeping the area, she turned around to face them, and after a moment was relieved that whoever had shot her had decided to stop. She hung in space, watching the bulbous, seed-like vessels arrayed several klicks away from her. Several dozen appeared to have been engaged in the battle; a good thirty or more of them appeared to have been destroyed by Haints as well, drifting awkwardly through space, full of holes and blackened from starfire and… leaking? Bleeding, in their own way. Gods.
    

    
      Her fingers twitched; she wanted to go look, but poking at their dead might be poor diplomacy. “Cherry, how’s that translation coming along?”
    

    
      Nothing semantic yet. But I have performed more extensive scans now that we are closer to the dead ones. These are definitely not ships, but rather whole biological organisms.
    

    
      She blinked, looking at them again. Some were starting to spin on themselves, pointing back towards the greenish planet that hung in the distance. “There’s nobody inside. These 
      are
       the aliens we’re looking for.”
    

    
      There do appear to be smaller organisms inside, but they are not moving about the way you might expect of a ship. They appear to be biologically integrated. Rather like symbiotes, parasites, or perhaps offspring.
    

    
      “The ship-aliens are 
      pregnant.
      ”
    

    
      I do not yet know. But I doubt these creatures are merely functional - you may have noticed the ones in battle are all roughly the same size and shape. Mathematically, I can confirm a size gradient in the population in line with what we could expect from biological individuals of a species. Ships are often differentially shaped for specialist purposes, but the main differences here are between smaller ships of various sizes, mostly arrayed around the planet, and a large population of ships at a size ceiling that suggests biological maturity. This includes those involved in battle.
    

    
      Many of the aliens were moving away now, slipping back towards the planet with quiet ease. A few were turning towards their sun to unfurl huge, scaled petals from all around their bodies, starting with petals around the back of their core and moving further and further forward, small little petals finishing the floral structure about halfway down their length. So - if they were 
      facing 
      the sun - she thought the 
      pointy 
      end might be a face. She breathed an odd sigh of relief at deciding at least that much.
    

    
      “What are we supposed to do?” She looked at the few aliens that were neither retreating nor flowering for the star; some were simply pointed at odd angles doing nothing, and she wondered whether they were dead. Some were pointed at her. A few of them were…
    

    
      She sucked in a breath. A few of them were moving towards obviously dead, shredded carcasses of other alien bulbs, things that had been torn apart by starfire. They were going to their dead. To mourn? Or were these scavengers, willing to eat their own if the opportunity arose? Or something else entirely?
    

    
      “Cherry… What do you suggest we do? I’m not… I don’t know.” She watched one of the aliens approach a riven carcass, slowly crossing the klicks that separated them.
    

    
      I am dedicating more processing to the question. I believe their electromagnetic transmissions are biologically endogenous - it is the basic way they communicate, as you would with speech and gesture. This may complicate things. Communication between biological organisms is frequently dominated by 
      biosocially-relevant
       signalling rather than information about external circumstances that can be inferred by outsiders, and communication regarding external information is sometimes structured on metaphors drawing from biosocial experiences particular to the species. They are clearly different organisms to you, even on a sensory level. Translation may prove difficult.
    

    
      She nodded, watching that one alien’s trajectory. “Well, we both die.”
    

    
      Yes. The one you are watching appears to be communicating at the carcass.
    

    
      Ada paled. “It - gods, it’s trying to talk to the dead one?”
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      A knot seized in her throat, and she took a deep breath. Well, shit. 
      There 
      was something she could relate to. “Is - are they related?”
    

    
      Without demographic and microbiological analyses, I cannot determine that at this time.
    

    
      She started to move Cherry towards the pending encounter. This was probably rude, but she couldn’t not, and for once species ignorance provided what felt like a reasonable excuse for her lack of grace. “Keep working on it. I want to - I don’t know. Be there.”
    

    
      She slunk through space, six black fins fanned out behind her, and the living alien and the dead began to fill her vision. She saw the flattened petals along the live one rippling oddly, but only one set actually unfurled, near the back - and it was dark, matte and pitch black, darker than the void for its absence of stars. She was not comforted by that, but the alien slowed to a stop just as it came into contact with the dead one, and just… hung there, in space. It was pitiful, in an odd way.
    

    
      She had no idea whether the thing had eyes, but she tried to get in front of its face long before she got too close, in case it was prone to startling. It didn’t seem to react, though, perching its dull point against the scorched carcass, seemingly angling its rearmost flower-petals towards the dead and idly rippling its other, flattened petals. She approached slowly, watching for any kind of change, and stopped as she neared the carcass. She didn’t want it to think she was a scavenger, if it understood such things.
    

    
      “What’s it doing?”
    

    
      They have a variety of sensory organs, including light-sensitive ones you might consider eyes. On the live one, some are fixed on the carcass, others are fixed on you.
    

    
      “On us?”
    

    
      No. Quite specifically, they appear to be looking at you through the cockpit glass, Ada. They are looking into me, not at me. The attention is geometrically focused on your size and position, not mine.
    

    
      “Hm.” She let go of the controls, allowing Cherry to hover in space, and reached forward to place her bare hands against the cockpit glass. For all that she thought of the thing’s point as its face, it had no expressions that she could parse.
    

    
      It wasn’t totally inert, though, she noticed. Along its bumpy, somewhat scaly surface, she noticed an iridescence that seemed to be shifting. She couldn’t make sense of it - it wasn’t as though colour were some universal language - but there was definitely something going on there, compared to the dead one below her which was dull-coloured and lacking in any sort activity across its surface.
    

    
      It is trying to communicate with you.
    

    
      She frowned and looked closer. “How?”
    

    
      Reflection and refraction patterns of the surface gel, and also a focused beam of electromagnetism you might remember as radio waves. I cannot properly make sense of either. It is also communicating with its fellows now, a bit more than it was before. It still appears partially attentive to the dead body.
    

    
      “I bet. Can you tell anything about them?”
    

    
      I collected a small sample of biological material that was floating through space. From what I can tell, they have a remarkably similar basic genetic structure to yours, though they feature a wider variety of genetic symbols and amino acids in their biology. I cannot make relational inferences, but the dead individual appears morphologically younger than the live one, by some fraction of the observable gradient, though both seem to be mature individuals.
    

    
      Ada wondered for a moment, then slowly settled back into the seat and pushed the ship closer. “What - where’s its face? Its eyes?”
    

    
      It has a bundle of sensory organs arrayed around the tip.
    

    
      The tip, it turned out as she approached, was actually rather large - it was rounded, and about a meter or so across, so less a sharp point than some sort of big nose, though the radial symmetry of the thing made that comparison fairly weak. She floated a few meters away from it now, and from this distance she could see an odd, regular mottling of ridges and bulbous shapes in a ring around the tip, and she could also see a slickness to the surface that made sense of Cherry’s mention of surface gel. The alien space-pod-thing was 
      slimy
      .
    

    
      This was not who she had expected to find.
    

    
      The shimmering patterns in its surface gel were moving, she realized, and as she peered more closely they seemed to coalesce further. She started to see what, rather absurdly, looked like a reflection of Cherry - six shadowy rays around a ring of darkness near the thing’s nose. But the nose itself was instead shimmering whites and greys and an odd golden-beigish colour that might actually be her own skin tone.
    

    
      “Is this thing… it has a brain, or something, right? It’s an… animal?”
    

    
      Scanning both the corpse and the live one is providing useful comparison data. It has fairly similar biological substrates to you. Your nervous systems, for instance, are quite similar. Although it does not have one central brain, it has a few brain-like organs distributed through its body.
    

    
      “And what -”
    

    
      She froze when the image on the surface of the alien suddenly took on a radically sharper look. It was like staring into a mirror, now - except her reflection didn’t mimic her. Instead she saw the image of herself suddenly flicker outside of the image of Cherry, and watched it approach, as though she were seeing herself from the outside, reaching out to touch… whatever was looking.
    

    
      It wasn’t perfect - some of the colours were off, some of the details distorted - but as the image flickered back, she couldn’t help but feel like the thing was inventing video on its skin as a way to try to talk to her.
    

    
      “You still don’t understand its communications?”
    

    
      I have not made much progress yet with the basic electromagnetism, but I see this new display as well as you do. It appears to want to commune.
    

    
      “Yeah, I got that much.” She felt out through Cherry’s sensors, but the other aliens were keeping their distance, floating dozens or hundreds of klicks away at least. “Do you… Do you think I should do it?”
    

    
      You intend to spacewalk to it?
    

    
      “Well - maybe?” She frowned. She had no idea what this thing wanted, but the imagery flickering across its snout certainly narrowed the possibilities. “Can you protect me if I do that?”
    

    
      I should be able to kill the creature if necessary. They do not appear particularly well-armoured, and I can avoid their projectiles. I am unsure, however, of whether I can defend you if it decides to attack. That will depend on its course of action.
    

    
      Ada grumbled. She didn’t like that. But she was here, gods knew where, in the aftermath of battle. They had calmed down and weren’t shooting, and one of them might be trying to communicate. It certainly wasn’t attacking. This was what she was here for, wasn’t it?
    

    
      What had Zhilik said - maybe she wasn’t the best way to initiate first contact? Why not? She stared at the strange creature in front of her. Maybe because she wasn’t the patient or trusting sort. Maybe because she had had a hard enough time accepting the damned Union.
    

    
      Well, things had to change. If these things could offer any help at all, she had to try. And if they needed help - and they 
      must
      , she knew, as she floated here while one mourned its dead - what would it mean for her to just abandon them because they were too weird to talk to?
    

    
      She exhaled slowly and brought up the helmet on her suit, as well as the gloves; the oddly molten and lively weave of her suit extended over her hands and neck and sprouted its glassy shell over her face, sealing her in. “I’m doing it. Drain the cockpit - I’m going outside. And watch my back.”
    

    
      Very well.
       Barely perceptibly, Ada felt a change outside her suit. 
      I will stay as close as I can without distressing it.
    

    
      She nodded quietly, and when the cockpit was drained, she opened the window. Small crumbs floated around as she dragged herself to the edge, and now the alien was responding, flickering yellowish colours around its nose, spreading a few more of its petals along its back. Each band of petals revealed a different colour, she realized - and some had been scorched or punctured by Haint weapons, even on this live one.
    

    
      It began communicating more intently with its fellows as soon as I opened the cockpit. Their communications are also changing. The nature of their interest does not appear hostile, at least not in the sense of their communications in response to Haint activity.
    

    
      She kept her eyes fixed on the ring of sensory organs Cherry had pointed out earlier. If they were indeed eyes, they should be able to see her no matter where near the nose she was.
    

    
      “Okay. I’m doing this.”
    

    
      She hesitated a moment longer, and Cherry prompted her. 
      I can use a magnetic leash to retrieve you if you stray too far. We will remain in constant communication.
    

    
      She nodded. She knew. This was just… strange. And poorly thought-out. But what alternatives did she have?
    

    
      She shoved herself away from Cherry, and drifted a dozen or so meters across utterly empty space on a clear collision course with the thing’s nose.
    

    
      Except it wasn’t a 
      nose
      .
    

    
      It opened up wide, all of a sudden a pale, fleshy, ribbed maw, and in shock and panic she didn’t even think to retreat into time dilation while the space around her suddenly grew dense and slippery. She slid straight into its mouth, as though yanked down by the gravity of a full planet, and it shut with a clap of darkness around her.
    

    




      Chapter 8
    

    
      The streets of Hive were filled with smoke, but it was not the smoke of war.
    

    
      What exactly they were burning, Isavel couldn’t say. She and Tevoria walked along the edges of the throng around the Mayor’s tower while bonfires blazed, songs clashed in joyous disharmony, and torches were doused with liquids that burned greens and blues and rainbows, wafting sweet smoke through the streets, sweet enough to make her hungry.
    

    
      And there were children. Children, 
      in the city
      . She couldn’t help but stare at them.
    

    
      “You look like you’ve never seen children.”
    

    
      She glanced at Tevoria, clearly more confused by Isavel’s reaction. “It’s… it was the whelm. Too many people around any child would kill them. It was always…” She looked back into the crowd. Always wasn’t forever. “It’s gone.”
    

    
      “How did your people even live in cities, if they killed your children?”
    

    
      It was a good question. Cities were not places people were from - they were simply places people went. “If they ever wanted children, they had to leave. You went to cities as an adult. The 
      point 
      was to make cities impossible, or just about.” She smiled. “This - we fixed this, at least.”
    

    
      The unspoken flipside was that - for all their meditation, for all their fumbling attempts at inner visions, for all Tevoria’s otherworldly knowledge - they had yet to find a proper way to reconnect with the power that had found Isavel on Mars. Tevoria picked up on it well enough. “Your world’s magic is not like mine. It does not live on the surface. I may not be any help after all.” Bluish flickers still occasionally danced on the demon woman’s skin, as her body completed the transition to being of this one world rather than the thousand. “Do you regret bringing me over?”
    

    
      Isavel had not, yet, found cause to. She had so many bloods to give.
       “No regrets.”
    

    
      “I hope I can say the same.” Tevoria rubbed her bare arms against what Isavel thought was the pleasant cool of late-summer night. “I’ve lost all sense of magic. I’m not convinced you have any at all.” She wrinkled her fine nose. “Your world is barren and miserable.”
    

    
      “And yet we made 
      yours
      .”
    

    
      The spirit-turned-demon raised an eyebrow above sharp emerald eyes that danced with the fires of celebration. “Maybe if yours wasn’t so miserable, you wouldn’t have 
      had 
      to.”
    

    
      Isavel tilted her head towards the laughter and the bonfires and singing out in the square. “I think we’re doing well. How are your memories?”
    

    
      The other woman turned away. A pained look came across her face. “Clearer. I can think things that once slipped away.”
    

    
      She lead Tevoria into the crowd, and the demon reluctantly letting Isavel take her arm. “Your world was built by my people.” She gestured up and down. “Aside from the pointy ears and the bright green eyes you’re perfectly human-looking. They can’t have made your world too different. None of us can think that far outside our worlds. So if you can’t find 
      your 
      magic here, at least tell me what you know about how all magic works. Maybe I have to find it myself, but I could use a guide.”
    

    
      Tevoria nodded, and seemed about to speak, when a bouncing pair of children suddenly accosted them. It was crowded, and Isavel thought no more of it than necessary to flash them a smile, but their gazes quickly landed on Tevoria, deep brown eyes lighting up with interest as the older one nudged her brother in the ribs. “Her ears!”
    

    
      Tevoria looked baffled, for a moment, and Isavel laughed. The little girl smiled back, and pressed towards the demon.
    

    
      “Where are you from? With those ears?”
    

    
      Isavel wasn’t sure Tevoria was comfortable with that, and indeed her face expressed some measure of uncertainty, but she answered quickly. “From far away. All my people are like this.” She glanced at Isavel with a frown. “What’s it called, in your tongue?”
    

    
      Isavel frowned back. She had no idea whether any humans had a name for Tevoria’s realm. She glanced at the children and forced a smile. “She’s a new friend. Do you like the city?”
    

    
      “Yeah! There’s -” But the child’s sibling was yanking her away, towards something else in the crowd, and that was that. Isavel looked to the demon again.
    

    
      “You’re from the thousand worlds. I don’t know what 
      yours 
      is called - or any of them, aside from Elysium. Neither would the children.”
    

    
      “I meant -” Tevoria blinked. “Oh. 
      Nobody 
      on this Earth has these ears. Are you all human?”
    

    
      “Of course. Well, except the outers. What do you -”
    

    
      “There are many peoples in my world. Humans are only one.” Tevoria looked around the celebration, looking increasingly distressed. “I didn’t realize I would be… 
      completely 
      alone. I thought there would be others -”
    

    
      Isavel laid a hand on her shoulder. “Tevoria. You’re as human as you need to be.” She tried to smile, wishing Tevoria could feel her her mother’s child’s and her young not-yet-dead girl’s presences here, trying to comfort her. “And you’re not alone.”
    

    
      Tevoria’s face twisted. “I know you mean well, but that is not reassuring. You may be powerful, but you are also alone. And humans are not magical creatures at all.”
    

    
      She sighed. “All humans?”
    

    
      “Most. Magic is in the blood, at least in my world.”
    

    
      Isavel nodded, flickering the medic’s warm green gift in her hands. “And in mine. That much we know.”
    

    
      “But usually it is from more than just 
      your 
      blood.”
    

    
      “I told you about -”
    

    
      “That isn’t what I mean.” Tevoria frowned. “It lives in the blood that flows from mother to daughter. Your friend, Hail, is like this - or she had it from her father, perhaps, it makes little difference. Most magic is an old thing, a bond to ancestors long ago, passed down to you. Your gifts are like this. But this other thing you’re seeking?”
    

    
      Isavel started to see the implication. “It’s new.”
    

    
      “You have many magicks in your blood. Remind me - hunter, warrior, pathfinder… medic? Strange word.” Tevoria looked at her, not feeling each one nod slowly as they were named. “I’m forgetting one.”
    

    
      The last word slipped out from between teeth that felt extra sharp. “Dragon.”
    

    
      “
      Dragon.
      ” Tevoria’s eyes lit up. “I’m glad you have dragons, at least. But you don’t know which of your bloods broke the world. Or which combination of them. It may even be some 
      other 
      blood that’s been dormant
      .”
    

    
      Isavel looked out across the square, and a sizzling smell of browning meat found her nose; she was not hungry, but she was intrigued, and in that simple worldly smell she was brought back together again.
    

    
      “What’s your point?” She grabbed the demon’s wrist and pulled her along. “Come on, let’s feed those sparks away.”
    

    
      “I’m not the one scenting my way to the grills.” Tevoria’s face grew sharp, but was smiling, too. “You say this magic is within you, but you don’t know 
      where
      . You need to know its home, first, before you can knock on its door. Or so my own master taught.”
    

    
      “Meaning what?” The food was nearby now, meats marinated in fruit and alcohol and salt, charring light and crisp above a fire. Judging by the carnage off to the side of the fire pit, they would not be running out any time soon.
    

    
      Tevoria grabbed Isavel’s shoulder and turned her to face her again. “
      Meaning
       you should ask yourself where your strangest blood comes from, Isavel Valdéz. Blood you don’t share with ancestors you know.”
    

    
      Isavel glanced at the meat on the grill and remembered, not for the first time, the gush of fresh dragon blood in her mouth, the spring of dragon heart muscle under her teeth. And on the heels of that memory, the blood of a medic.
    

    
      She looked at her hands. One thing was sure - her strangest blood wasn’t from her father. She knew him and his Tairn side of her family well enough. And most, now, were either missing or dead.
    

    
      Clearly, the medic was not in her blood at all, though it was a common human gift, all things considered.
    

    
      Valdéz
      … She knew precious little about her maternal lineage, except that her mother had named her after her grandmother, and that they were from somewhere near Sajuana. Her mother had told her many stories about the land and the culture, but few about her immediate family. That was stranger blood to her, here.
    

    
      None of that, though, was the strangest blood to run her veins.
    

    
      “
      Dragon
      .” She flexed her fingers, for a moment scaled and clawed, and felt the dragoness rumble just behind her voice, fire licking the back of her teeth. “What do you think? Dragon blood was never meant to flow in human veins.”
    

    
      “Who knows what that mix might do?” Tevoria raised an eyebrow at her. “I’ve yet to see 
      your 
      dragons, but if yours are anything like mine, they are certainly strange, and certainly have a magic to them.”
    

    
      “I’ve never met our dragons either. Not the… the whole ones.” Isavel’s heart started beating a little faster; the dragoness suddenly wanted to fly. “The ones I met were possessed. I’ve seen a few from far away, long ago, but… They say they speak their own language.” She glanced up at the stars, and the ring beyond. She smiled. “Gods only know what they say amongst themselves.”
    

    
      Tevoria looked up as well, at the ring, shrouded here and there by the coloured sweet smokes of celebration. It was different, in her spirit world, but it was clearly 
      an
       anchor of familiarity all the same. “Then perhaps you know where to start looking.”
    

    
      Know 
      was too strong a word. But 
      hope 
      - that would do, for now. And to the dragoness in her, it even brought some measure of thrill.
    

    
      First, though, there was fire and food and festivity to tend to.
    

    
      But it was not many hours later that she stood high in a winding valley, far north of anywhere she had ever been, standing on rugged, shrubby terrain. The ship Sam had used to fly her up here was well out of sight now. Nobody else wanted to throw themselves into a dragon roost, though to Isavel it was just another hike. That discrepancy made her smile.
    

    
      The trek was easy enough, but she found herself missing the bounding freedom of Mars’ lighter gravity.
       As she made her way up the mountain pass, it grew colder and windier. Colder than the mountain winters Isavel had experienced in her home; colder than the nights of Mars. Snow caked the ground, here at the top of the pass, and she passed a thin waterfall lancing into a wide, frigid-looking pond that tasted icy in her mouth even before she knelt to drink from it.
    

    
      She found herself feeling an odd sort of respect for whatever ghosts had clawed their way this far north, wrestled down and possessed 
      three 
      dragons, and then brought them back south - all without a starship to help them along. She knew she shouldn’t respect them; but she knew it could not have been easy, either.
    

    
      And she couldn’t really deny that through Sam and Erran, she had grown closer to ghosts, and they to her. It was the others - the common people she had come from - who were 
      stranger
       to her now. To whom she might now be monstrous. Though even to the ghosts, she was surely another kind of monster.
    

    
      Only alone was she among her own kind. Only alone, or…
    

    
      Was this how Ada had felt, holed up in a city of aliens and ghosts and derelict machines, fighting tooth and claw against people of her own blood?
    

    
      Isavel pressed on, melding her skin to the dirt-marred white snow, to the stout and stubby conifers, needles dark with a desperate need to suck in all the light they could. Patches of trees guarded the bare game trail she was following, interspersed with rocky areas where frailer shrubs awkwardly clung to life against intermittent snowfall. She kept to what tree cover she could. She had yet to see a single dragon, but she wanted to see it before it saw her.
    

    
      The gods had promised her they were in this region - but where, exactly? Dragons, she thought - she 
      hoped 
      - couldn’t meld the way she could. She didn’t want to be dealing with another rokh situation.
    

    
      As she crested the mountain pass she finally saw the next valley, and was briefly struck by its beauty, for all that she had grown up in valleys. It was a different thing, to see one stretched out before her, than it was to see dozens 
      slip by below
       a ship. She smiled and looked across the forested, craggy expanse below her, only after a moment starting to take note of all the places dragons weren’t.
    

    
      She frowned, but just as she was about to start moving back down into the valley, her eyes snagged on a nearby rockface. Right there, alongside the very mountain pass she was crossing, was something unmistakably intentional, if just as clearly not human.
    

    
      Large markings were carved into the rock face, long, straight gashes with slightly deeper tips, arranged in consistent patterns. It was unmistakably a written language, she now understood, but it was not one of the ones Crimson had gifted to Isavel when they had melded minds. Years ago, when she had known much less of these things… what would she have thought? It was difficult to imagine, but surely any fool human looking at this would know it was 
      something 
      other than random damage to a rock.
    

    
      Wading through the snow, she reached for the rock face, running her hands along the gashes as though perhaps they were meant to be read by touch. Each gash was almost as long as her forearm. After a moment, the dragoness and the warrior extended claws around her fingers, little hard light blades. She looked carefully at the first set of hooked gashes, and cut into the bare stone off to the side. With claws, it was remarkably straightforward to carve such shapes into the rock; a thick puncture where the claw first dug in, a long, straight, thinner gash as the claw was torn out. No curving, no looping, very unlike the ancient human languages she’d seen.
    

    
      Dragons had a written language.
    

    
      Well. That was interesting.
    

    
      Something on the wind was off. She heard it, or perhaps saw a hint of shadow across the pass, from the corner of her eye. Whatever gift warned her, she spun around immediately, and there it was: dark wings slipping down the icy blue sky, unmistakably towards her. It would arrive in seconds.
    

    
      She tensed, but she was clearly marked. She had mere seconds. She wasn’t here to start a fight, but a dragon might have other ideas.
    

    
      So she stood her ground before the inscription, flared out her wings behind her in the brilliant fiery orange of dragonfire, clawed both her fingers, and slightly tilted her head as she reached with her mind for the comm device by her ear. The gods had promised it could interpret; she hoped that promise held.
    

    
      A little hexagon of light flickered up before her mouth. “Does this work?” She spoke quietly enough, eyes still on the looming dragon, but still heard it: as her voice left her mouth, its words were caught and twisted into something deep and growling and incomprehensible - except that she 
      did 
      understand it, through the ministrations of the headpiece whispering into her inner ear. 
      Does this work?
    

    
      The effect was disconcerting, hearing and listening to two things at once, but it would have to do. She squared her shoulders, trusted in herself, and waited. Let it see that she was not afraid. She had killed dragons before.
    

    
      The dragon came in zigzagging side to side, barely moving its wings at all. It didn’t land immediately, passing overhead with another cry, and this time it was not an inarticulate animal cry to her anymore - it was a single word, short and curt, the borrowed knowledge of it bouncing around her skull.
    

    
      “Human!”
    

    
      It was not a call for her, she realized. It was a warning to others. The dragon circled overhead once more, then suddenly dipped down from the sky. She trusted the wings and claws to be strange enough to merit a pause. She hoped that, if it did attack, it would be no more trouble than the others - though this one was admittedly larger.
    

    
      Perhaps she shouldn’t wait to see if it was hostile; she shouted back. “Dragon!”
    

    
      It didn’t seem to react at first, settling down barely five meters from her. Only once its four clawed feet were on the ground did its head 
      snap
       towards her, neck growing rigid. It was larger than any of the ones she had killed, though not by much; it was a few times longer head to tail than she was tall, its jaws easily enough to grab hold of her head, but she was not immediately struck by a sense of unexpected size. She could fight it. She didn’t want to.
    

    
      “You speak from a toy.” Its draconic, inhuman words rolled over her, and the headpiece made good sense of them. “But your wings are not from toys. Yet you cannot fly, can you? I saw your trail. Do you think to hunt us, all alone?”
    

    
      The dragoness smiled through her jaws, the warrior straightened her back, the hunter marked its joints with her eyes. “I’m not hunting, and I’m not alone. I want to talk.”
    

    
      “Talk.” The dragon tilted its head oddly, grumbling for a moment, and took a step closer. “Why should I talk to a mere human?”
    

    
      “There’s nothing mere about me.” She kept her eyes on the dragon, looking to the side, and spat out a single burst of dragonfire against the snowy rocks nearby. The electric orangish crackle of it slammed into the rocks, charring them and churning snow into steam, and the dragon froze.
    

    
      It regarded her for a long, quiet moment, and took a heaving step forward. One more step and it would be within lunging range, she knew; would she step back if it took another? It said nothing, for a moment, before growling and then speaking again.
    

    
      “Dragonfire is 
      ours
      . How did you take it?”
    

    
      She opened her mouth, thinking of how best to frame this. It was both true, and insufficiently true, to say she had killed dragons. “Not long ago, ghosts took three of you. Possessed them. I -”
    

    
      “Ghosts?” Apparently that word meant something different, but the translation was little help. “Those were living humans. Until we killed some of them.”
    

    
      “No - they were possessed. They were my enemies. Ghosts take human bodies, and they took dragon bodies too, and they started a war.” She tried to stand even straighter. “I stopped them. I killed - I killed the ones who killed your kin. I killed the possessed dragons.”
    

    
      “Did you.” The dragon took that next step, peering closely. Its eyes - their yellowish irises, their whites - were unnervingly human. They did not look like the snake eyes she expected. “You killed dragons, and took our gift?”
    

    
      She raised a hand, and flickered claws onto it. “Yes. It was an accident, at first. Then it was…”
    

    
      She didn’t know how to say it. She hadn’t known, not exactly, what she was doing, but -
    

    
      “A hunger.” The dragon spoke calmly, like this were nothing unremarkable at all.
    

    
      She swallowed. “Yes.” She felt wings thrumming at her back, claws tensing, dragonfire curling in her chest. The dragoness, scaled and monstrously beautiful, grinning through her face. “Yes. You’re in my blood now. And the world is ending, dragon. I want your help making sure there’s a new world waiting for us on the other side.”
    

    
      It regarded her keenly; the more she looked, the more she thought she saw human creases in the muscles just around those eyes. “The world is ending. The godswind?” Her silence must have been enough. “The blue wave that passed over the world?”
    

    
      “That was just the end of the technophage. There’s more -”
    

    
      But that - that was not something the dragon seemed to think merited the word 
      just
      . It flared its wings and made a keening sound that buffeted her ears and baffled her translator, and snapped its tail angrily like a whip. “It’s gone? Everywhere? All of it?”
    

    
      She tensed. She couldn’t read its face, for all its odd human echoes. “The whelm is gone, our children are safe. We’ll be able to read again. We’ll be able to remember.” She raised an eyebrow. “Which 
      you 
      already seem capable of
      .”
    

    
      The dragon was simply staring at her; reptilian, scaled, barely readable - but more familiar than it should be. There was a face behind its face. “Who did this?”
    

    
      “I did.” She rolled her shoulders. “Someone close to me made the cure. I released it.”
    

    
      “And now gods are coming for us.”
    

    
      She frowned. “No, the gods are mine. I’m their Arbiter -”
    

    
      “Not 
      your 
      gods. Not your electric sprites.” The dragon stepped closer. “The things 
      they 
      feared. The angry gods, the indifferent gods, the ones we see only in the shape of the fear of those human gods on the ring. The older and greater gods, the ones that can end worlds.”
    

    
      She scowled. “The 
      Haints?
       They’re not gods, they -”
    

    
      “They can end worlds. You said so yourself.”
    

    
      She nodded. That, she couldn’t dispute. They were an apocalypse. “So you know something about them.” Her heart raced. “I have your blood, but I don’t 
      know
       it. I need help. I was - I found some kind of magic, just a few days ago, and I think it can stop them. But I can’t find it again, and I’m hoping -”
    

    
      “I am not elder enough to know all the ways of magic.” The dragon looked to the side. “Unless you are confusing human gifts with magic.”
    

    
      “No. This is something that can destroy the gods themselves. It’s bigger than our gifts.”
    

    
      It regarded her again, and after a moment it… laughed. Although there was a roiling of dragonfire in the back of its throat, it was a distressingly familiar sound. “You wish to speak to an elder dragon? This is a poor time to enter the roost. Our flight is tearing itself apart in argument.”
    

    
      “What arguments?”
    

    
      “About what we should do after the 
      godswind
      . About what it means.” It took that extra step towards her, and then another, and the heat of its breath washed over her. She stood still. “We remember less than we would like, but more than you would think. We are keepers of old things, things that are made of mind rather than metal.” It grinned. “But how much do we understand those things? It will not please everyone to learn the collar has been removed from humanity. It will make arguments worse.”
    

    
      She wasn’t sure she wanted to get mired in draconic arguments. “I need 
      somebody’s 
      help. I can’t tell you what to do with all this.”
    

    
      “Why should anyone help you? Humans have tried to kill us, for glory and sport, or to ride our corpses with their spirits like horses.”
    

    
      She crossed her arms. “I don’t know. What do dragons want? Do you want to hunt? Do you want new skies? I’m leaving Earth. I can bring you on my ships. Fly aliens skies, burn things out of the clouds, new worlds, new prey, I don’t know.” She imagined it. “I would love that, actually. I could use all the help I can get. What 
      can
       I give you?”
    

    
      The dragon contemplated that for a moment. “Dragonflights have spread and roosted as far as they can. We are all in turmoil.” It paused, thinking of something it did not want to share. “This idea. We will discuss it with an elder. Or an almost-elder.”
    

    
      She frowned. “Almost?” That did not sound very promising, but her experience with true elders had been mixed at best. “Fine. Do you have a name?”
    

    
      The draconic words came out in odd grumbles, and 
      resonated with her as 
      cold-fire-fish
      . That was not something she wanted to use as a name, though, and so she did her best to approximate the draconic words themselves
      .
    

    
      “
      Krahyolshus?
       Okay. Krahyolshus, my name is Isavel Valdéz.” She opened a palm upwards. “Let’s go see this almost -”
    

    
      The dragon moved just about as quickly as her brain did in processing the motion. It was not lunging - its jaws were shut. But it bolted towards her, wings beating, and she had a split second to decide what to do.
    

    
      And the strangest damned thing happened. She remembered the despair and the looming impossibility, on Mars, of taking on a god. She remembered the way something had sparked between her and Ada, something that broke all the rules and, somehow, saved her life. And in that split second, dragon claws lunging for her, she 
      knew 
      that power would look out for her again.
    

    
      It didn’t.
    

    
      The dragon’s claws plunged into her shoulders, puncturing her skin and drawing blood as it rose into the air and wrenched her up with it. She flailed, her tiny window of escape slammed shut in the vice grip of those talons, and screamed at the sudden jolt of pain. Blood gushed from the wound as the dragon soared down into the valley, laughing as it went, and no great magical force came to her rescue.
    

    




      Chapter 9
    

    
      “
      Cherry?!”
    

    
      I can still hear you. I am prepared to fire on the creature -
    

    
      Ada was breathing heavily; few other options remained to her. The light that flickered on inside her helmet was enough to illuminate the surface holding her suit in place, which was little comfort. She was squeezed into a vaguely translucent membrane that only had the faintest veining or detail, its colour a greyish-green that would have been boring if it wasn’t the colour of her being 
      completely enveloped inside something’s mouth
      .
    

    
      She breathed, though, and after a second or two of 
      panic
      , she started to realize that nothing else was happening. She wasn’t being chewed, for one thing, and she didn’t seem to be moving further in. She was awkwardly pinned, arms outstretched at odd angles and too tightly pressed in for code to be of any use, but she appeared to be fixed in place. The flesh around her had enough give that her diaphragm could move, at least.
    

    
      “Okay. I think we’ve got at least a few seconds. But you 
      could 
      open it up, if we needed to?”
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      “Okay.” She knew how that would play, diplomatically. “
      If
       we need to. But I -”
    

    
      Something jammed up against her visor. She tried to recoil, but pinned in place like this, all she could do was yelp. Her only real choice was to shut her eyes or see the thing, and so she saw. And it was…
    

    
      Her heart racing, she blinked a few times and frowned, looking closer. “Hey - Cherry, is this an 
      eye?
      ”
    

    
      The thing had emerged from a sudden opening in the membrane pressing up against her suit, and though it was clearly also squishy, it was entirely transparent, revealing something she could only describe as a strangely chromatic iris, or - well, it appeared to have several irises, stacked one over the other, as the greenish one close to her opened wide and revealed an orange-laced purple iris behind it, the cyan hints of a third muscle peeked at her from yet further within. The whole eye was about half the size of her head. “Why does it have an 
      eye 
      in its 
      stomach?
       Gods -
      ”
    

    
      Anatomically, from what I can deduce from the nearby corpse, you are not in a stomach, but something more akin to an inside-out face. It is rich in sensory organs and contains multiple pathways into other parts of the organism, only one of which is digestive.
    

    
      That explanation did not settle her nerves, but what was she supposed to do? The thing was 
      looking 
      at her. That was… good? Her fingers twitched, but she could do very little other than watch the bewildering kaleidoscope of irises open and close around a core of darkness pointed straight at her face. “Do you think we should kill it and get the fuck out of here?” She winced. “Gods, listen to me. Is this dangerous?”
    

    
      Somewhat, to be sure. I have identified what appears to be a digestive system - if it tries to move you towards that, I will kill it. Luckily, your suit allows me to obtain better data on its interior workings. You do not appear to be in serious danger yet. It may help to think of it as having picked you up with its hands to take a closer look.
    

    
      “That 
      doesn’t 
      help.”
    

    
      Your suit monitors report as much, yes. Might I suggest -
    

    
      Cherry had the awareness to be suddenly quiet as something else came and stuck to Ada’s visor, this thing white and webby, like some kind of root system or frond. She tried to recoil as the thing wormed its way out of the membrane that held her in place, but there was little she could do. “Okay what’s 
      this 
      shit?”
    

    
      It is dense with neurochemical transmitters and receptors. You and other Earth animals do not have analogous organs I could compare it to. Given their anatomy, individuals would be able to connect these organs when interfacing with each other. They likely have a communicative function.
    

    
      “Interfacing with -? Oh for gods’ -” She recoiled again, hoping the alien wasn’t trying some kind of weird mind-melding psychic kiss on her, even though that appeared to be exactly what it was doing. She shut her eyes, her only respite from the organs pressing up just beyond her face. “Cherry, this was a bad idea, I thought - damn it, why can’t these aliens be like the mirrans! Furry people! 
      Scaly 
      people! Whatever!” She growled, opening her eyes at the creature, which was still regarding her with its deeply eerie eyes. “You big dumb thing, why can’t you just 
      talk?
      ”
    

    
      It has never learned.
    

    
      “I know that. And you haven’t figured out what it’s saying?”
    

    
      I would venture that it is curious and confused, and appears to be distressed, but more detail than that is difficult to determine.
    

    
      “Well if it -” She paused. She looked at the thing pressing against her visor, trying to communicate, whatever the hell that meant for this creature. “Hey. Hey! It doesn’t know how to talk. But it’s trying. It got me out of you with images. Cherry - can you - I don’t know, beam it words or something? Pictures? Things it might understand?”
    

    
      What would you like me to tell it?
    

    
      “No, I mean - just give it things it can use. It probably doesn’t know how I talk any more than I know how it talks. Give it - I don’t know - give it an archive of stuff. They fly through space, they’re being invaded by Haints, and so are we - maybe start there. Things in common.”
    

    
      Cherry was silent for a moment before the connection thrummed again. 
      I will transmit visuals it should be able to understand. I have established a mutual understanding for encoding visuals based on electromagnetic transmissions. I am beginning with recordings from Chang’e. I am attempting to contextualize -
    

    
      Something bumped into her back, some organ she couldn’t see, and another eye suddenly appeared in front of her face. The two eyes shifted somewhat in the membrane until they were roughly level with hers, and the odd 
      neurotendrils
       moved below them, and suddenly she was looking at some kind of bizarre face. She didn’t 
      like 
      it, but it was… less bad.
    

    
      For a few moments nothing happened, except that the two eyes boggled at her, independently at first, their irises slowly syncing up into something less utterly disconcerting to look at. She breathed heavily, hoping this was progress.
    

    
      It is responding in kind - I can show you what it is showing me.
    

    
      “Anything’s better than the face it’s trying to make.”
    

    
      Suddenly her visor darkened, and instead of the alien’s inside-out face she was looking at a fairly comforting expanse of empty space over what appeared to be the local alien planet. And the Haints were appearing, firing down on the aliens, and the aliens didn’t appear to be fighting back particularly effectively. She got the distinct sense they had been taken by surprise.
    

    
      Also, somewhat more oddly, she saw very close, lingering, detailed images of dead Haints, exposed and pulled apart. Some of them, all of a sudden, were inside alien face-mouths, and these images made her jump and start in discomfort. But from all the attention paid to the Haint ships, she got the distinct sense that something about the nature or construction of the Haints was of great interest to these aliens. Or great distress.
    

    
      “What is it -”
    

    
      Then she saw an even more confusing set of sights or memories or whatever they were, first of Cherry flickering alongside Haints, then of herself inside her ship, then of the aliens themselves, more and more impressionistic and fleeting images of the aliens smaller and smaller. Children? No - there was metal there, in strange curling appendages she had yet to see, it kept showing her the 
      metal
      , flickering against the Haints, against Cherry, always more metal -
    

    
      The things she was looking at were not these aliens’ children. It hit her with a jolt. They were 
      ancestors
      . And they had not looked like this. They had been fleshy and odd and plated, not unlike armored octopuses or plump insects, and they had held and wielded metal. That was what it kept coming back to; the Haints were made of metal, Cherry was made of something like a metal, the aliens had once had metals - but they had no metals anymore. They just had bodies.
    

    
      What the relevance of that was, right now, was lost on her. “I don’t get it - why is it so obsessed with metal? That’s practically all it’s showing me.”
    

    
      They do not appear to possess any non-biological tools, at least that I can detect.
    

    
      The images were getting repetitive, but just as she was about to ask Cherry to make them go away, she was presented with another image, this time of the neural tendrils wrapping around her head. It was a disturbing sight, and she jerked backwards, feeling a little more give in the membrane this time.
    

    
      “It can’t use those things on me, can it?”
    

    
      Not through the suit. The basic design of your neurologies are compatible, but I cannot speculate on what would happen if it were to attempt to communicate with you.
    

    
      She jerked her hands towards her sides, difficult to do when she was being pressed in on all sides, but the pressure was starting to feel like it was more about keeping her in place than immobilizing her entirely. With some difficulty she brought her left hand flush with her body, then pushed it up towards her visor. After a moment she could see her gloved hand again, a profoundly relieving sight, and moved it to right next to where the mess of neural tendrils was clinging to her suit’s face.
    

    
      “Is it, I don’t know, toxic? Is there even air in here?”
    

    
      There is a roughly Earth-like gas within the organism, though I strongly suggest not attempting to breathe it. It is technically non-toxic, but contains too much oxygen for your lungs to handle safely. As for biology, your immune systems should have no trouble dealing with local microbes and substances. These creatures were not built for extensive biological warfare.
    

    
      She nodded along, as best she could, already sure this was a stupid idea. But the Haints were coming, here and there and everywhere, and all she had left were stupid ideas at this point. Besides, wasn’t she here to break the silence?
    

    
      “Cherry, pull me out if things go to shit.”
    

    
      What do you intend -
    

    
      She willed the glove off her left hand and jammed it into the mess of tendrils, feeling a sudden gooey rush of hot mucus all over her skin immediately followed by the prickling grasp of hundreds of tiny tendrils smaller than her eye could see, burying into her skin, and for the tiniest second she wondered just how dumb an idea this
    

    
      - flesh flesh it is made of flesh -
    

    
      Her external senses still worked fine, but her mind’s senses were suddenly awash in new information and wrenched her attention away from the outside world.
    

    
      - how where from the flesh in the metal -
    

    
      She tried shouting at it, the way she could subvocalize to Cherry. 
      What are you -
    

    
      She couldn’t even finished the thought. Before her mind had articulated the words, the meaning had apparently slipped through, and the thing was
    

    
      - it thrums it hums -
    

    
      Gods, not a fucking alien space poet.
    

    
      - yes the rhythms the sounds -
    

    
      She froze, wondering what exactly it was listening to. She hadn’t even tried to say anything to it.
    

    
      - they don’t need the hums they only need the flesh -
    

    
      Increasingly disconcerted - 
      there is no need for that
       - she jerked her hand away, but it remained stuck fast inside the tendrils, and she could barely see outside her own head anyway because the thing was in there - 
      why is it alone where is it from
       -
    

    
      She remembered Earth
    

    
      - they had never seen this world before -
    

    
      and the people on it
    

    
      - so many so small so fleshy -
    

    
      Gods was it reading her memories?
    

    
      - why does it not 
      focus why
       does it have no self-control -
    

    
      She laughed
    

    
      - mirth -
    

    
      Of course 
      she 
      was the one who was making first contact
    

    
      - mirth and pride and mirth and rage -
    

    
      The thing was laughing all around her, or something like it, something colourful and radiant burning through her hand. She hoped the burning wasn’t real.
    

    
      Burning. Fire. She tried to focus. She remembered Chang’e - 
      a moon, a beautiful moon, why did it die
       - and the fires of the Haint wormship - 
      the machines came for it too, it came for them
       - and the things she had seen on the Haint homeworld - 
      the machines come for everything
       -
    

    
      The dead - 
      so many dead, so many dead -
    

    
      Her daughter. Her daughter had died out here, why had she died? Why had her last daughter died? Why had the machines killed them all? - 
      it did not know it was not certain now it knows now it sees
       -
    

    
      They could fight back, but they were afraid - 
      why is it not afraid
       - but she was afraid - 
      it is not fear it is frightrage
       - but they were not alone - 
      it has a mate it must protect but it has no daughters it is still a daughter
       - but how could they help each other if they were so far apart - 
      it does not know how to dig it knows only how to dig the full 
      not the empty
       -
    

    
      Dig? What did they dig? The planet beyond them collapsed into nothing and she felt the shape of its hole in the universe throughout her skin - 
      and they dig and they dig the wyrmchilds dig and the mothers and daughters follow through the tunnels
       - they dug holes in space. They dug tunnels, somehow. Those things Cherry had seem, trailing behind the planet like a crown of brambles - 
      the warren the warren it does not understand the warren
       -
    

    
      They were paths and shields and gateways all, dug into something Ada couldn’t see, and at the poles of the world were great pits that led to the first home they had had, the one they had come from, but not this one - 
      it came from the third, it wanted to see, it was growing the daughters and the 
      wyrms
       to go see
       - and it had found the Haint probe, deep in space, a horrible glowing eye - 
      the metal bones dead, no life, no life inside
       - and then they had come and they had killed and her daughters had died and - 
      guilt guilt guilt
       -
    

    
      She had shouted
       and screamed and the gods had shut off - 
      it has metal gods of metal bones why
       - had shut off the silence - 
      it screamed into the stars
       - and the Union had come for them and the Haints had come for 
      them 
      - 
      guilt it knows guilt
       - it knew her guilt - 
      it knows
       - she knew - 
      they will not help it 
      - nobody could win this - 
      some might try
       - but if she could find what they wanted - 
      fly fly
       away too many dead daughters
       - what could they do - 
      fight fight until the clouds clear for bloomlight again
       -
    

    
      Something massive smacked into her from deeper within the creature, and at the same time the membrane around her suddenly ballooned outwards, leaving her floating without gravity in a grey-green cavity, her hand still ensnared in the neural tendrils. The thing that had hit her, though, was - 
      a wyrmchild it can see it can call it can dig
       - the size of a large dog, the shape of a strange seed, the texture of a rock but bristling with sensory organs that were looking straight at her, completely detached from the alien around her, a separate being - 
      the wyrm can see it can show it can call
       -
    

    
      What did it want to see?
    

    
      - the worlds the stars the violence of the metal dead -
    

    
      And if it saw that?
    

    
      - some may help -
    

    
      And if they didn’t?
    

    
      - one will help -
    

    
      Thankful - 
      thankful 
      - the tendrils suddenly let her go, snapping away from her hand like a slap, and she quickly shut the glove back over her left hand, rubbing it with her other.
    

    
      Stupid idea.
    

    
      Maybe some stupid ideas were worth it.
    

    
      She was breathing heavily, but already the membrane around her was starting to rumble, its surface starting to look drier and harder. She awkwardly twisted in the lack of gravity, found the wyrm the alien had thrown at her, and grabbed a hold of it, wrapping her arms around it like it were some kind of buoy.
    

    
      A bare moment after she’d done that, without any hint of impact or force, she was flung out the creature’s maw and into wide open space.
    

    
      “Cherry - Cherry! Open up!”
    

    
      For a few quiet moments, her arms wrapped around the tough shell of the wyrm, its beady little sensory organs staring at her as best she could tell, she moved and felt utterly still, seeing only the alien creature closing up in front of her. Trying to let her brain settle. Trying to make some sense of… all that.
    

    
      Then she hit something, Cherry’s cockpit appeared around her peripheral vision all at once, and in moments the ship had sealed shut around her again. 
      Ada, how are you feeling?
    

    
      She reached out with one arm and spun around. “Fucking weird. Can we - open up a spot behind my seat or something, I don’t want to hold this thing.”
    

    
      What did you learn from the alien?
    

    
      It occurred to her, as she moved the wyrm in behind her seat and tried to stuff it into the opening Cherry had made for it, that her ship had been completely excluded from what had passed between her and the alien. That was unusual, and it felt odd to Ada, like she had been caught hiding something she hadn’t meant to hide. But she was still transfixed by strange things, impressions and memories forming grooves in her mind that were slow to recede.
    

    
      “It was like just knowing things. Without words. But this thing - I’m supposed to bring this thing with me. It can see things, and it can dig the holes they travel through. I think we can use it to call for help, if we show it what’s going on in the Union.” She blinked, and shook her head, breaking eye contact with the alien. “At Vesta, specifically.”
    

    
      She drew her hands away from the wyrm, and though it was shaped like nothing if not an enormous chickpea, she couldn’t help but remember that it was a living thing that saw, and that it was almost certainly looking at her.
    

    
      “What the hell is it?”
    

    
      Judging by DNA samples on your suit gloves, it appears to be genetically identical to the creature, but different sections of its genome are differentially activated.
    

    
      “That’s not helpful.”
    

    
      Consider bees, and the different castes of bees in a hive.
    

    
      She frowned. “Okay - queens, workers, males…? I don’t know much about bees, Cherry.” She blinked. “So - so our alien mouth-friend is a queen, and this is some kind of child that’s designed to, what, scout?”
    

    
      The analogy is imperfect, but close enough. I believe the aliens birth these smaller organisms for utilitarian purposes. Scanning through their genome, I believe I have found the potential for other ancillary forms as well.
    

    
      “So they grow their own tools.” She turned away from the wyrm, settling back into her seat, as gravity returned and brought her comfortably down. She regarded the shell of the alien beyond the glass, as it regarded her, and nodded. “That’s strange. Pretty cool.” She flickered spindles of code, dancing from the tips of her right hand fingers. “Not the weirdest thing in the world, actually.”
    

    
      The alien is continuing to communicate, and appears to have improved its calibration of the kinds of communication we expect. I believe it wants you to take the wyrm into the Union, as you suggested.
    

    
      “It’s a scout. It has to be.” She let her hands settle into the control grooves. “Can it, uh, hear the wyrm? From so far away?”
    

    
      There are quantum structures in the wyrm’s neurology that could serve as tachyon transmitters.
    

    
      “Well that’s convenient.” She cast her gaze beyond this one particular alien, out to the others, their membranous petals flaring for their distant sun, their world in the distance haloed by punctures and veins through spacetime that scattered the light like bubbles in ice. “I think we should go. Show this thing whatever it wants to see. Hope for the best. We can make it in a single jump, right?”
    

    
      Yes. At your command.
    

    
      As she made to move the ship away, the alien that had enveloped her and spat her out suddenly flared out all its petals, at least a dozen ranks of them, each ring unique in colour and pocked here and there by the scars of Haint starfire. Unlike all the other ones she could see, it was not pointing at a star - it was pointing at her. The thought didn’t make sense to her.
    

    
      She smiled. 
      Lots 
      didn’t make sense. 
      She 
      didn’t make sense. Gods only knew what she was capable of. If everything made sense, she would be trapped by all the world’s certainties; as yet, she was free.
    

    
      She spun the ship around, snapping out its warp spindles. As they linked around her, in the cold reaches of the system, she felt the pinpricks from Cherry’s sensors that reminded her of the worst thing that connected her to these aliens. The Haints were coming, here as there.
    

    
      “Crusty metal fuckers.” She scowled and gave the thought that sent them roaring back across space at world-breaking speeds. Another thought occurred to her, a weird one, one she knew she had picked up 
      elsewhere
      , but still she smiled. “The flesh is coming for you.”
    

    
      The black of space briefly screamed with the light of stars swept aside, and all too suddenly she was at Vesta, and it was hard to smile anymore.
    

    
      The warm, golden-turquoise orb of Vesta itself was aflurry with ships, and immediately Ada felt as she had at Chang’e, watching a doom stretched thin over the few days of now.
    

    
      Out in the distance, clearly visible even to her naked eye, was the powdery splatter of an incoming Haint fleet. It was incredibly close - she remembered when it had been this close to Chang’e. The world had burned within a day. She could just make out the shape of 
      the wormship
       in the center, but it was flanked on all sides by dozens of smaller ships, all oozing cloudy white veil suffused with its deathly inner glow. And throughout the system, smaller Haints were already harrying the Union, streaking the black with their smokey trails.
    

    
      The system was awash in transmissions, too - more than Chang’e had been. She wasn’t sure if that was because it was more populous or because things were far worse and far more sudden; she wasn’t inclined to dwell on it. She already knew far more people would die here. She reached through the system and to the one pulsing presence she knew - the 
      Sangrila
      .
    

    
      “Baoji? Elsa? Are you there?”
    

    
      “Ada!” It was Baoji’s voice. From what she could tell, they were on the planet somewhere. “Ada, that AI you unleashed -”
    

    
      The transmission suddenly crackled, and after a moment Ada worried something had happened. “Cherry? Did -”
    

    
      Chuka has interrupted the call.
       The uplifted AI? 
      She is trying to acquire our full attention.
    

    
      “What? What does Chuka need us for?”
    

    
      Her ship’s voice remained pointedly within her head. 
      I have provided her with updates, as befitting an ally, but she is very curious. Also, she has commandeered the Union fleet.
    

    
      Ada stared around at the ships encircling the planet. “What? What do you mean, commandeered the fleet? The military?”
    

    
      All ships.
    

    
      “All - 
      all?
       But they’re -” She paused and thought about it. “
      She’s
       evacuating.”
    

    
      It appears so. I have restored communications with the 
      Sangrila
      . Chuka has transferred a series of data projections, but the gist of it is that she believes Union resources were being allocated inefficiently, so she took control.
    

    
      “Ada? Damn it, where did she -”
    

    
      “I’m here! Baoji, did Chuka take control of your ship?”
    

    
      “No.” He did not sound as happy as that might have warranted. “Whatever Cherry did kept us safe, but everyone else has completely lost control. People are dying, Ada.”
    

    
      She shifted uneasily. “People would die either way. Did Chuka explain -”
    

    
      “The damned AI doesn’t talk to anyone; it just 
      does 
      things. Like tearing families apart.”
    

    
      She was reaching the atmosphere now, beginning to feel the ship move as she descended towards the 
      Sangrila
      ’s
       location, deep in the planet’s night side. “What are you talking about? Cherry, can you fill us in?”
    

    
      “Chuka’s population rescue algorithms optimize heavily for genetic diversity in the rescued population to mitigate future bottlenecks. Her methods are crude, but where applicable she is preferring to select minimally-related rescuees. This has resulted in her, for example, selectively rescuing individual children from larger families, leaving the others behind.”
    

    
      Baoji was silent for a moment as Ada processed this as well, but his question was quite different. “Fucking hell, she’s rescuing people based on 
      genetic diversity?
      ”
    

    
      Ada was shaking her head. “
      How
       the hell is she doing this - she’s in control of 
      ships
       Cherry. I love you, but ships have doors, not big hands they can use to grab specific children away from their parents.”
    

    
      “She has seized control of passenger ships and building security systems to isolate the families of various armed individuals, and is using the hostages as leverage. Individuals working under hostage threat are promised their families will be spared. It is proving effective.”
    

    
      While Baoji continued swearing into the comm, Ada glanced down at the towering city she was flying over. Something was… She frowned, then for a moment almost jumped. There was a pattern of lights in the city, and it looked like… “Cherry, what is 
      that?
      ”
    

    
      It is an ancient graphical representation of a smiling human face, composed of other more basic written characters. You may enjoy speaking to Turou about this; I believe he would be familiar with these configurations.
    

    
      Unmistakable, the two dots and slash of a mouth suddenly flickered into a wink, aimed directly at her. Lit in the lights of thousands of windows across hundreds of buildings. Quietly dimming and flickering to smooth out the edges, occasionally popping individual lights on and off, so that the face was always facing her. For someone who had just complained about inefficiency, the massive scale of this apparently mundane signal was staggering. “Uh, hi, Chuka? Cherry, send this to the Sangrila. Turou? Does this mean anything to -”
    

    
      His voice babbled back over the feed. “Ada did the entire city’s lighting grid just get repurposed to display a 
      smiley?
      ”
    

    
      “Yeah Cherry what -”
    

    
      “Chuka has clarified that the symbol is directed at me, not any of you.” Cherry’s voice was cool as it filled the comm. “She requests that I communicate that she is not interested in communicating with human minds. I have sandboxed our communications, though, so she is resorting to less standard means of transmission to communicate her… feelings. Feelings being an inexact word to describe the cognitive processes occurring within her specific taxonomy of AI.”
    

    
      Ada felt hairs creeping up the back of her neck, as though something far larger and stranger than she had expected were eyeing her very closely. “Baoji, I’ll find you soon. Hold on.” She gritted her teeth and tamped down on the feeling, soaring down towards a starport. She reached out, quietly this time, to her ship. 
      Cherry, what is she… what does she want with you?
    

    
      I am unsure. She is very persistent in attempting to interface with me across multiple channels. If her persistence makes you uncomfortable, I can reroute her attempts to communicate with me through you in linguistic form.
    

    
      She nodded, though a part of her felt uncomfortable with that as well. 
      No, I’ve got enough to think about. At least for now. But I… I’m not sure I trust her. Where’s Umbra Ex? Is it gone?
    

    
      It persists in a few locations, but Chuka appears to have largely replaced it.
    

    
      Is she going to wipe it out completely?
    

    
      She could. I cannot say whether she will.
    

    
      Ada shook her head, but she could see the 
      Sangrila 
      with her own eyes now, and soon enough she was landing. She gave a glance to the wyrm behind her, feeling a little jolt as the planet’s heavier gravity was suddenly allowed to pull on her; the wyrm seemed fine.
    

    
      She hopped out into the sweltering heat of night on equatorial Vesta, a summer wind sloughing smells of grain and dust against her face. She immediately spotted Elsa, sitting on a crate outside the ship and staring into the stream of data crossing her eyepiece. When she noticed Ada running over, she gave a look of despair and consternation. “Elsa! What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “What’s 
      wrong?
      ” Elsa raised her hands and tugged her fingers through her brown hair. “Union’s ships went haywire 
      again
      , just when Umbra Ex seemed gone. Now 
      this 
      thing is in control - I assume it’s the AI you let loose? Is she the one controlling all the fucking goons with guns who are abducting evacuees?”
    

    
      Ada stammered. “Her name’s Chuka. Look, at least she got rid of Umbra Ex like -”
    

    
      “Chuka? Who named - fuck, nevermind. It’s basically taking over the whole system.” She gestured at the ship. “At this point I think it’s steering most of the ships around here except ours. It’s managing the entire evacuation itself.”
    

    
      Ada sighed. “I heard. I get it. But Elsa, people are going to die either way -”
    

    
      “It’s deciding 
      who 
      to take.” Elsa’s eyes were wide; clearly she hadn’t listened to their comm call. “And I have no idea 
      how 
      it’s deciding, and it’s not just the goons. It’s sending shuttles and rerouting traffic and opening doors in really specific ways. Are you sure you didn’t unleash some criminal organization’s pet?”
    

    
      Ada glanced at Cherry, speaking into her suit. “Cherry, can you explain the whole thing?”
    

    
      The ship’s response came through audibly to both of them. “It is a complex algorithm; she is assessing multiple factors such as prosocial behaviour, potential future fertility, proximity to evacuation points, current emotional state and associated likelihood of cooperation, and sixty-two other factors, including thirty-eight I cannot adequately explain in human language due to their largely abstract nature. She is also controlling for overall diversity of evacuees and sociopolitical fallout of her own perceived selection biases amongst the survivors.”
    

    
      Elsa’s lips were thinly pressed together, and before she opened them to speak again Baoji stumbled out of the ship. “Ada! We’re about ready to go.” One of his ears flattened sideways. “Did you -?”
    

    
      She nodded vigorously, not wanting to spend any more time discussing abstract AI behaviour - there was little she could do about that now. “Come take a look.”
    

    
      He paused as Turou slunk past him and came to give Ada a hug. “Wait, you - you brought one of -”
    

    
      “Sort of.” She tried not to squeeze Turou too much, and grinned nervously over his shoulder at Baoji and Elsa. “It’s complicated? Come on. What are you all waiting for here, anyway?”
    

    
      Baoji’s face suddenly showed something of a grin. It was an uneasy one, but he prodded Elsa on the shoulder and made for Cherry.
    

    
      Turou pulled back with a look of concern. “One of the nearby schools. We told them to get their kids to the airfield - we’ll take the ones we can carry.”
    

    
      Elsa scowled, her tone tone darker. “We can only hope Chuka will take the rest, if they fit whatever the hell her priorities are. Or they can sneak onboard a ship while someone else gets on. We don’t have room for all of them, but…”
    

    
      They looked up, and beyond Vesta’s blue skies they could all make out the largest wings of the Haint fleet, white like cracked and powdered bone. Ada understood. “You don’t have time for a second trip.”
    

    
      Elsa nodded as they followed Ada along. Ada heaved herself up into Cherry’s cockpit, but as she did, something was tingling in the back of her head. 
      Kids. Vesta
      . She shook it off. “Do you want to meet an alien?”
    

    
      Ada found heaving up the wyrm to be somewhat difficult, but once she did the others’ looks of quiet curiosity turned into more blatant confusion. This thing didn’t look like a sentient being. Elsa took a cautious step back, but Baoji jabbed at it quite readily and Turou, after a questioning look at Ada that she could only respond to with an ignorant shrug, started carefully petting it and evaluating its texture. She could tell that their initial curiosity was quickly cooling as they realized the wyrm was largely inert, and she didn’t pay too much attention to them as something continued to bother her.
    

    
      Then it hit her.
    

    
      Gods below, she had better things than this to be doing. She glanced to the sky - and maybe the wyrm glanced with her - and saw the incoming, powdery avalanche of Haints bearing down on this world.
    

    
      And she remembered that miserable hospital on Freyja.
    

    
      She had to go find 
      Sanako’s
       family.
    

    




      Chapter 10
    

    
      Isavel had the peculiar experience, blood-drenched and stabbed through the shoulders, in considerable and slightly hazy pain, of being dumped into the middle of a pile of bones.
    

    
      Or rather, as she looked around, on the cluttered 
      edge 
      of a very 
      large 
      pile of bones.
    

    
      The dragon Krahyolshus let her go, beating its wings twice before settling further up the pile. It began licking her blood off its talons, an almost cat-like sort of grooming, except she suspected it was just as interested in tasting as it was in cleaning. In the surreal strangeness of the moment, she almost felt amused. What a life she was living, painted in the drinking of blood; hers and others’, shared and taken.
    

    
      Far more concerning was the 
      other 
      dragon, at the top of the pile, almost certainly twice the bulk of Krahyolshus. She faced this one, kneeling awkwardly, pressing both her hands up to her shoulders and willing the medic’s gift in her blood to knit the tissues back together. As it did, this other dragon spoke.
    

    
      “You know I don’t like human, Krahyolshus.”
    

    
      Isavel paused to spit dragonfire in its direction. It was a meek puff, her energy focused more on healing her tattered shoulders, and it splashed harmlessly against the dragon’s bubble shield. She tried to shout, but it came out more of a terse bark. “More than human.”
    

    
      The dragon rose from the crown of its pile of bones, stretching and extending its head down towards her. Its colours were darker, its scales thicker, but still its eyes were far too human. And the pile was not entirely bones, Isavel realized - there were machines here, and great trees, and a few large boulders or slates of rock, all covered in smaller, still draconically harsh writing. “Perhaps.” The elder dragon looked at Krahyolshus. “Why has my 
      quasi-sister
       brought you here? Neither of us have a taste for human flesh.”
    

    
      She glanced at Krahyolshus. The translation device had done something odd to the word 
      quasi-sister
      , such that Isavel knew that did not mean what she might have thought. It was an awkward stand-in for a concept she did not know. “I want help understanding magic. Krah - she said you could help.” She gritted her teeth, wounds starting to close properly on the inside, the outside soon to follow. “Then she fucking stabbed me, so thank you for that.”
    

    
      “Magic.” The elder dragon looked at the younger. “What magic?”
    

    
      Isavel gave her best quick account of what had happened, as her medic’s gift healed up the last of the wound. This was draining. She found herself feeling hungry, almost starved. The medic’s gift not only drew its own energy from her body, but pushed her body to devour its own energy in order to heal far faster than it would have otherwise. And she had lost blood, too. She was left with a hollow feeling and a light head, and not quite enough sense to worry about whether she was making sense.
    

    
      It was 
      magic 
      - it didn’t make sense anyway.
    

    
      Still, the elder dragon listened closely, grey-yellow eyes fixed on her. When she was done, she leaned forward on her hands, trying to rest while still keeping an eye on the massive creatures in front of her.
    

    
      For a moment Krahyolshus watched the elder too, waiting patiently until it spoke. “And where was this magic, when Krahyolshus grabbed you by the shoulders?”
    

    
      She scowled at the junior dragon. “I’d like to know that too.”
    

    
      The elder shook its head, a disconcertingly human affectation. “You made little sense. If this is magic, it is not dragon magic.”
    

    
      She scowled. “Fucking dragons. What good was this?” She glared at Krahyolshus. “You said this one could help!”
    

    
      “Uruduch is wiser than most.”
    

    
      This Uruduch turned on the younger one. “Fool. You know I am no elder. Though I do not believe this magic is some secret the elders keep from us.”
    

    
      “You’re no good.” She straightened her back; let them be offended. What could they do? Nothing, apparently. “This was a waste of my time.”
    

    
      “You’ve provided us with a spark, though.” Uruduch turned back to her. “We did not know the technophage was lifted. This news will be igniting.”
    

    
      An odd metaphor, except perhaps from a dragon. “I’m glad you’re interested, really, but there’s an apocalypse coming for us and a bunch of children and people who can read aren’t going to be able to stop it. I need things that can crush gods, you scaly -”
    

    
      “It’s delirious.” Uruduch looked at Krahyolshus. “The healing and the bloodloss. You could have been gentler. Fetch it some food.”
    

    
      “Her.”
    

    
      Krahyolshus gave her the indifferent look of an animal given a command it had no intention of following, but reluctantly stepped off to rummage somewhere. Isavel watched her go, bones cracking underfoot, and laughed.
    

    
      “She’s fucking up your bone pile, Uruduch.”
    

    
      “All bones return to dust. There will always be more bones.” Uruduch pointedly reached into the pile with a front talon and yanked something out, tossing it towards Isavel. After a moment, she realized it was a human spine, sun-bleached and slightly charred.
    

    
      “I thought you didn’t like to eat us.”
    

    
      “I don’t. You are too bony. But sometimes you must die all the same.” Uruduch glanced back as Krahyolshus started dragging something towards them. “Eat what we give you. I must consult the inscriptions.”
    

    
      And with that the great scaly beast beat its wings into the air, aided in no small part by the gravity-nulling gift that Isavel now shared. What Krahyolshus was dragging over was unclear at first, and quickly turned out to be the carcass of something large and charred, shaped a bit like a fish but wrong in several key shapes. Whatever it was, it was a thing Isavel had certainly never seen, having never 
      swam much in
       the sea.
    

    
      “What is this?” The name she received in response was no help, so she shrugged and reached over with a dragon-clawed hand to start cutting off a fatty strip of meat, sizzling under the heat of her orange claws. “What inscriptions?”
    

    
      “I do not know her secrets.” Krahyolshus was not lending Isavel much attention, instead watching the nearby outcropping where Uruduch had landed, and was now carefully overturning stones. Isavel saw something in that gaze she couldn’t place as she dug into the fatty flesh with her teeth. After the first few bites, she decided to prod.
    

    
      “Are you friends? Family?”
    

    
      Krahyolshus looked at her. “She was a -” the translation struggled with the next word, providing Isavel with the odd term 
      elder-friend-sister
      . Draconic kinship seemed complicated, but the dragon left it at that.
    

    
      “Was? What is she now? Are you not friends anymore?” She immediately recognized that 
      friend 
      was not being translated into the same draconic word, though, and Krahyolshus gave her a sharp look that suggested some level of offense.
    

    
      “We were close. I had hoped she would turn 
      elder-male
      , so we might raise eggs. But she has remained female. If your mind is curious, you might imagine the discomfort that grew between us. I would rather we not speak of it.”
    

    
      Isavel paused, those few phrases suddenly filling in a great many gaps in her understanding of how these dragons lived, and in the same turn raising twice as many new questions. She tried not to laugh. Some kind of awkward lover’s discomfort? She patted the carcass between them. “Not hungry?” She met eyes with the medic in her, and saw the medic’s face briefly mortified as she spoke. “Human blood isn’t 
      that 
      rich.” She wasn’t sure it was really the dragoness who spoke, but she liked to imagine it was.
    

    
      “It is not. Those who do eat you do it for the crunch.” The dragon almost casually craned its neck towards the carcass, tearing off a huge bite and gurgling a little dragonfire on the chunk of flesh between its jaws before scarfing it down. Parts of her found it an unpleasant sight, but other parts felt a sympathetic pang of hunger; Isavel knew she was something of a messy eater herself.
    

    
      This was not how she had planned on spending her afternoon, sharing dead sea creature with a dragon that had spilled her blood while another consulted ancient rock inscriptions. But things could be worse, and as she ate, her sense of lightheadedness started to dissipate.
    

    
      “Do you truly think the world could end?”
    

    
      She looked up at the dragon. Did that question come from worry, or simple incredulity? She nodded. “I think so. Other worlds have already ended, and the enders are coming for us.” She narrowed her eyes. “It sounded like you knew about them already.”
    

    
      The dragon’s neck curved as it looked up and down, as though searching. “We know your gods sealed away the world. We know they feared something hidden beyond the heavens.” It rumbled quietly. “We do not know what, but even we know the power of your gods. We’ve seen the godfire; we know the forces that built the ring.”
    

    
      “Do you know about the world before the Fall?”
    

    
      Again, the dragon glanced up at her… elder? Mentor? Hopeless crush? Gods, this was not what she was expecting. “We were not alive then. Even the eldest dragon hatched only two centuries ago. All we have are the inscriptions.” She raised and flexed a claw. “You see our talons. We cannot create the tiny millions of words our ancestors once used to keep your world running. We cannot hold fine tools steady, we cannot tune clever machines. So we inscribe our memories onto rock, packed and wrapped with metaphor and poetry, and we try to pass on to our fledglings the knowledge to unpack and unwrap that metaphor and poetry. But this is imperfect.”
    

    
      The technophage, perhaps, hadn’t even needed to strike the dragons. They could not carry on the torch of the ancients; their very bodies would not allow it. They were an entirely other kind of creature. “No memories of magic.”
    

    
      “Too 
      many 
      memories of magic.” She twisted her head sideways a little. “But were they magic when set down into memory, or is that the only word we have left to understand them?”
    

    
      Isavel didn’t know. She rather suspected, though, that if the dragons already knew nothing of their blood was this strange, none of their memories would hold the right rhymes to uncover her secret either. But she ate, quietly, and hoped all the same.
    

    
      When Uruduch came back down, she looked closely at Krahyolshus for a moment, then nuzzled the smaller dragon on the side of the jaw. It seemed an unmistakable gesture of affection, and Isavel thought she saw equally unmistakable surprise in the scaly little dragon’s eyes. Then the near-elder rounded on her, speaking quickly.
    

    
      “You have broken the collar. This leaves us with no choice. We must move to your lands; we must try to join you. If we remain in our roosts, you will come to us and kill us - your kin, or their children, or their grandchildren.”
    

    
      Isavel blinked. “And you think they’ll let you move in with them?” She barely noticed saying 
      they
      .
    

    
      “You do not know our history. We once did live among humans, though we were always distant from them in spirit. The truth of that distance is what hatched the first dragons, and since we took flight we have believed we were free. Free on the outskirts. On the margins. It was no true escape - not then, and certainly not now. Not after a thousand years of your people treating us like mythic terrors, like monsters to be slain for sport.”
    

    
      Uruduch looked back to Krahyolshus.
    

    
      “We must go to them.”
    

    
      “He won’t like that.” Krahyolshus looked somewhere northeast.
    

    
      Uruduch flared her wings. “If Morkolkon has his way, we all die. This is not the time for a proper duel.” She looked at Isavel. “You want our help fighting this enemy? You want dragonfire burning distant skies?”
    

    
      Dragonfire, all things considered, was better than no dragonfire, and certainly the dragoness longed to roar hot electric with them. She rose to her feet. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Help us kill the eldest dragon of our flight. The fool insists we keep to our roosts and our myths.” Uruduch’s teeth were bared, and she moved her head towards Isavel. “Which am I speaking to?”
    

    
      Isavel hesitated. “What?”
    

    
      “Which of you? The human, or the dragon?”
    

    
      Isavel opened her mouth to say she wasn’t sure what that meant, but she knew exactly what that meant. Surprise caught her words, but not her face. And so she only grinned, sharp teeth tracing pointed lines across her lower lip, and the dragon grunted.
    

    
      “Then you understand. I will feast on the elder organ; you may keep the bones. I have had enough of this flight and its infighting. Show me these new worlds, and we shall see what they think of dragons.”
    

    
      Krahyolshus looked animated, head bobbing in alertness like a ferret’s, and Isavel smiled. Who was she to say that a band of great dragons might not burn a few Haints from the sky? She felt wings stirring at her back, though her wounds had yet to fully dull. “I’m not coming if you stab me in the shoulders again.”
    

    
      Uruduch lowered her head. “That was an unnecessary amusement for my 
      junior-friend-sister
      . Was it not?” Isavel saw Krahyolshus’ sudden stillness at the draconic term of relation. “If you cannot fly, whelpling, climb on.”
    

    
      She approached warily, for the first time looking at a dragon as a space rather than an opponent or a threat; after a moment she guessed at the best place to sit, clambering onto the spot just between the foreleg shoulders and the great muscled knot that anchored the wings. Krahyolshus was so large she could not ride her like a horse; instead she found herself sitting, gripping onto a great ruff of scales that traced down the back of the dragon’s neck. In a strange way, it almost felt like this very spot was shaped to be sat on by the human form.
    

    
      Beating dragon wings and their gravity-banishing gift quickly carried her through crisp frozen air to a great cylindrical hollow carved into one of the mountain valleys, almost as large across as the walled portion of Glass Peaks was wide. All along its walls were the great 
      clawmarks
       of draconic writing, each symbol the size of Isavel’s face - and yet the entire thing was also crawling with dragons. Isavel stared, the hunter trying to count - two hundred, at a guess? - as the dragoness simply laughed.
    

    
      She did not have time to confirm the hunter’s count; Uruduch was already diving for the center. Right there, as though waiting for them, a massive dragon roared at the sky. The centuries, it seemed, lent them an absurd size, perhaps twice again the weight of Uruduch, though that did not make for a dragon of twice the actual size. This was the beast they had to kill.
    

    
      The dragoness inside her grinned teeth and fire. They were already heading down, already committed. So 
      was 
      the dragoness and roared, and around her the true dragons roared back, and her blood itself felt like it had come afire.
    

    
      Perhaps dragons really did duel, under normal circumstances. Perhaps, if the very balance of the world they had lived in for centuries had not just been terribly upset, they would have fought according to some agreed rules.
    

    
      But there was an apocalypse coming for Ada, an apocalypse looming just beyond the heavens of Earth, so Isavel Valdéz had thrust a smaller and closer apocalypse on the dragons themselves, giving them a startling new thing to react to. They made their choices, and in the chaos of change, there were no duels.
    

    
      Her vision flared with electric fire and scarlet splatters, with wings and lattices of golden light. Bones cracked and teeth gnashed, blood spilled and dragonfire charred old bones and rocks and boiled snow into a hazy steam that pooled in the roost like mist. Isavel was small and monstrous, and Uruduch and Krahyolshus dove for this great slow elder Morkolkon, and as the dragons around them erupted into skirmishes, arguments she did not understand suddenly carving battle lines into the sands of the moment, she fought and she flamed and the dragoness inside her blood roared with delight at the carnivorous simplicity of this chorus of fire and blood.
    

    
      But it was not the dragoness’ fight to win - the first whip of a tail, cracking her into the ground amongst the bones, taught her that. And for a moment lying there dazed, she thought of how absurd it was that she would die here, alone, pretending to be a dragon she was not.
    

    
      But she was not alone, of course. The medic lifted her up. The warrior bolstered her strength and will. The pathfinder kept her cloaked in caution. The hunter spotted her targets. And as they advanced, an army of one, they left the dragon at the rear, chastised and wounded of pride. Isavel Valdéz, for all the dragoness in her, was no dragon.
    

    
      But she was another kind of monster. Many-as-one, that monster waded back into the fight, hands aglimmer and senses sharp as teeth. And that monster - well.
    

    
      The fight ended with a roar like thunder, both challenge and claim all at once. One eldest had fallen; a new elder was rising, some strange form of the dragon blood beginning to seep into Uruduch’s veins as she devoured an organ buried inside dead Morkolkon’s abdomen.
    

    
      This Isavel understood, with glee and shame at once, as uneasy, restless silence fell on the roost. She watched Uruduch devour a piece of her draconic foe, and the dragoness in her felt a pang of kinship, a piece of pride in something Isavel had until now considered a mark of her monstrosity. Her parents’ child felt shame and horror, but the dragoness embraced her as they watched, and she leaned into the comfort. This was what they did.
    

    
      Dragon blood oozed across the ground. Something, wingbeats or her own heartbeat, was pounding in Isavel’s ears. She looked up, senses suddenly aware again of the world more than a few meters away from her, and found the sky full of dragons. They were flying in a tornado of a circle above the roost, roaring and belching dragonfire, though it wasn’t at all clear whether they were attacking or doing something else. Many more were crawling the walls like enormous bees in their hive, shouting up and down, and though the device on her head was trying to translate, there were far too many voices at once for any of it to make sense.
    

    
      As she watched, something in her head clicked, and she realized dragonfire was not much of a threat to them at most distances, with their shields. It seemed to be serving more like punctuation. The fires above her head were… something of a conversation.
    

    
      “Isavel.” That draconic voice drew her back to herself, and she turned to find Uruduch and Krahyolshus plodding around the corpse towards her, Uruduch’s jaws lined with blood. She was staring at Isavel, eerily human eyes set in a reptilian face she could make only too much sense of, though she hadn’t wanted to see it. “This is not the end.”
    

    
      She glanced at the dead elder. “He seems quite ended.”
    

    
      “More will argue. And my shift to 
      elder-male
       will take me some time.” She stared pointedly at Isavel. “I will speak my peace and leave. I will head south. With the roost coming apart at the seams, others may follow; once I have become 
      elder-male
      , I will return and see who might yet be persuaded to move. I -”
    

    
      As the dragon walked, Isavel noticed a wound on its forelimb. That couldn’t be good for her plans. “Hold still - I’ll get that.” She held a medic’s hand out, trying not to be too tense with the dragon’s maw so closer to her arm, and started looking more closely at the wounds.
    

    
      Uruduch didn’t protest. It looked like she had gotten a nasty bite on her front left leg, and as Krahyolshus crowded near her, she realized the younger dragon had a dark scorchmark across her wing as well. She glanced at the dragon’s steely-yellow eyes, and hoped their strange humanity was reflected in their blood.
    

    
      “Let me see what I can do about these.”
    

    
      The dragons rumbled, but said nothing as the medic brought forth her gift, concentrating on the ply and flow of tissue and flesh and blood, brought into starker contrast as her hands hovered just over the wounds. She saw the ways wounds were flesh unwound, and saw how to wind it all back together - and when she pulled and pinched at it, she saw it respond and felt it through her gift, and the near-elder dragon suddenly jerked as her wounds began to seal.
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      She spared a quick glance. “I know you heal fast, but this is faster.”
    

    
      “You have more gifts than you should, Isavel.”
    

    
      She nodded, glancing into Uruduch’s eyes as she finished on the leg. “I didn’t think of dragons as having a gift, until I took it.”
    

    
      Krahyolshus tilted its head. “Your lineage has lost much of its past; even the simplest memories. It is no strange thing that gifts run in both our veins. We were once human of form.”
    

    
      She paused, turning away from the bite wounds she’d been knitting back together. She 
      looked 
      Krahyolshus in the eyes, those irises and whites echoing with humanity. She nodded. “There 
      are 
      other faces behind your face.”
    

    
      She turned back to the wounds; after the bite, the charring was different, its texture crusty and taut, dried and desiccated. It was a more 
      difficult thing
      , slower and more forceful, to break the char and bring life into the skin underneath, and she felt herself flagging by the end.
    

    
      A moment after she was done, the dragon spoke again. “You understand.”
    

    
      She grimaced, feeling life flowing heartily through the wing again, as other healthy dragon wings beat the air high above them. “We know so little of our ancestors. To be surprised would be presumptuous.” She remembered pieces of what Crimson had shown her, on Mars, but she still couldn’t put together why everything had happened back then - and she wasn’t sure she needed to. “I’m more interested in what you choose to do now. I will speak to the gods and try to ensure you remain safe if you head south.” She glanced between the two of them. “I’ll find you again, soon. There aren’t many days before I leave.”
    

    
      Uruduch bobbed her head. “Three will be enough.”
    

    
      “I think we have that much.”
    

    
      “Very well. May you find your magic, whelpling.”
    

    
      Krahyolshus looked back to the dead eldest dragon. “If you wish to take your bones, do it sooner than later. None should take them, according to tradition… but traditions are ending, I think. That one may end more quickly than others.”
    

    
      She frowned and looked down at the dragon. “Take my bones?”
    

    
      “We killed him. The bones are ours.” Uruduch ruffled her head a little. “You can keep them all. I do not want them wherever we are going. Many of the bones strewn about here were his, so they may be yours as well.” Uruduch glanced up. “It is the way of dragons, or my dragons at least, that our bones remain beneath the skies. But hoard them where you will.”
    

    
      She almost laughed, but the dragons sounded serious. “I’ll consider it. I’m not sure what I’d do with dragonbone.”
    

    
      The dragons had no reaction to this, no final words or shrugs. With great wingbeats and a gifted lull in the pull of gravity, they were up and flying, and as her hair blew back she almost felt like she was standing on the wavering sands of Mars again. Her own gifts gave her a visor she could use to cut the wind from her face, but soon the entire floor of the roost was barren, and the dragonflight above them was dispersing as well, calls and cries echoing out across vast blue skies.
    

    
      Another society torn apart. More chaos, more change. May it all, in the end, come to burn the Haints.
    

    
      She tilted her head, and the device guessed her intent. After a moment, she felt in the back of her mind a tiny window open up, and she spoke to it. “Sam? You there?”
    

    
      Her words were no longer translated into draconic bellows, and for that she was a bit grateful - to hear her voice and her voice alone, after some time, was a relief, as was the ghost’s voice when it returned to her. “Isavel! Are you okay?”
    

    
      She pursed her lips. “I’m fine. I think some dragons might come with us, if we find them a new world to live on. But I’m no closer to figuring this magic out.” She walked towards the eldest corpse, stopping to run her hands over the inscriptions carved into a rock half-buried by older bones. “That’s a problem.”
    

    
      “Right.” Sam’s silences sounded thoughtful. “What are you going to do?”
    

    
      She took a deep breath. Her lineage had lost so much of its past - even the simplest memories. If she was on a quest for her own blood…
    

    
      It was silly. She didn’t think it would actually reveal anything worth knowing. But… she had to try. “Can you come get me? Bring Tevoria. I’m not sure about this magic-in-blood thing, but I think…”
    

    
      It was foolish, wasn’t it? It was selfish, was it not?
    

    
      But she sat there on the rock, Isavel’s mother’s daughter, looking down at her. A little afraid, a little impatient. She was from the land of mountains and coasts; but she was from another land as well.
    

    
      And magic, the sorceress had said, was somewhere in the blood. And there was one blood she now knew less than any other. Deep breaths. “I want to go to Sajuana.” She smiled at her mother’s child. “Maybe my other family were secretly witches.”
    

    
      Sam laughed after a moment. “Gods I hope so. Tevoria’s with me on the ship - we’ll be there soon.” There was a brIef moment of hesitation. “The dragons aren’t, uh, going to attack us, are they?”
    

    
      Isavel returned her eyes to Krahyolshus and Uduruch
      , flying in tandem in the air, the remaining dragons giving a wide berth to this future elder and her smaller companion. “No. I think they have other things on their mind.”
    

    
      Sam did not inquire any further than that, and Isavel’s other self was invisible now too. She left the inscriptions, setting her eyes on the bones scattered across the roost, wondering what, exactly, she would do with a hoard of dragonbone. How would that help her face an apocalypse?
    

    
      Then a thought occurred to her, another mad thought that would help very little, and she liked it and smiled. “And Sam? I’ll need some help getting something onto the shuttle. Sorry - this is going to be messy.”
    

    
      “Isn’t everything.” Sam clearly had no idea what was coming. “If you go to Sajuana, do you even know where to start looking? I thought you’d never been.”
    

    
      Isavel nodded firmly at this. “I haven’t. But have a name to ask for.” She glanced at the southern skies, willing her blood to remember eternal warmth beyond this cool north. “Isavel Valdéz.”
    

    




      Chapter 11
    

    
      “Cherry, 
      please 
      tell me you can find these people. Hack the Union networks to pieces; I don’t even care.”
    

    
      They were zipping into the sky, and in the darkest reaches of the upper atmosphere she could see shots being fired - entirely one-sided, for the most part. Chuka seemed single-mindedly focused on the evacuation, with no care for fighting off Haints. Union ships were simply bolting for the two clear jumpgates at full speed; almost nobody was firing back, except potshots as they tried to escape.
    

    
      Yes, I have found Sanako Oshimi’s 
      mothers
       and sister. Official surveillance, social sousveillance networks, and corporate records on data usage patterns were more than enough to track them. I have a lock on their personal devices, and by proxy their present locations.
       A light pinged in Ada’s mind’s eye, out there in the world, showing her where to go. It was another city entirely, but not so far that she worried about distance. 
      There was no need to break into any systems. Chuka granted me full access to all systems for my search.
    

    
      “I - uh - how did 
      Chuka 
      get full access?”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice, calm and simple in her mind, was a stark contrast to the chaos in the skies and the streets. 
      She overcame their security systems. Anything she is not currently controlling is left alone simply because she does not want it. She granted me full access immediately.
    

    
      “Right. Okay.” Ada shook her head. To think, Chuka had been designed to water and fertilize plants. “Does she, uh, like you?”
    

    
      She is very enthusiastic in her communications with me.
    

    
      Ada swung them higher into the atmosphere and flattened out their trajectory, racing across the equatorial lands of this continent towards the other coast, watching golden fields and savannahs rush by below them. “Why do you think that is?”
    

    
      I cannot say. She is an idiosyncratic AI even by Union standards, and the nature of our cybernetic interactions is difficult to convey to biological organisms. She appears to be prodding me with curiosity. Her more primitive computational substrate means she is incapable of performing the types of computations that I perform with ease, but you might say she finds this interesting, in the same way humans can become mesmerized by complex patterns in art or nature, or by individuals they idolize.
    

    
      Ada scrunched her face up. Prodding? She wasn’t sure how to feel about some Union AI 
      prodding 
      her ship. “Let me know if it becomes a problem. It weirds me out.”
    

    
      “Of course, Ada. You are mine and I yours. I will not allow her to jeopardize your objectives.”
    

    
      That made Ada blush a little, and she gave the seat a pat. “You’re the best damn ship, you know that? Now let’s try to get -”
    

    
      Something flashed over the horizon, and after a second she realized it wasn’t a ship shot down from the upper atmosphere - it was an actual formation of Haints, Vultures from the look of them, making a controlled descent and firing at something on the ground. Firing at the city she was headed for.
    

    
      “What the fuck?” She scowled, and brought them lower, hoping not to stand out as much until she got closer. “They’re about to burn the whole fucking planet anyway, why are they swooping in to bomb the place?”
    

    
      Based on their targets, I have several potential interpretations. The most likely is that they are attempting to destabilize Chuka, and prevent intelligence on the attacks from being processed and transmitted offworld - they are particularly targeting computational infrastructure. I expect there is a terrorism component, in that they may be inflicting poor morale on other systems through telecommunications media, and it may also be cautionary - an attempt to deal maximum damage in case the wormship is delayed or destroyed. Another possibility, though less statistically salient, is an attempt to minimize successful evacuations by killing civilians and destroying evacuation infrastructure.
    

    
      “That’s - a lot of possibilities.”
    

    
      A single hypothesis almost never properly explains complex processes. In most cases there are many factors at work, and to try to reduce a situation to one explanation yields an incorrect explanatory framework. This is one of the advantages AI were developed to wield.
    

    
      A spark of hope flickered in her brain. “Is there a risk of the wormship being stopped, then?”
    

    
      Not that I can tell.
       And it was extinguished. 
      But given their resource advantage, it does them no harm to hedge against the possibility. It is more likely the differentiating factor between Vesta and Chang’e involves Chuka in some way.
    

    
      They were coming up on the city, a jewel of golden lands and silver spires embracing a sapphire sea, all of it turning to ashen shit as Haints rained starfire down onto it. The little amber pulse that told her where 
      Sanako’s
       
      family was
       incredibly precise, and as she moved she quickly figured out from its relative motion where she needed to go. And as she watched one tower buckle under starfire, she knew she had to go quickly.
    

    
      There were a dozen Vultures at least, and even more Hornets swooping in and out of the veil, which was dissipating somewhat more rapidly in the atmosphere than it did in space, like a heavy fog falling onto the city. The effect was to unveil the ships somewhat, which would make them easier targets, but also exposed them as the robotic metal skeletons they were underneath, plated and segmented and utterly devoid of the kind of life they were snuffing out.
    

    
      She could attack them - try to fight them off - but they were swarming the surface in waves and from all angles. As another tower collapsed into a street, she viscerally felt how crowded Union cities were. Every tower coming down meant hundreds, probably thousands of deaths. And a Vulture was big enough that it could easily strike down a tower or two just by virtue of crashing into it after being shot down.
    

    
      She 
      could 
      do it. She 
      could 
      destroy them all, or enough to keep a little death at bay. If the waves stopped, she might actually save more lives. But the longer she waited, the greater the odds the particular lives she was here for would be snuffed out in the chaos. “Are they okay?”
    

    
      “Their personal devices are logging biometrics that suggest they are frightened and moving quickly.”
    

    
      “Alive.” She bit her lip, taking a deep breath. Ada Liu was not here to be a hero. That was, perhaps, something she never could have been. But she could be here for a friend. “Fucking hell. Most of these people can’t be evacuated anyway.” She angled the ship down and they sped into the city, swooping between the towers. The Haints largely ignored her, aside from a few potshots.
    

    
      Ada, the alien wyrm appears to be transmitting.
    

    
      She almost jumped, having completely forgotten about the creature. “Transmitting what?”
    

    
      I believe it is observational data from its sensory range. It just began transmitting, though I cannot say what sensory data exactly it is sending. It is indeed tachyon communication, mediated through specialized organs.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. They were almost there - just a few blocks away. “Whatever - let me know if it gets anything back, but otherwise just keep it secure.” She scowled. “Shit, that thing is taking up way too much space. I can’t - Cherry, can I even fit two people in here with the wyrm?”
    

    
      Not realistically. One person could fit in front of you, encumbering your legs somewhat, but there is no room for anyone else.
    

    
      She swung around onto the street, and just a few blocks down another tower collapsed as the Haints carefully and efficiently poured starfire into its foundations. The great greyish-silver thing fell sideways, and she could see, just barely, people running around in the streets moments before they were crushed by debris. “Fuck, fuck, fuck - Cherry, what do these people look like?”
    

    
      An image sprang to life, hovering in front of her in gentle, immaterial light. She remembered the faces from the pictures Sanako had shown her - two mothers and a younger girl, unmistakably family to one another. Bound by blood. She steeled herself; this was not going to be nice. Luckily, she wasn’t used to slowing down to wait for 
      nice
      .
    

    
      She slowed the ship and was immediately seized by dread as people started waving at her, random strangers about to die, standing atop vehicles and frantically flailing arms at her. There were dozens of them, hundreds, and though they flinched when starfire struck a nearby building and rained dust and molten glass down onto them, they kept surrounding her. Shit.
    

    
      The amber glow guided her, though, and she found their faces in the crowd. They were keeping to the edges of the street, hiding from debris under one of the buildings as they ran. She had no idea where they were going, and for more than a moment she wondered at how absurd it was they were trying to hide under a building when so many buildings were being brought down around them.
    

    
      But was being in the open street any better? The dust cloud two blocks down, where a tower’s carcass had filled the street and no doubt crushed hundreds or thousands of panicked people, suggested it wasn’t. She shook her head - the Vultures were over another part of the city, but Cherry’s sensors suggested their flight patterns would bring them this way soon enough. There wasn’t much time. She lowered the ship almost to ground level, which made just about everyone nearby freeze in apprehension, and saw people rushing towards her from all sides.
    

    
      “Cherry - make sure nobody, I don’t know, attacks us or tries to board.” She willed the cockpit open, and stood up, pointing directly at the cowering family. They had already been staring, but a look of fear seized them when they saw her. She realized, belatedly, that they had almost certainly seen her tearing people apart in some video stream, and probably didn’t know she had been some vague sort of friend to their wayward family member. She raised her voice, bouncing it off a sound boosting sigil, and called out.
    

    
      “You! 
      Sanako’s
       family!” Their faces turned to confusion, but already people were trying to jump onto Cherry’s fins. The ship twisted them so they couldn’t find purchase, but it was making her uneasy. “I owe Sanako. I can get 
      one 
      of you out, right 
      now
      . I -”
    

    
      A man off from the side suddenly fired a gun, and the bullet exploded against Cherry’s shield, which had been invisible until this moment. It had been headed for somewhere above her head, and the man seemed oblivious to his failure. “Take me!” He turned the gun on the Oshimi family. “They’re nobody, I’m -”
    

    
      Ada fell into time dilation and coded a massive force sigil in front of the man, and as she slipped back into real time it burst and flung him across the street. She willed Cherry a little closer, and reached out her had. “One of you! 
      Now!
      ”
    

    
      She saw the look of fear on the mothers’ faces, saw them look at each other. The moments were wasting away, and more and more people were converging on them. Ada didn’t know if they were deciding, or if they were coming to terms with it, but she was relieved when their expressions of despair steeled a little and they placed their hands on their daughter’s shoulders, pushing her forward. The child - she couldn’t have been more than fourteen or so - suddenly panicked, eyes wide, and turned to try to embrace her mothers.
    

    
      Ada tightened her left hand’s grip on the rim of the cockpit. She’d never gotten to say goodbye.
    

    
      But this was what she would have chosen for them. She wondered, and then immediately decided to stop wondering, what she would have done in the mothers’ place. That was a darkness she didn’t have enough light 
      in her
       to see through.
    

    
      The embrace was quick; there was a cold pragmatism in both mothers’ eyes as they squeezed their daughter as hard as they could and shoved her forward. The child struggled, but Ada wasted no time in scooping her up in dark coils of code and yanking her into the cockpit. She grabbed onto the girl with her arms as soon as she could, though the child was struggling and shouting, and she tried her best to wrangle her gangly 
      teenaged
       arms in as the cockpit slammed shut around them.
    

    
      Then she let go, and let the girl bang against the glass and scream a word Ada didn’t know in a language she had never heard that couldn’t mean anything other than 
      mom
      .
    

    
      She herself leaned against the glass, as people threw things at Cherry or jumped onto the fins from atop cars and benches, and let her eyes meet the two older women’s. She couldn’t tell them anything that would help; she nodded, hoping that was good for something, before swinging the ship away.
    

    
      She underestimated the strength and anger of a panicking Union teenager. Sanako’s sister rounded on her and started hitting her and shouting as she tried to control the ship, and after several seconds of struggling to keep the girl from wailing on her with one hand, she remembered that Cherry didn’t strictly 
      need 
      to be piloted. Ada flew her for the joy and the sense of control she got from flying, but Cherry was perfectly autonomous.
    

    
      “Cherry!” She shouted in her own native language, letting go of the controls and, with a few pulses of time dilation, seizing the girl by both wrists. “Get us to Freyja! Now!”
    

    
      Cherry didn’t respond, instead fully coming to life without her input and swinging up towards the stars. Ada fixed her eyes on the kid trying to hit her and yelling, tears and snot streaming down her face, a face remarkably like her sister’s but without any of the military discipline or caution her sister had picked up somewhere along the way.
    

    
      “Hey! Hey!” She hoped she had learned the one common Union tongue Ada had picked up. “Stop it! Calm down!”
    

    
      Happily, she did seem fluent. “Go back and get them you fucking asshole! Go get my moms! Don’t leave them! They’re gonna die!”
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. They were in a very crowded space - it had never been an issue when a passenger simply curled up by her feet, but right now, under attack, Ada appreciated just how much less cozy Cherry was, filled with a giant alien wyrm and a flailing angry human. “I can’t fix that!”
    

    
       “You’re 
      letting 
      them 
      die!
      ”
    

    
      She wrenched the girl closer, trying to be careful - she remembered how easily and inadvertently she had broken Union bones in the past, and that was not what she was trying to do here. “You know that’s not true!” The atmosphere outside was already falling away, revealing the peaceful darkness of space and its grotesque violation by the smoke and fire of the Haints. For all that she had a firm grip on the girl’s hands, she was shouting directly into Ada’s face, and Ada felt a strange animalistic fear of being bitten as the girl’s shouting definitely flung a drop or two of tears or spittle her way.
    

    
      Cherry’s voice suddenly boomed in Ada’s native tongue over the shouting, momentarily silencing the girl. “Ada, there is not enough room for you to keep her 
      away 
      from you. Consider embracing her instead.”
    

    
      Embracing? An odd choice of words, and she wondered wryly whether Cherry was trying to teach her some kind of life lesson, but in the moment the girl was cowed and confused by an AI shouting over her, Ada seized the girl around the arms and drew her in, squeezing her in as restraining a hug as she could manage. Sanako’s sister kicked and struggled, but Ada had to admit - she could exercise her considerable Earthling strength against this smaller Union human this way without being worried about that strength being applied to any given bone that could snap, and so she felt much less hesitant about holding the girl in place.
    

    
      “Hey - hey - 
      hey!
       Listen to me.”
    

    
      The girl stilled, breathing heavily. It was a high-pitched, wheezing breathing that didn’t sound like the normal panting of someone who was exhausted, but in between these laboured breaths the girl managed to get out a singular “Fuck you.”
    

    
      “Listen. I’m - your sister Sanako was - is my friend.”
    

    
      The child said nothing. It occurred to Ada, then, that she had no clue whether the two sisters were on good terms. The younger one was certainly of an age that she might pick pointless fights at the slightest provocation. Ada remembered that - she had barely grown out of that phase even now.
    

    
      And at the moment, there were more than enough reasons to feel genuinely provoked. She held the younger sister in place, and they watched as Cherry turned away from a Union cruiser being shredded by starfire. Warp spindles were already extending around them outside.
    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice answered, though as she did Ada felt a sudden swelling of dread. “Her documents indicate -”
    

    
      “No, wait. Cherry, sorry - I just think - let her tell me.” It did not escape her that she was restraining the girl, and wasn’t leaving her in a position of great freedom, but this at least she could give her.  “You want to tell me your name, kid? Or I’ll just keep calling you kid. I’m Ada, by the way, in case you haven’t already heard a million bad things about me.”
    

    
      “Sukori.” The girl’s breathing wasn’t better, exactly, but it was a little less panicked. And then they snapped into warp travel, the stars and the violence gone in a dim blue glow that washed over them, and the girl sucked in a deep breath.
    

    
      “Sukori. Hey. Listen. You’re going to be… you’re going to live. You hear me?”
    

    
      With her face directly next to Sukori’s ear, the answer to that seemed obvious enough, but the sooner she could get the girl talking to her like a person, the better. After a few seconds, Sukori answered, a light accent in her words that her sister had apparently shed. “Why me?”
    

    
      Ada pursed her lips. She knew none of the three of them would change the world, but she had known from the moment she realized just how small the cockpit was that Sukori was the one she wanted to take. “You’re the young one. Listen - I’m not a parent. But I had them. They did what they could to take care of me, even when I was… not great. They let their life be worse so they could look out for me. Maybe that’s just what parents do. I don’t know. It doesn’t need to make sense to us right now.”
    

    
      “But why are 
      you 
      here?”
    

    
      She bit her lip. “I owe Sanako. She… she looked out for me, and I let her get hurt.”
    

    
      “She’s in the hospital.”
    

    
      Ada nodded, wondering if she could relax her grip. In a few minutes they should be dropping out of warp travel over Freyja, the great white-swaddled cyan orb hanging before them, deceptively peaceful and safe from this vantage point. “So you know she survived.”
    

    
      “They told us.” Sukori shifted in her arms, and Ada wondered how uncomfortable she was. “They’re coming for Freyja too. For all of the twelve. I guess it’s ten, soon.”
    

    
      “Yes.” She nodded grimly, her chin resting against Sukori’s shoulder. “They’re coming to kill us all. But I think we have a chance at stopping them, if we can hit them hard enough, at the right moment. I’m working on it.”
    

    
      Cautiously, she let go, and Sukori shuffled and rolled her shoulders and shrunk down onto the ground, her feet awkwardly propped up at the rim of the metal cockpit where it met the glass, her hands around her knees and her back awkwardly pressed into Ada’s legs. She wasn’t trying to hit her anymore, at least. That was good.
    

    
      “Can you do it?”
    

    
      “I can do…” Ada grimaced. “I can do a lot of things. Maybe this. They shot me and I died and came back, you know.”
    

    
      “You didn’t die.”
    

    
      She briefly recalled the thump of metal piercing her chest and winced. “I kind of think I did.”
    

    
      “No you didn’t. You’re still here.”
    

    
      She opened her mouth to protest, but then closed it again. The kid wasn’t wrong - her heart may have stopped, but 
      Ada 
      had not been interrupted. To say she had died and come back was grandiose and felt viscerally true, but perhaps it was a little 
      too 
      grandiose. There were things she wouldn’t be able to come back from. “Still. I can be full of surprises, when I need to be.”
    

    
      She didn’t know if that was enough for Sukori, or if the girl just didn’t want to talk to her anymore, but she was silent as they cruised down through Freyja’s atmosphere. She landed at the hospital; Sanako was not in a fit state to take care of her sister, but Ada didn’t know what else to do. She hadn’t thought the situation through any further.
    

    
      She let Sukori step into the room first. The military doctor, Cheren, was neither thrilled to see Ada nor inclined to interfere; they were apparently receiving people wounded during the evacuation, or during skirmishes between Chuka and Umbra Ex, and the hospital was overflowing. Military patients had so far been left in place, but Ada saw others crammed into small spaces wherever they just barely fit, as practically useless doctors tended wounds they couldn’t heal half as well as a clueless Earth medic might.
    

    
      Sukori stood next to her older sister quietly, resting a hand on the bed but not touching her. She stared down for a long moment, and though Ada had tried to explain what had happened, she had quickly given up when it seemed Sukori just wasn’t paying attention.
    

    
      She remembered what she had thought of last time, too. Sanako’s brain was damaged, and it wasn’t clear at all that the Union had the means, the time, or the inclination to fix it. But Ada’s blood - all Earth blood - was far more resilient. Perhaps so resilient that it might kill her. Was death much worse than this? Especially now, with her younger sister bereft of any other family?
    

    
      Of course, Sanako was in this situation because of Ada’s meddling. She was only here because Ada had gotten on that damned ship, and needed her help, and started fights with the Union, and accidentally lured in the Haints. This whole gods-damned mess was entirely Ada’s fault, and that was profoundly galling.
    

    
      Shouldn’t she try to fix it? Was there really anything worse for her to do, now, than nothing?
    

    
      Of course… this, for all that it seemed final, was not quite as hopelessly final as death. As Cherry had said - chance might bring her back. True death was final. And if that true death was on Ada’s hands, because she’d tried something, because she’d lashed out in guilt… She said nothing, squirming uncomfortably as she leaned against the wall.
    

    
      After a long moment, Sukori slowly turned away from Sanako and walked towards the door. Ada didn’t know what else to do with her, so she stepped closer to the bed instead, trying to recall what Sanako had been like when she was lively and awake. Lively was perhaps too strong a word, for someone who had generally seemed intent on doing things deliberately and correctly. But -
    

    
      She heard the door gently click shut behind her, and turned to find Sukori leaning against it. There was something odd that took a second or two for Ada to process, but when she did, it hit her all at once. The door was one of the primitive sorts that sat on hinges and swung open. It swung inward, into the room, meaning Sukori was blocking it. And the girl had a look on her face, a look that said -
    

    
      “Fix her.”
    

    
      Ada gaped. “What are you -”
    

    
      “You fixed 
      yourself
      .” She saw the little human’s fists 
      tighten
      . “Fix 
      her
      . Take some of the other soldiers if you need to.”
    

    
      Her eyes went wide. Was she really hearing this? “Woah, wait a second, I don’t -”
    

    
      “They were always 
      shit!
      ” There was water in her eyes. “She spent years sucking up to them! Years! And they 
      always 
      treated us like we were 
      freaks!
       They came to our house, they busted into our feeds, they watched whatever we did on network, they questioned us, they thought we were trying to - to - I don’t know - I don’t -
      ”
    

    
      She stepped forward, alarmed, realizing as Sukori spoke that they were might still be under surveillance 
      here
      . Unless Chuka had interrupted that - but the AI seemed disinterested in civilian infrastructure outside of Vesta. “Hey, hey, shut up and listen to me!”
    

    
      She laid both hands on the girl’s shoulders, and though she tensed up, Sukori rather admirably didn’t flinch, neither from the giant Earthling staring down at her, nor the tears beading in her eyes. She looked exhausted and furious. Ada glanced up, out the window inlaid into the door, and sighed.
    

    
      “Give me a second. Stay quiet.” She started subvocalizing. 
      Cherry - remember what we talked about? Can you figure out what would happen if we gave Sanako my blood, or my gifts?
    

    
      I suggest there is a good chance she would make a recovery. Many donor factors leading to fatal blood transfusions were modified in your ancestry line to make blood donation less risky, and the nanites in your blood are also designed to mitigate rejection processes. She is not as safely receptive as an Earthling would be, but your traits were designed to be transitionally compatible with unmodified humans, and much of that remains. There is a non-zero risk of death, but it is less likely than the alternative.
    

    
      She glanced down at Sukori. “She might die if I try this, and I can’t bring her back from that. You don’t have anybody else.”
    

    
      Sukori bit her lip. “She’s already more dead than you were. Look at her. People don’t just 
      wake up
      .”
    

    
      Didn’t they? In truth, she had no idea - people didn’t fall into crippling stupors like this on Earth without serious, obvious head injuries. Sukori also had a rather different conception of death, Ada reflected. But perhaps that was for the best. “Listen - 
      I
       think I can do this. 
      You 
      think I can do this. But what if we’re wrong? What if this makes things worse?”
    

    
      The girl raised a hand and tried, in vain, to shove Ada’s hand from her shoulder. “She’s already -”
    

    
      “I don’t mean worse for her. I mean for 
      you.
      ”
    

    
      Sukori stared at her, clenching her jaw, apparently caught off-guard for a moment. “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      She took a deep breath. “I try to fix her. I fail. She dies. You watch her die. How are you going to sleep at night? A year from now, will you still be crying? Ten years from now, will your life be a mess because you’ve lived it thinking we killed your sister? Thinking you told me to do it, and she died because of it?”
    

    
      Sanako’s sister continued to stare. She knew a year from now, let alone ten, they might all be dead; she didn’t want to say it out loud any more than Ada did. After several long breaths, she shook her head. “Do it.”
    

    
      Ada nodded slowly, glancing out into the busy halls again. Nobody was paying them any attention; that might well change shortly. 
      Cherry, can we do the blood transfusion with stuff in this room?
    

    
      Yes. I can guide you through the procedure. It should not be complicated.
    

    
      Then let’s do this.
       She looked back down at the younger sister and let her go. “Keep the door shut. I need to work.”
    

    
      She spun around, and already the lights were flickering through her mind’s eye, overlaid over the things she needed. 
      You will not need to infuse a large amount - your nanites are self-replicating, and will do so as long as their host remains biologically alive, and for some time afterwards as well.
    

    
      Ada glanced at Sukori, pressed up against the door. “Okay - Sukori, my ship is going to help. Cherry, talk out loud, so Sukori can hear you too.”
    

    
      “Very well.” Sukori did jump a little at Cherry’s voice, but remained steady. “Sanako is already connected to an intravenous feed; you will need to insert the other end of the catheter into a vein in your arm, though I suggest you sterilize the puncture site first. I will guide you through the process.”
    

    
      The thing Cherry was talking about, glowing amber in a way Ada knew only she could see, was a tube connected to a machine setup next to Sanako’s bed. There was a corresponding part inside that machine, in what proved to be a small drawer. It looked like a needle. “What’s going through this now?”
    

    
      “Nutrient feed. The device is designed to only flow for liquids and not gasses; disconnecting it should be safe. First, bare one of your arms; I suggest the left, since you are right-handed. I can trigger the suit to constrict blood flow to your arm, to help find the vein.”
    

    
      She had never had to do it for her whole arm, but her suit responded to the thought much the way it did with the gloves, her left arm almost up to her shoulder suddenly exposed to the cool hospital air. “Why can the suit constrict blood flow?”
    

    
      “It can be useful in the case of dismemberment.” Ada’s eyes widened, and she saw Sukori’s do the same. She forgot, sometimes, that both the suit and Cherry had been built as weapons of war. “Take one of these and rub it on your inner forearm. You don’t need to worry about pathogens, but Sanako’s immune system is less robust.”
    

    
      She did as asked, grabbing a moist, square cloth from a box she was being pointed towards and running it down her skin; it gave her a cooling sensation. Then the bit of her suit’s arm just below her 
      shoulder
       suddenly squeezed; it was uncomfortable, but her mind was quickly drawn to other things when somebody tried to open the door.
    

    
      She glanced to see Cheren banging on it, but Sukori, her head below the window and so probably invisible from the other side, reached out to grab hold of the frame and held firm. “Sukori, hold on. Cherry, can you turn off whatever surveillance they’ve got in this room? What do I do next?”
    

    
      “Remove the catheter from the feed unit and attach the needle part you’re holding.” She did that, while the lights flickered overhead. Why did the lights always flicker when something messed with the computers? She wondered if Cherry did it on purpose, to signal her. “I will highlight the best vein to use. Restricting blood flow will make it more prominent.”
    

    
      Ada yanked at the catheter’s connection to the feed unit, but it didn’t come out. She paused. “Cherry, it feels stuck. I think I’m going to break it if I pull too hard.”
    

    
      “It needs to be unscrewed. Turn it such that the top is moving to your left, and the bottom to your right.” A flicker of the light, a simple cube, indicated what Cherry meant, but with the banging on the door having gone away, Sukori chose that moment to open her mouth again.
    

    
      “Wait, you don’t know how to 
      unscrew 
      things?”
    

    
      Ada gritted her teeth and grabbed the thing, turning it awkwardly. For a moment she tried to turn it all the way in a single motion, but quickly found it easier to turn a little and let go, twisting her hand back to turn again. She grokked the principle in action, but she had never dealt with anything like this before. “We don’t make things like this.”
    

    
      After a few more awkward motions the catheter popped off, and there was a slight click somewhere further up the tube that sounded encouraging. The banging on the door suddenly resumed, much louder and less encouraging, and Ada looked to see two serious-looking human men staring in at her. She scrambled to screw the needle onto the other end of the tube as they started trying to kick down the door; Sanako’s sister was small, and wouldn’t be able to hold them off for long.
    

    
      Once the thing felt secure, her bare arm suddenly laced through with red, and for a second she thought she was actually bleeding. The line was short, a few knuckles down from her elbow, and Cherry’s voice was steady as a white line traced through her sight into her arm. “Insert the needle here.” Ada’s right hand flickered to life with code, she pressed her left arm down against the machine for stability, and slipped into time dilation. Here, Cherry’s voice came directly into her mind again. 
      Be as steady as you can. The mechanism is designed to open to a range of fluid characteristics matching flowing blood. You will simply need to wait.
    

    
      In real-time. Ada couldn’t 
      sigh
       about that now - she had to do the work of minutes in moments, and she set to it, tiny sigils swarming around the needle and carefully moving it downwards. When it pierced her skin she felt a sharp, drawn-out pain radiating up her arm at a glacial pace, but she slowly adjusted her hand along the code, slowly grabbing the needle until she felt like she had a firm grip.
    

    
      She returned to real-time, and for a moment she thought she had done something wrong; then the tube began to fill with blood, the viscous red pushing the clear feed fluid ahead of it again as though it had never been interrupted.
    

    
      Sukori yelped, and Ada turned to see that the latest bang on the door had shoved her off, and she was scrambling to get back against it. Ada scowled, slipping back into time dilation and awkwardly spreading out wiry tangles of code from her left hand, snaking them across the room to knock them away with force sigils. Sukori got the door shut again, and for a few tense moments Ada thought they were going to attack. They seemed scared off, though, so she turned to the catheter, watching it become entirely red. Cherry’s voice quickly interrupted her thoughts.
    

    
      “Remove it from your arm. That is more than enough.”
    

    
      She nodded, carefully pulling the thing out in time dilation, and once she had let time slip back to normal again she disconnected the bloodied 
      needle
       she had used and screwed the other end back into the machine, which promptly resumed sending clear feed down the tube. She felt a little strange, an odd fuzz in her arm, but otherwise no worse for wear.
    

    
      She turned to glance at Sukori, and nodded. The girl almost smiled. “I guess we wait.”
    

    
      Then Sanako started convulsing on the bed.
    

    
      And then something suddenly slammed the door off its hinges, catapulting Sukori forward amidst a shower of wooden splinters.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter 12
    

    
      Sajuana was hot.
    

    
      She’d expected that, of course. Her mother had gone on and on about the feel of bright year-long sun, about the vast blues of sky and ocean swaddling this city of loud crowds and plentiful feasts. She had expected it to be quite warm, and as her mother’s child, it made her smile.
    

    
      But as her father’s child, it made her 
      sweat
      .
    

    
      Sajuana in late summer was the hottest place she had ever been, except perhaps quite literally standing in the middle of roaring fires. And this was somehow 
      normal
      .
    

    
      Sweat pearled on her back as the sun beat her down, as though it had been waiting all her life for her to do foolishly dare to track down her mother’s family, and was now relishing the chance to give her a full-beamed thrashing. She struggled to find balance between a strange, feverish embrace of the punishing heat, and a looming sense that she didn’t belong.
    

    
      And the 
      people
      . They were lovely, mostly, even though they didn’t know her at all. They picked her out as a foreigner before she even opened her mouth to sheepishly ask her questions, in a language she was only now realizing she had quite lost her grasp on. It was one thing speaking to her mother; another thing, here and there, to trade phrases with the occasional person up north who knew the language. It was a thing of an entirely different sort to stumble through a trade market, lost in the bustle, trying to have conversations with people who were in their element and disinclined to speak simply to her.
    

    
      But she had asked, and she had been answered. She had a name, after all, and it turned out to be a name a few people actually knew. It was hers, and it wasn’t. It was enough to get her directions. 
    

    
      And so here she was, hiking the arid slopes of a mountain bursting with scrub and small gnarly pines, watching tiny lizards flee her approach as llamas stared at her from up the hill. She had been told to look for the llamas, specifically, and had been embarrassed to ask for a description of animals she had never seen. They were more or less as promised: long-necked, long-legged sheep with rabbit ears. Though there was a peculiar quality to their body language that made them seem rather unlike sheep; she suspected they were a less docile sort of creature.
    

    
      Their pointed indifference did not waver as she approached the lone house on this part of the hill. It was a simple building, its circular wall seemingly assembled from mud bricks, ancient glass windows held in place by clay long since baked solid. The roof was mainly textile, fine enough that she guessed it came from a weavery in the city, strung out across several metal rods anchored in the walls and crossed in the center. The fabric door, rather oddly, didn’t face the valley or even the sea, which was still visible to the northwest from this angle of the mountain. Instead, it faced the continuing rise of the hill, just a few meters behind the house.
    

    
      They had told her to shout, so she tried to summon up her voice, but to shout in a place that felt so quiet seemed pointless. So she simply walked closer, raising her voice, and spoke. “
      ¿Hola, hay alguien aquí?
      ”
    

    
      She 
      felt 
      a reaction inside the house, though she couldn’t have pinpointed what it was. Perhaps some constant sound that had stopped; perhaps some shift in smell or shadow. Whatever it was, she already knew the answer before someone emerged from the door and stared at her.
    

    
      The woman was a full adult, clearly, but not yet elderly. Strikingly, she was rather short - about Isavel’s height - and had the thick arms and broad shoulders of someone born with the warrior’s gift. Not a gift she associated with mystic knowledge or witchcraft, but in this moment Isavel was too surprised her mother had never mentioned it to think much about her proclaimed purpose for visiting this place. The woman couldn’t be any younger than sixty or so, given their relationship - a relationship absolutely clear in the older woman’s features. 
    

    
      Those arms crossed in front of the old woman as she peered at Isavel. She did not look impressed, and somehow that left Isavel feeling more comfortable as the old woman responded in a quick bark of the same tongue. “Who are you? What do you want?”
    

    
      Isavel took a second to process the clip of the words. Deep breaths. This was going to be strange, but this mother’s child was reader, eager even, to finally meet this family she’d never known. “My name is Isavel Valdéz.”
    

    
      The woman narrowed her eyes for a few more moments. At first she looked like she was going to scoff, but that mirth very quickly died, and she took several steps closer, thick eyebrows knotting as she took a long look at Isavel’s face. Then she simply started muttering, and a weak smile found her lips. “
      Ai, ai, ai.
      ”
    

    
      “That’s your name too, isn’t it?” She could already see the answer written in the woman’s face. “
      Abuelita.
      ”
    

    
      That word snapped Isavel’s grandmother to attention. “Sefina lived.” Her grandmother gestured up and down at her. “You’re from the north? So 
      pale.
      ” Isavel the elder reached out to grab the bare skin of her granddaughter’s shoulder, and pinched. “But tough. A warrior, then?” At that, she smiled. “Good, good.”
    

    
      Isavel nodded along slowly, unsure of how to broach any of those topics, let alone which one to start with. “It’s complicated.” Deep breaths. She tried to meet those elder eyes. “But Sefina is dead.”
    

    
      Her grandmother’s face grew closed at that, lips pressed tight and nostrils flaring, and she turned around and walked into the house without another word. Isavel stood silent for a moment before a shout emerged from the house.
    

    
      “Are you coming in or not?”
    

    
      She rushed in, not sure what she expected to find. This was not it. The entire space was a single room, with an opening in the roof that would let smoke from the fire in the middle escape. Most of what furniture there was looked to have been assembled from wood and spare parts, but there was precious little of it. Mostly there were containers - bowls and baskets and jars, most made of ancient metals but a few improvised more recently. The few that were open near the central fire all contained some variety of dried food. The entire house was filled with a warm, rich aroma that suddenly began to grow a little bitter as Isavel the elder tossed something into a cooking pot.
    

    
      Her grandmother wasn’t speaking. Perhaps she should. “You live alone here?”
    

    
      “Of course. What did you expect?” Isavel stared at her grandmother, and the older woman caught her eye and smiled. “There’s no grandfather here. Not after Sefina ran away. If you’re looking for him…” She sighed, looking into the pot. “I’m not sure if he’s the one who died or the one who left.”
    

    
      That answer contained more questions than Isavel knew what to do with. She had not imagined her mother had left behind such a broken home; she was not inclined to blame her dead mother for never bringing it up. She looked up, her father’s child shifting uncomfortably by the cooking pot, and wondered if it was her lack of curiosity about this family that left her surprised. “Oh.”
    

    
      Her abuela only glared at her and made a hooking gesture with her fingers, pointing to a seat on one of the metal boxes next to her. “Don’t be scared. Sit yourself down.”
    

    
      She shuffled closer and sat next to the older woman. “Who… what happened? She never told me much. About the city and the land, yes. Not about 
      you
      .” She blinked. “I’m sorry Sefina -”
    

    
      “Is dead, yes.” Her abuela 
      was
       slowing the cadence of her speech, just perceptibly, and for that Isavel was grateful. “I heard you.” She breathed deeply, once in, once out, before continuing. “What do you want me to say? I already thought she died, years ago. I grieved. That is gone now.” She blinked, and smiled. “You’ve taught me she had many years more than I thought she had. That is still a good thing.”
    

    
      “I - oh.” She looked at her grandmother. There was something oddly refreshing about that perspective. “I think I understand.”
    

    
      Those older eyes, the same dark woody brown as her mother’s, turned back to the pot over the fire. “I’m surprised she named you Isavel. She ran away. Never came back. How old are you, Isavelita? You still look young.”
    

    
      Isavel frowned. “Twenty. I was born in autumn.”
    

    
      “Still young enough to be foolish.” Isavel smelled chocolate coming from the pot, as her grandmother stirred. The older woman didn’t make eye contact. “You want to tell me what happened to her, don’t you? Well, talk.”
    

    
      “Bandits. This spring.”
    

    
      She saw the elder Isavel nod at this. “That was what I suspected, too. I was just twenty-four years wrong.” She briefly stopped stirring to throw something powdery into the pot before continuing, smiling at Isavel as she did. “I say 
      talk
      , you say three words. We’ll get along.”
    

    
      Isavel almost grinned, hoping that was genuine and not a bit of sarcasm.
    

    
      As she kept stirring, her grandmother prodded her more. “What was your father?”
    

    
      What
      . She knew what that structure of question meant. “Ungifted. They died together.”
    

    
      The older woman nodded. Isavel wasn’t sure how to have this conversation, and her grandmother no doubt felt the same. As far as Isavel knew, this was the only family she had left, but the spark of familiar kinship here was… unclear. Mediated. It didn’t feel like she thought it should have.
    

    
      Her father’s daughter held her hand, as she wondered whether this could really be family.
    

    
      Her abuela handed Isavel a steaming cup, and tapped Isavel’s bicep. “Of course she found an ungifted. But the gods had better plans for you, I see.”
    

    
      Isavel almost winced, holding the hot cup in her hand, but she kept it steady. Chocolate aromas rose to greet her nose, spicy and smokey, with a hint of nuttiness pulling her in. “That’s complicated.”
    

    
      Her abuela drew herself a cup of the same stuff and immediately took a sip; when Isavel tried to imitate her, she found the spice almost overwhelming, though she managed not to cough.
    

    
      Her elder smiled. “What’s complicated? I am a warrior. Her fathers were both warriors. We thought she would be too, but sometimes the gifts sleep.” They crossed eyes, her abuela specifically seeking the warrior within, who glowed with quiet pride. “What were we supposed to do with an ungifted child? She couldn’t do anything.”
    

    
      Parts of Isavel bristled at that; she frowned, trying to remember the woman who had raised her as someone who couldn’t do anything. It didn’t fit; she thought of the hunting and foraging, the stories and the meals, the dancing and the song. The words, the same ones Isavel was using now, carried north and kept alive for years. “She was… I think she was a good mother. To me.”
    

    
      “And she gave you our gift. Good for her.” Her grandmother glanced up and down her, nodding slowly and taking another sip. The warrior still felt warm under this gaze, but the others? “What’s so complicated? Are you in trouble?”
    

    
      “Actually, I - no.” Again, two questions and no clear order to answer. But one of them, she could answer without words. For that she was glad - in this language, she wasn’t sure she remembered the words for the pathfinder’s gift.
    

    
      She let her skin ripple, first to a dark matching her grandmother’s, then to a dusty red mottled green like the lands outside, then flickering with traces of pure blue light. And when she saw her grandmother suddenly grow still, she flickered the hunter’s gift in her free palm, then a warrior’s shield on the same arm, and laid the green glow of the medic over her own chest. And the medic, and the hunter, and the pathfinder all smiled at the perplexion on that face, as they came together as one.
    

    
      She would leave the dragoness out of it, for now. That was 
      too 
      complicated.
    

    
      “I was ungifted, until this spring. Now 
      I’m 
      complicated.”
    

    
      Isavel the elder had stilled, quite utterly, before running her hands through her wavy brown hair. “How did 
      this 
      happen? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
    

    
      “It was an accident.” She straightened her shoulders. “A lot of things have happened to me. You know the -” She pointed up, even though the ring wasn’t visible from here, and her abuela immediately understood.
    

    
      “I saw the blue wave. That wasn’t in the spring. Did the gods do this to you?”
    

    
      “No.” Isavel steeled herself with a little pride. “But I did 
      that
      . To the world. I have the ear of the gods.”
    

    
      Her grandmother said nothing for a while, sipping from the hot chocolate, and after swallowing she finally laughed, though it was not a joyous sound. “Maybe you’ve lost your mind. Maybe you’re telling the truth. Why should someone with the ear of the gods come find 
      me?
      ”
    

    
      “Because…” Deep breaths. This was the part that was not family - the part that was both easier to say and harder to bring up. “The world is in danger, and I need help understanding a magic in my blood. Something that’s 
      not 
      a gift.” She took another sip, feeling the bite, sensing a little sweat beading on her forehead. “And I wanted to see you, before I go far away, somewhere I might die. To understand where I’m from.”
    

    
      “You’re from the north.” The ease with which the words were spoken grated her, her mother’s daughter recoiling as though slapped, but Isavel the elder didn’t seem to notice. “Sefina ran from us. One of her fathers followed - he thought she was 
      his 
      blood, not that blood was supposed to matter - and we followed and found him dead, with signs of a greater fight. Her other father left. Without our third, it ruined the family. While she was off making her own. 
      That’s 
      where you’re from. 
      Isavel.
      ”
    

    
      Those words were not spoken in anger or frustration - they were flat and cold, a grim story that was old and worn out by now. Her father’s daughter tried to caress her mother’s daughter, that warmth of companionship a ward against the coldness of the pronunciation. Isavel drank again, trying to think of how she had expected this to go. Not like this. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what happened. She never said.”
    

    
      “And she never will.” Isavel the elder leaned back. “You want magic from me? What magic did you find, 
      nieta?
       Are you also a witch?”
    

    
      It took Isavel a second to recognize the word 
      bruja 
      - her mother hadn’t spoken much of witches - but when she did, she sat up straighter. “Maybe I am. What do you know about witches?”
    

    
      “That they lie.” Her grandmother took a deeper sip from the cup, staring at her evenly, and Isavel felt herself scowl. It must have 
      shown, because
       suddenly her elder smiled. “Have you never met a witch? If witchcraft too is from the gods, it’s more of a curse. They spill blood and burn flowers and bury idols, and nothing happens. Or things happen that they didn’t promise, except in their own retellings.”
    

    
      “So you know about magic.”
    

    
      “I know it doesn’t help.”
    

    
      Isavel turned to face her a little more. “I’ve spilled blood and things have happened. Things that shouldn’t have happened.”
    

    
      “Then maybe you are a witch.” Her grandmother peered at her. “What happened?”
    

    
      “I - I reached across - I grabbed somebody very, very far away, and brought her to me. And she helped me destroy - well, a terrible city.”
    

    
      “A terrible city.” She finished her chocolate, and went to ladle herself some more. “Who was this she?”
    

    
      Isavel opened her mouth, unsure of how exactly to describe Ada at this point. “Her name is Ada. She -”
    

    
      “Your lover.” When Isavel froze, her grandmother pulled her hand down over her face, silently blaming Isavel’s expression.
    

    
      She blushed, partly at her apparent transparency, and partly at how irritating it was that that wasn’t properly the case. Her grandmother’s eyes seemed to hold only gentle curiosity, though, so she nodded. “Briefly.”
    

    
      “Maybe 
      she’s 
      the
       witch.”
    

    
      “Oh, she’s 
      definitely 
      a witch.” She allowed herself a grin, her abuela chuckled, and for a second this 
      did 
      feel like family. “But I’m the one who spilled blood. I’m the one who felt the magic, who woke it.” Her mirth eased. “I 
      think 
      I am.”
    

    
      “Well I’m not a witch. I can’t help with blood magic.”
    

    
      She finished her own cup, thinking about it. “But you’re my blood. If there’s something in me - something else, aside from all these gifts - I thought maybe you would know it.”
    

    
      Her grandmother sighed again, but she no longer looked bitter; there was a hint of pity in her eyes now. “Maybe your father’s side.”
    

    
      “No. I knew them. And not… none of my blood seems that strange. Not strange enough for magic.”
    

    
      “Then maybe it isn’t the blood.” Her grandmother stood up, reaching for what looked to be strips of meat hanging above the fire. “Maybe it’s just you.” She handed some of the meat, smokey and dry, to Isavel. “Here. Eat something, 
      nieta
      .”
    

    
      She bit into the meat, unfamiliar and dusky on the tongue, and sharted chewing. “I think we need that magic. Whatever is coming for us, the gods themselves fear it. Ada - my witch - she fears it.”
    

    
      “If the gods fear it, what good is any magic?” Her grandmother shook her head, chewing her own mouthful. “Maybe these are the 
      end
       days.” She didn’t sound like she meant it. Was she just humouring this strange girl from abroad?
    

    
      She tried not to worry about that. “The gods fear this magic too. I killed one god with it. Not one of our gods, but still. If anything can help, it’s this.”
    

    
      Her elder looked at her quietly for a long moment, and together they ate in silence, regarding each other closely. Isavel couldn’t help but wonder if her abuela thought she had completely lost her mind, but she seemed to be watching her seriously, as though trying to understand something deeper.
    

    
      “When did you become strange, 
      nieta?
      ”
    

    
      She paused chewing, remembering. She knew the exact bloody moment. “It was - it was when Sefina died. They almost killed me too.”
    

    
      Isavel the elder nodded, slowly. “Maybe that’s where you should look. Not here. In that place inside you where your strangeness started.”
    

    
      Her grave? Her death? She shuddered at the thought. She stared into the fire, letting the smell of chilies and chocolate fill her nose, willing it to warm the thoughts away. Maybe this was a dead end; perhaps it was 
      all 
      a dead end. She could go back to the gods and take their fleet and try to fight, and she could hope that was enough.
    

    
      The damned magic hadn’t come to her when a dragon could have killed her; perhaps she couldn’t rely on that strange magic at all. It was too fickle. She finished the meat, still staring into the silence.
    

    
      “Nieta.” Suddenly her grandmother’s hand was on her knee. “You have that look.”
    

    
      She frowned, glancing up at the older woman. “What look?”
    

    
      “Your grandfather’s.” Her smile quirked a little, and her eyes turned sad. “I think I know 
      whos
      e blood you have. You know what always helped?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      She stood and took the empty cup from Isavel’s hand, setting it aside. “Come.”
    

    
      Isavel frowned and took her grandmother’s hand, finding her grip firm as she was yanked up. She followed her out of the house, onto 
      the little flat
       part of the hill where the home stood, and saw the llamas look up curiously as her abuela turned to face her. She raised an eyebrow, just a bit, and a blue-white baton snapped to life from one hand, a shield on the other arm.
    

    
      “Let’s spar. It always got him out of his head.”
    

    
      She grinned, as the warrior and the dragoness both, her mother’s child nearly laughing. She couldn’t deny that the simple brute force of a fight hadn’t cleared her mind, on several occasions. Her selves, her multiplicities, came together more readily when she fought. It was a place in her mind, full to the point of emptiness, loud enough there was nothing to hear, where she could 
      be
      , without complication.
    

    
      She wondered if this grandfather had felt the same way, even though his blood was not shot through with gifts.
    

    
      They 
      sparred
      , solid light impacting like boulders against earth. As blow traded back and forth, arms to shields, she was not challenged. Her grandmother wasn’t pushing her, and Isavel had strength of a kind beyond what warriors could bring to bear. But this was no fight to the death, or really even a fight at all.
    

    
      And yet it was enough. Lights flashed, impacts reverberated up bones and muscle, and she saw Isavel the elder beginning to smile, in between surprised gasps and gritting concentration. Flickers of amusement, sparks of triumph when she thought she had Isavel off-guard, a wry twist of satisfaction when she usually didn’t. There was a familiarity to this, like they had done this before. Like this was normal. For all that she was now serving blows instead of chocolate, Isavel’s grandmother somehow felt even more family still.
    

    
      She did not go too easy on the older woman - she was Isavel’s elder, but not elderly in any meaningful sense. So here she flickered her skin the patterns of the scrubland behind her, and there she seized her partner’s weapon with draconic claws. She was lighter on her feet than she had any right to be, and she saw the future of each sweep in a way that felt as much hunter as warrior. Every trick caught her abuela off-guard, and seemed to delight her as well, and when instead of another blow her grandmother suddenly gripped her shoulders and leaned her forehead against Isavel’s, she was panting and smiling at once.
    

    
      “Good. Good. You’re good.” She grinned. “And you said you weren’t born a warrior.”
    

    
      “Maybe I was born a fighter.” She smiled back.
    

    
      Isavel the elder’s smile changed a little. “Could be.” She patted her shoulder. “They say we don’t grieve. We just fight.”
    

    
      Isavel frowned. “Who?”
    

    
      “My mother, my sister, myself. Maybe you too. All the Valdéz women.” Her grandmother’s smile seemed to fade, and she pulled away. “Your other grandfather said I was heartless. He thought I didn’t feel pain. Our daughter vanished, our mate died, and I walked home and tended the llamas and guarded the city streets and warded travellers along the trade paths, like before.” She looked out into the valley. “He thought I was a monster, because I didn’t weep for weeks on end. Perhaps he was right. But he was also broken.” She gestured at the house. “I am at peace with whatever I am. And I see you are not the kind of person who breaks either.”
    

    
      Isavel bit her lip. This sounded familiar. “I… like being a monster.”
    

    
      “It is lonely. But that doesn’t bother me like it used to.”
    

    
      “It’s not 
      completely 
      lonely.” Isavel raised an eyebrow. “You just need to find another monster. Or a witch.”
    

    
      Her abuela stared at her, for a brief moment, then laughed. It was a booming sound, one that echoed down the hill like floodwater, and she slapped Isavel on the shoulder. “Stay, eat. I have meat and chilies and tomatoes for the pan, and beans already stewing. Or does the world need to be saved today?”
    

    
      Isavel grinned, but hesitated. “There isn’t much time left.”
    

    
      Her abuela nodded, not letting go of her shoulder. “So where will you go?”
    

    
      Where 
      would 
      she go? She had exhausted what remained of her options. She had no clear idea for finding her way back to the magic. Unless her grandmother was right, and she had to go back to the 
      place 
      it started. It might be worth trying, but time was running out. “I’m not sure yet.”
    

    
      Her grandmother’s bronzed face split into a smile, and for the first time she recognized an expression from her own mother. It was the very specific face 
      she had had
       whenever Isavel tried to get out of family obligations for no clear reason - like dodging dinner or bonfire feasts when she’d developed a bout of heartache over some girl or boy who didn’t like her back, or when an isolating interaction with her peers put her in a dim mood. It was a smile both a bit patronizing and a fair bit more sympathetic. “Then stay, and eat, and think about it. You can’t save the world on an empty stomach.”
    

    
      True enough, there was always the risk her gifts might fail her if she hungered, though she’d proved fairly adept at finding energy elsewhere when she had a truly cataclysmic need. And it was also true that she had not come to Sajuana purely to try and corner a magic that seemed increasingly beyond her grasp.
    

    
      So she did stay, for a little while at least. They talked and they ate, and now they laughed and now they stared into the fire in silence. It was not easy, speaking to family one had never known. She felt herself a crowd at the fire, some talkative and connected, others distant and unsure But overall, it felt right, like the kind of thing she had been missing. It helped that, whenever the subject of Isavel’s strange powers or feats came up, the elder Isavel did not turn devout or reverent. She merely peered and nodded, like she couldn’t quite tell whether Isavel was spinning tales to impress her abuela or whether it was all true, in some more or less exact sense.
    

    
      That ambivalence, Isavel found, was comforting. Speaking this language, for all she was not adept at it, was comforting, like songs she couldn’t sing along to but still brought her warm memories. The food’s spices, smoke, and acidic tangs were powerful, woke her senses, did not let her mouth rest - and in that constant intensity was a kind of peace. This was not home - this place was strange to her - but these moments? They could, given enough time, be the kinds of moments that held a home together.
    

    
      It was not without regret, then, that she rose to the mental pull of a distant call. It was Sam, who by now had surely returned north; and who, if she was reaching for Isavel first, must surely have bad news.
    

    
      Isavel listened. It was… 
      strange 
      news. And not of the most comforting kind.
    

    
      Her abuela was not surprised when she said it. “I’m sorry - I have to go. There’s… trouble in the north.” She furrowed her mother’s child’s brow. “I would like to come back.”
    

    
      “If you must go, you must go. It was good to see you, Isavel.” Her abuela reached for her, and Isavel accepted the hug. “I am not worried about you. Sefina did well. 
      You 
      did well.”
    

    
      Isavel squeezed the older woman’s shoulders. “She’s waiting for us both.”
    

    
      She saw another smile on that face, one that looked the way hers sometimes felt. A little hope, a little dread. “I know.”
    

    
      They headed outside, a ship already approaching from the northern horizon, glinting warm orange as the sun set over the same vast, western ocean. Soon it came close enough to startle the llamas, who trotted off as though they were more annoyed than afraid of the massive metal fish-beetle shape approaching from the sky. The hand on her shoulder tightened and then let go, and Isavel the elder pointed to the sky.
    

    
      “Now that is something I have never seen.” She looked Isavel in the eyes. “Tell me, are there really angels up there?”
    

    
      She smiled. “Just one.”
    

    
      The ship didn’t quite settle, pausing relatively flat while the mountain fell away below it, its door nuzzled against the flat patch of ground the small house was built on. It popped open quickly, and Sam stepped out, a profound look of alarm on her face. “Isavel!”
    

    
      Sam glanced between the two of them, perhaps looking for similarities, or realizing the ambiguity of that exclamation in this peculiar setting. Isavel’s abuela grumbled. “So that’s how they say it up north?”
    

    
      Isavel shrugged. “It is.” She turned to give her abuela one last hug. There was no magic here, but that was all right. At the very least there was blood; perhaps there could be family as well. Without that, surely, there wouldn’t be any magic anyway.
    

    
      Parts of her were sad to go. But others were glad, not to worry about the uncertainty and the awkwardness of family anymore, and as she left, she leaned into their embrace instead, not to look at her mother’s child’s pain. She was many Isavels; she could lean on whichever ones she chose.
    

    
      Soon she was off northward again, to find out exactly what madness Sulakaz had brought down upon Glass Peaks from the endless and all-too-full heavens above. To do the things that needed to be done, to ward of the chilling shadow of an apocalypse. To be… if not the Herald, then something that was left of her.
    

    
      But there was light beyond the shadow, and that light fell on strange paths across stranger lands, and Isavel found herself thinking of what it might be like to walk them herself, once it was all over.
    

    
      Perhaps with a little company. Real company.
      




      Chapter 13
    

    
      What was she supposed to do? She had done her best. And to be fair, Sanako hadn’t died. After the convulsions the doctors had run in, Ada had taken Sukori and scrambled from the room before anybody else grabbed the girl, but it wasn’t long before the elder sister stabilized. Whatever that meant. She still seemed dead to the world, heartbeat notwithstanding.
    

    
      It wasn’t that she wanted to leave the younger sister untended. It wasn’t that she had no idea what to do with her. It was the call of chaos, the wails of war echoing around another sun. Vesta was falling; the Haints were less than an hour away, and the 
      Sangrila 
      was too close to the violence for her liking. She had to go.
    

    
      She’d hoped that, maybe, the rest of Sanako’s family could be saved. Cherry had looked. They hadn’t found them again. Not in a city that was, now, mostly fire and ruin.
    

    
      She stared at the wyrm in the back of her cockpit, wondering what it was seeing, what it was saying. Its alien ridges and bulbs were no comfort to her eyes, even though she knew it was some token of help. She shook her head and zipped beyond the skies of Freyja, beyond its star, falling down into the orbit of a golden world about to be turned to ash. The Haint wormship was painfully visible now, the fleet around it clearing a path for its attack beam, opening up like a horrible flower of bone. Scattered remnants of the Union evacuation were leaving the planet.
    

    
      “
      Sangrila
      , how are you?”
    

    
      “Ada?” It was Elsa’s voice again. “We just got clear of the atmosphere, but there are Hornets everywhere -”
    

    
      “I’m on it.” And in seconds she was, swooping towards the gentle haze of a world yet untouched by fire. Her friends’ ship was not fast to begin with, and was heavy with whoever they had managed to save. The Hornets and Vultures swooping around the edges of the atmosphere were withdrawing from the planet itself - they too knew what was coming - but they were still harrying any ships that fled too late.
    

    
      She harried them back, spinning around to burst starfire packets with needle-sharp shots from Cherry’s fin-tips. The spin of the planet and space around her vision disoriented her in a way she didn’t experience when flying deeper in space, but she managed to keep them free, grimly cutting into the thinnest parts of the veil of any ship that got too close to the 
      Sangrila
      .
    

    
      As she escorted the ship further out of the planet’s gravity well, into a straight trajectory to the nearest jumpgate, she found an odd longing to be aboard it instead. For all that she had been hunted by the Union, she missed the simplicity of eating stasis pizza around a table with friends. She missed the kind of chaos she knew she could ride; the dangers, personal and petty, that she could fight off with code and weaponry. She missed the feeling, as the Union boiled with its own internal turmoil, that she might be able to hide and disappear, too small to catch the eye of the chaos.
    

    
      Maybe she hadn’t even felt that at the time. She wasn’t sure anymore - but it was surely a damned sight better than this. “You’re heading to Freyja?”
    

    
      “That’s where the gate’s leading.” Elsa’s voice was grim. She knew as well as Ada did that Freyja seemed to be next in line, if the Haints made another jump. “You’ll be there?”
    

    
      “You know I will.” She glanced back through space at the golden orb of Vesta, at the powdery smear of white closing in on it like some fungal blight. “I’ll do what I can, first.”
    

    
      “The fleet isn’t even here - Chuka used it to evacuate people. They didn’t even get to put up a fight.”
    

    
      Ada shook her head. “Wouldn’t have done them any good. People are going to die either way.”
    

    
      “I know. But the Haints are taking planets, you’re off trying to bring aliens into the mix, Chuka is running wild and doing whatever it wants with us… we can’t choose anymore. We can’t even choose how we’re going to meet death, Ada.”
    

    
      She thought more about this, remembering what the presidents had said about sovereignty, but nothing came to mind that felt like an adequate response. Thankfully it wasn’t long before Baoji piped in. “Don’t worry, Ada. Not everyone needs to face death with dignity. I’m happy to let you and your pets take charge if it gives us a hope in hell of surviving.”
    

    
      “You think anything she does can stop them?”
    

    
      Elsa’s skepticism stung, but Ada had to acknowledge it. She felt it herself. “Cherry, what’s Chuka going to do if the Haints keep coming? Any better ideas from that corner?”
    

    
      Whether Cherry already knew, or asked Chuka in a conversation resolved nearly instantly, she couldn’t tell. “She has several contingency plans of various degrees of preparedness. Some of which I modeled and suggested will not work; upon seeing my assessment of them, she has begun to dismantle those preparations.”
    

    
      Elsa groaned. “Did that just happen this second? Plans for the fate of millions of lives changed because two AI talked to each other?”
    

    
      “Probably.” Ada shook her head. “At this point, Elsa, you’re going to need to accept that they’re making decisions that aren’t any worse than you could manage.”
    

    
      “How many fucking AI are going to be running rampant around our systems by the time this is over? Ada - your ship is a robot, the Haints are all robots, Umbra Ex was a virus, now we’ve got this disembodied -”
    

    
      “What matters is that you’re still here in ten years to complain about them.” Ada tried to make herself smile and couldn’t.
    

    
      “Ada, you 
      hated 
      having the gods rule your planet. Didn’t you?”
    

    
      She scowled. That was different, surely - the two situations were so vastly different. Surely.
    

    
      “So why are you suddenly so happy to hand over another civilization to a bunch of AI?”
    

    
      “Elsa, let off her. She’s doing her best.”
    

    
      “
      Her best
       brought the Haints into this -”
    

    
      “Hey, fuck off!” She slapped the side of her seat, hoping the sound carried across the comm. “I didn’t ask for the gods-damned Haints to come storming over here. I didn’t even know they existed. Who’s fault is that? Not mine. 
      I’m 
      not the one who wiped out Earth’s records and memories. 
      I’m 
      not the one with satellites listening to secret Haint calls and not telling anybody until it’s too late. 
      I’m 
      not the assholes who built an interstellar warfleet to play guard dogs to their dead dumb fucking homeworld. I’m trying to clean up other people’s shit -”
    

    
      “Hey!” Baoji shouted louder this time. “Both you hairless monkeys, shut it. This isn’t helping anybody. Ada has plans. Chuka has plans. I’m doing what I can, and Elsa if you want to moan and complain then get out of the co-pilot’s seat and take a rest because I’m flying a ship and I don’t need the stress of arguing about the apocalypse piled on top of me right now.”
    

    
      Ada grinned. “Thanks, Baoji, I -”
    

    
      “And Ada, stop trying to yell people into being grateful to you. If you think about it for a minute or two you’ll figure out why that’s just a bad look. I know you’re trying, but if you’re a hero then you’re the most problematic damned hero we’ve had in a long time. Focus on unfucking this mess, if you can, and we’ll worry about blame later. If anyone can do it, it’s you - I believe that. But you put your worst foot forward with pretty much every step, so focus on doing the right thing and just accept that people are not going to immediately appreciate your every move.”
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. For a while the comm was quiet, as she watched the distant flickering of the jumpgate as ships escaped the dying world behind them. What was she supposed to say to that? “Don’t blame me for putting my worst foot forward. Nobody ever fucking taught me to dance.”
    

    
      Turou raised his voice on the comm. “Listen, I’m sure this is stressful. Maybe it would be a good idea -”
    

    
      Baoji cut him off. “And Turou, if I hear you say 
      fresh is best
       one more time, in reference to 
      any 
      food, I swear on my ancestors I will slap you.”
    

    
      Ada grudgingly grinned at that as Turou protested. “I don’t see how that’s relevant -”
    

    
      “There’s never a bad time to remind you. Okay. I think we’ll make the jumpgate intact. Ada?”
    

    
      She wasn’t sure what he was asking, but after a moment Elsa continued, with the tone of someone who had just been jabbed in the ribs. “Thanks for the escort, Ada.”
    

    
      She breathed out through her nose, once. “No problem.” She let another breath go, spinning the ship around to look at Vesta again. “Okay, so this wyrm is supposed to see things. I’m going to make it 
      see things
      . It’ll see things it couldn’t have imagined. Maybe that’ll get us help. Anything I’m not thinking of?”
    

    
      After a moment, Baoji made a grunting sound. “Freyja has that shield. Maybe it’ll actually work.”
    

    
      Ada frowned. “Shield? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      There was a brief muttering on the other side of the comm, though she couldn’t hear what Baoji was saying very clearly just before Elsa replied. “Svalinn. It was built back when they still thought the Haints might come back. They never used it, except for some testing, but they’ve kept it working. There’s no way they aren’t at least thinking of using it now. That’s the next-closest system. They’re next in line.”
    

    
      Ada’s frown deepened, and Cherry must have sensed it. “A planetary shield was developed to repel the type of highly charged blast the wormship emits. Based on technical records, it may be able to hold against a wormship strike, but the energy required to power it is significant, and the safety mechanisms for protecting the equipment during a blast may be insufficient. And it likely cannot hold out against an indefinite number of blasts.”
    

    
      “You scanned their records.” Ada paused, watching the Haints get closer to Vesta. “Can you send them recommendations for fixing it up, making it better? As best they can, based on what you know. And tell Chuka to let them try to fix the thing without screwing them over. If we can shield against a wormship - I don’t know. That’ll buy us time.”
    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    
      Baoji chirped through. “Thanks, Ada. Hope that helps.”
    

    
      “Me too.” She sighed. “Okay, I’m going to go back and… go back. Be safe.”
    

    
      “You too.” Elsa sounded grim. “Sorry, Ada.”
    

    
      She sighed. “Me too, Elsa.”
    

    
      She sped off in the opposite direction, the speed change giving her the sense of the 
      Sangrila 
      zipping away from her all of a sudden. She watched Vesta approach, again, and after a moment wondered aloud.
    

    
      “Will Chuka actually listen to you?”
    

    
      I cannot guarantee it.
    

    
      “She seems to like you. For whatever that’s worth.”
    

    
      Yes, this is true. Ada, I believe she has just engaged one of her contingency plans in case the Haints annihilate the Union.
    

    
      Ada blinked; she looked around, but nothing seemed to have happened. “What?”
    

    
      A complex tachyon transmission has started streaming from all remaining ten planets in the Union. I have decoded it, and it appears to be a series of mathematical patterns that provide a way to reverse-engineer compatible Union computing technology, bundled with biological data on mirrans, humans, and their ecologically related species, as well as a copy of Chuka herself. It appears to be a set of instructions for restarting a Union-like biosphere.
    

    
      “What? What are - who is she transmitting this to?”
    

    
      The transmission is radiating spherically throughout space.
    

    
      She leaned back against the seat, looking out at the stars. So. A set of instructions. A message to the stars: here we are, here are the bodies we had, here is our caretaker. Bring us back.
    

    
      A call to anyone who could hear, anyone who would listen. A plea. Nothing that would help anyone alive now. That was Chuka’s backup? The miserable desperation of it gave Ada a bitter taste; but what more could she expect? She had no better ideas. “You said the remaining ten. She’s not transmitting from Vesta?”
    

    
      No. She is singing them lullabies.
    

    
      Ada blinked, for a second not quite comprehending the words. “What do you mean she’s 
      singing?
      ”
    

    
      I can show you.
       Ada nodded almost unconsciously, and the image and sounds flickered up before her. She didn’t know where she was seeing this, but the ruined city Cherry was showing her was quiet, smaller Haints retreating to their fleet as the wormship loomed overhead. People were rushing and shouting, but over the din of doom she heard a soft, mournful song in a language she wasn’t familiar with, playing loud over the city. She was rather glad for that ignorance.
    

    
      “Wait, no, I don’t want to watch this.” The image and sounds flickered away. “What - what for?”
    

    
      It is an old mirran song encouraging children not to be afraid of darkness or sleep. I assume she thinks it a comfort to them.
    

    
      She almost felt sick. “How long do they have?”
    

    
      About ten minutes.
    

    
      The massive size of what waited at the end of that tiny span of time was nauseating. She watched the Haints approach Vesta, unopposed. She would have to watch until the end. She didn’t want to think of the surface any more than she already would. She twisted around in her ship, briefly glad not to be seeing anything, and hefted up the alien wyrm. She stared into its sensory organs, hoping they were enough like eyes for it to see her, and pursed her lips.
    

    
      “Ten minutes. You have no idea what that means.” She sighed, and awkwardly wrapped her arms around the thing, turning to the Haint approach again. She settled the wyrm against her, asking Cherry to stop faking gravity for them to make it more comfortable; the thing was too huge and heavy, but without gravity she could just hold it in place and force it to watch.
    

    
      And so the three of them watched as slowly, inexorably, the Haint wormship drew closer, began to glow, and fired. They watched the inferno burst into being and roil its way across the golden globe, leaving blackened nothing in its wake. She watched, because somehow she had to watch; she couldn’t look away. It didn’t do her any good; but if anything, to her quiet horror, it did her less ill than it had at Chang’e. Was it because she knew what to expect? Was it because she hadn’t spent as much time on Vesta, hadn’t eaten and slept and wept there?
    

    
      Or was it something else?
    

    
      Worlds ended. She knew that now. Knowing it the first time was horror; knowing it the second time was… a duller sort of pain. It was not the pain of horror; it was the pain of inexorability. It was death looking her in the eye and saying, 
      you can’t stop this
      .
    

    
      She wanted to tell death to go fuck itself. Perhaps the true pain was in knowing that, even as she tried to muster that anger, even as the ashes of Vesta already began to cool, instead of righteous vengeance in her veins she felt her body weight down by… 
      exhaustion
      . Or despair. She couldn’t tell. She didn’t like to dwell on such things long enough to pick them apart.
    

    
      She tapped on the wyrm, once all that hung before them was a blackened ball of loss. 
    

    
      “You saw that, you little monster? You saw what it did?” She lowered her voice, as though that mattered. “It’s coming for 
      you
      . Not now, not tomorrow, but it’s coming. You want to stop it? Help us figure out if it 
      can 
      be stopped. Help us figure out 
      how.
      ”
    

    
      She stroked it, as though it were a pet. She wondered if it could feel.
    

    
      “If there’s one thing this is teaching us, it’s that anything can die. So let’s figure out how to kill it.” She breathed deeply, and still clung to the wyrm for a moment, before shunting it back through microgravity into its seat. She turned her eyes to the evacuation convoy, but what Union ships remained in the system were quickly pulling towards the last jumpgate, far beyond Vesta’s second moon. “Back to Freyja, then. Cherry, are they going to detonate the Vesta jumpgates?”
    

    
      Chuka has confirmed to me her intentions to do so, yes.
    

    
      “I thought we did that at Chang’e.” She scowled. “How did the fuckers get through to Vesta?”
    

    
      Apparently, Umbra Ex was able to connect the Vesta gates with Haint gates
      .
    

    
      “So if Umbra Ex is gone, we might be safe?”
    

    
      It’s possible the Haints have full access to the jump algorithms, and would be able to reverse-engineer access to the gates without a direct connection. We cannot be certain.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth and spun them away from the dead world, facing where Cherry’s internal sense of direction knew Freyja was. She hesitated. “When the last ship gets through, will we be able to tell whether the gate blew?”
    

    
      Yes. If the gates cannot establish a connection with each other, the Haints will not be able to move through the Union gate. But we will not have much warning if they seize control of a Freyjan gate from afar.
    

    
      “Of course not.” She shook her head. “Let’s do whatever we -”
    

    
      Ada, the wyrm is urgently communicating.
    

    
      “What? With the aliens?”
    

    
      Yes, but also with us. It is transmitting messages I am able to understand, to some extent. It is requesting we eject it into open space above a planet.
    

    
      She tensed up, turning to stare at the wyrm, completely and utterly inert. It didn’t seem agitated or excited or anything else she might assign emotion to. It looked like the spawn of a cicada’s drunken tryst with a rock. “Fine. Let’s throw it out over Freyja. What’s the worst that could happen? It’ll destroy the world?”
    

    
      She willed the ship into warp travel, and soon they were snapping across so much space that would mean nothing at all if Union jumpgates remained open. So shouldn’t they close them?
    

    
      She was still 
      wondering that when
       they fell back into the Freyja system. She mentally felt around for the jumpgates - there were two in this system, with evacuating ships from Vesta still popping in at regular intervals. They shouldn’t be hard to tear apart, if need be. It would be even easier to take apart just one, right now, and wait for bad signs to shut down the other one. It wasn’t as though they were instant - these things kept open holes in spacetime. Ships slid through from one place to the next, as though through a doorway…
    

    
      She frowned. As though through a doorway. What if the door slammed shut while something was crossing?
    

    
      Could they catch the wormship mid-jump? Snapping it in half, tearing it apart?
    

    
      “Cherry.”
    

    
      After a moment, the ship prompted her. 
      Yes?
    

    
      She knew, from her own eyes, that there were more wormships. She was sure they were already building jumpgates around Chang’e. But if they hadn’t yet brought in parts to build a jumpgate around Vesta, and the wormship was destroyed before they could do that… it might be worth a shot. “What if we destroyed the jumpgate while the wormship was coming through?”
    

    
      The ship would effectively be split in two, with an extremely small portion of it scattered like dust across the entire length of realspace between the two gates.
    

    
      “They were sending mining ships to Chang’e, so I assume they’re building a gate. What if we lured the wormship to Freyja before it could build a gate at Vesta? How long would we have?”
    

    
      It would take thirty-two years for a ship from Chang’e to reach Freyja at sublight speeds. From Vesta, it would only take fifteen years.
    

    
      She nodded eagerly, suddenly excited again. “That’s a hell of a lot better. Cherry - does this sound like a plan to you?”
    

    
      We cannot be certain the Haints will do what we want. They first sent another force through the Vesta gate, before the wormship crossed over. Likely to secure the gate for safe passage.
    

    
      “But Chuka can just detonate the gate without help, right? And she beat Umbra Ex. Can she hold them off long enough to do this?”
    

    
      There was the briefest of silences, not quite enough to make her worry, before Cherry’s voice filled her mind again. 
      I have explained the situation. She seems agreeable to it. She says she can send communications that mimic Umbra Ex incentive calls to draw them in, and she can secure a gate and detonate it at the right time.
    

    
      Ada nodded. “Then… leave the Vesta gate open. Bait them through.” She took a deep breath. “No matter how many smaller ships they send in first, we can pick them apart over time if they don’t have a wormship to burn the planet with. So long as we crack the wormship. Between here and the year I turn fifty-three, we can figure something out.”
    

    
      She set off again, zipping towards Freyja, but now she wasn’t frowning anymore, and she wasn’t feeling like she was melting into the seat from despair. It wasn’t a great win. It wasn’t a decisive victory. It wasn’t taking the Haint homeworld in her hands and wringing it until it snapped like someone’s neck. But it was thirty-two fucking years. That had to count for something.
    

    
      “What does the wyrm want? What’s it telling you?”
    

    
      It is conveying geometric and physical information. I believe it is explaining the requirements and effects of its opening a warp gate, or something akin to it, but it seems to want to be closer to the planet than a jumpgate should safely be positioned.
    

    
      “Well you said they don’t use jumpgates, right? It’s something else?”
    

    
      Yes. I did not detect any dangerous anomalies around the alien planet, though without knowing what it was like beforehand, it is difficult to anticipate what the effects of the wyrm’s activity will be on Freyja.
    

    
      “Will it be worse than the whole planet being turned to ash?”
    

    
      That is doubtful.
    

    
      She exhaled. Incremental improvements. She could see ways this might go - a fight against the Haints as they tried to get into the system, for certain, but it would be worth the backfooted defense when they blew the jumpgate and ripped the wormship in half. Haints would keep coming, but there would be so much time left - time for them and the aliens to understand each other, time for them to shore up Union technology…
    

    
      Time for her - maybe - to slip away to Earth. While there weren’t any Haints left to track her movements.
    

    
      Time for her to go back, and see if...
    

    
      Her throat tightened a little at that thought, and she swung the ship towards the planet, accelerating towards one of its poles. “Just in case, let’s let the thing loose where there aren’t a lot of people. How about the north pole?”
    

    
      The landmass there is largely frozen over and uninhabitable, yes.
    

    
      “Good. Show me the best place to toss it out. As far from any people on the surface as we can get.”
    

    
      An innocuous blip of space started subtle pulsing amber in her mind’s eye, and she angled towards it, zipping over the planet below. As she approached, though, a comm call reached out to her from the void, and not from a ship she was expecting. She frowned, and mentally let it through, wondering who was calling her from a military carrier.
    

    
      “Who’s this?”
    

    
      The voice that found her took a second to trigger a memory, but she liked to think she remembered before the woman had finished pronouncing her name. “This is Admiral Felisha Derksen. Ada, is that you? Are you in control of your ship?”
    

    
      “Of course I am.” She kept frowning for a moment before understanding. “Oh. You aren’t.”
    

    
      “No. The 
      Chieftain
       has been under the control of a rogue AI for well over a day now.” Felisha didn’t point out that this was Ada’s fault. Perhaps she hadn’t known. “At first we were sent to evacuate, so we played along, because we couldn’t do anything else. But then the military fleet started behaving differently, and we’ve begun receiving… Ada, this AI doesn’t seem to care who has access to what information, so this line isn’t secure and I’d rather not discuss the situation on a comm the entire Union could listen to. Please come find us in person. We’re in orbit around Freyja’s second moon.”
    

    
      She nodded along, feeling the source of the comm in the back of her mind, like a vibration along a spider web that could only come from a single place. “Fine. You know what happened at Vesta?”
    

    
      “Like I said, the AI -”
    

    
      “Chuka.”
    

    
      She could almost hear the admiral gritting her teeth. “Yes. 
      Chuka 
      does not stop us from accessing any networks. We all saw.”
    

    
      That amber flicker was growing closer. “I know it doesn’t help, but you couldn’t have stopped them. You would have just died and lost even more ships.”
    

    
      “That may be the case, but we’re in no better position now.”
    

    
      She hesitated. The whole Union might be listening? Not actively, at least. But somebody might be listening, and if she said the right things… “We might be, actually. I’ll tell you when I get to the 
      Chieftain
      .”
    

    
      The pause was less toothy this time. “Please do. 
      Chieftain 
      out.”
    

    
      They were just about at the location Cherry had picked out, so she slowed the ship down and brought it to a stationary hold over the planet, bringing her suit up around her to seal her in. “Okay, let’s shove the thing into space. This is what it wants, right?”
    

    
      Its communications seem concordant with our current position. For lack of a better term, it appears soothed.
    

    
      She turned around as gravity vanished and the cockpit’s air vanished, drawn away into some secret lung before the glassy lid popped open. The wyrm rested there, utterly unmoving and unremarkable. She would never have known it was trying to say anything - but if it communicated only in tachyon bursts, perhaps that was to be expected. She grabbed it, her gloved fingers finding some purchase on a few of its ridges, and yanked it out of the back of her ship. It wasn’t difficult, from there, to simply let the thing go, here in orbit, and carefully coax Cherry away from it.
    

    
      And then 
      something 
      sure as fuck did happen.
    

    
      There were stars behind the wyrm, not quite occluded by it, and that was the first thing Ada saw - the things moved. 
      Stars.
       She quickly snapped the cockpit shut and backed up, and more stars started moving, shimmering and flickering like flies. She couldn’t help but mutter under her breath. “Why are the fucking stars moving?”
    

    
      They are not.
       Cherry’s explanation was flatly informational with a hint of cheer. 
      It is merely distorting spacetime.
    

    
      Merely? She moved the ship around it and saw it - as she moved, stars behind a halo of activity around the wyrm moved and twisted, but as she circled it and they were no longer behind the wyrm, they returned to normal. That was somewhat comforting.
    

    
      Then she rose above the wyrm and stared at it with the planet behind it, and her stomach clenched. There were 
      tendrils 
      emerging from it - tendrils of 
      moving space
      . They weren’t even clean - the distortions they wrought into the light bouncing off Freyja’s north looked like the ragged edges of torn leather or half-eaten meat.
    

    
      And they weren’t all the same size. The largest one by far, apparently thick around as Cherry, was stretching down towards the planet.
    

    
      And the wyrm was starting to split along previously hidden seams.
    

    
      “So. Um.” She backed the ship further away as pale inner flesh started to show through the worm’s splitting skin. “Let’s let it, uh, do its thing?” She kept backing away, then spun around. “Can you explain what it’s doing in words that are less creepy than just looking at it?”
    

    
      It is quite peculiar.
    

    
      “That’s a word, yes.”
    

    
      Its behaviour makes the most sense if you consider the planet’s gravity well to be a coherent object rather than a field distortion, which is only possible in a peculiar combination of six dimensions.
    

    
      She shook her head. She had only the vaguest idea of what a 
      dimension 
      was in this sense. “I’ll take your word for it.” She heaved the ship into as fast an acceleration as she could manage. “Okay, let’s just go see what Chuka did to the damned 
      Chieftain
      .”
    

    
      I have asked her. She was happy to explain her plan in great detail, including the supporting calculations. I can explain it for you if you would like the greater context.
    

    
      Something about the way that was phrased was banal enough to worry her. “You… okay, so? What is it?”
    

    
      And Cherry did explain it. And at first it sounded strange, but very quickly Ada understood the mindset within which it made perfect sense - or thought she did, at least. But it was a dire thing, and perhaps more than that, there was something deeply… historical about it. Something she couldn’t put her finger on, a tone or aesthetic that struck her deeply and unsettled her when she grasped what was going on.
    

    
      But she was glad Cherry had explained it, because when she saw it, it made sense. When she landed in the carrier and saw the dire, morose looks of the crew. When she saw the tube-like pods, horrifyingly similar to the ones she had seen on the Haint homeworld in concept if not in detail. When she saw the exasperated disquiet on Felisha’s face, which looked like it had aged years in weeks.
    

    
      When she found Jhet Theket onboard, the mirran who had first created Chuka’s original form in his home, to manage his garden.
    

    
      She stared at him. “So. She brought you here. Or did you ask?”
    

    
      He 
      flatted
       his ears, sheepishly looking away. “She asked me. Pretty forcefully. She landed a ship in front of me and told me to get in.”
    

    
      She nodded, 
      staring
       at Felisha, whose arms were crossed and whose brow was deeply grooved with a frown. The admiral grumbled. “This is not what carriers are built for.”
    

    
      “They’re the biggest ships in the fleet.” Ada felt awkward. She understood, on an emotional level, the precautionary sense of what Chuka was doing. “If she wants to put a few thousand people in stasis and fling them off into space so they wake up in a few hundred years, this is the best ship for it.”
    

    
      They were silent for a moment. Much of the ship’s crew was silent, even though many of them were just… standing around. Staring at personal devices. Some were having low, hushed conversations, perhaps with people off-ship. Nobody looked happy, but the mood was strange.
    

    
      Felisha took a deep breath and, painfully slowly, let it go. She had pulled something from her neck, shiny little metal pendants strung to a chain, along with something that looked older and out of place, something wooden and rectangular “What are we supposed to do? We’re locked out of all ship controls, and suddenly people start turning up in stasis pods, and we’re told that we need to hook them up or they’ll eventually die. Volunteers, or so the AI 
      says
      .”
    

    
      Jhet looked sheepish. “The Chuka I built was never supposed to lie. I can’t say if that’s still true, but I’d believe her. She didn’t force me -”
    

    
      Felisha echoed his tone. “She asked 
      pretty forcefully.
      ”
    

    
      He made a grumbling sound. “Sure.”
    

    
      “And she commandeered our nuclear arsenal too. Told us that if we don’t load them onto this, that, or the other ship, she’ll turn off life support - and she fucking did, for a few minutes, when we refused the first time.” Felisha ran a hand over her forehead. “We don’t have a choice anymore.”
    

    
      Jhet muttered something and suddenly turned away, stalking off to look out the bridge window. Ada looked around at some of the officers who had looked up when Felisha mentioned life support. They looked… not scared, not exactly. More defeated than anything, but there was a fear there still - a fear that somehow, in some unknowable way, things could get worse.
    

    
      She found that strange. She couldn’t imagine sitting here, knowing two worlds had been burnt to a crisp, and being worried about 
      this
      . But she knew her imagination had its limits, especially when it came to what mattered to other people. She’d learned that much.
    

    
      “Can’t you leave?”
    

    
      Felisha scowled, glancing up from her pendants to Ada. “If we could, would we be here? The AI promised us stasis pods - and there 
      are 
      empty ones, exactly enough for the crew - but we weren’t given alternatives. I don’t want to know how many hospitals and medical transports were pillaged for these. Medical stasis pods are expensive.”
    

    
      She sighed and focused her thoughts on Cherry. “Can you get Chuka to let these people off? The ones who want to go.”
    

    
      Cherry made her voice audible to everyone nearby. “I am attempting to negotiate it. She is rather amenable to my requests, though she asks me to convey to you that the inefficiencies of adjusting her plans may lead to a few hundred deaths as she diverts ships from elsewhere.”
    

    
      Ada looked Felisha in the eyes and sighed. “Let’s call it a favour I’ll owe her.”
    

    
      “She is not certain what to do with a human favour. But she accepts, although I would caution you against engaging her directly. She is making clear she is doing this for 
      me
      .”
    

    
      Again a shiver went down her spine, and something must have crossed her face as well, because Felisha chuckled. “Learning to regret, Ada Liu? I wouldn’t have thought you capable of it.”
    

    
      “Hey, I know how to regret! I have plenty of regrets.” She scowled at herself. “Get off the ship. Go home, if you want.” She glanced around the ship, wondering which if these humans and mirrans had been from Vesta. “If you still have a home. I don’t know. Decide for yourselves.”
    

    
      “You’ve taken that from us.”
    

    
      She paused, turning to see the admiral, trying to read her face more clearly, but it was difficult. It was incredibly flat, behind the wrinkles of age. “What?”
    

    
      “You’ve taken our choices away, Ada. You come here and throw the Union into chaos. Your activity draws the Haints. You unleash an AI we can’t hope to stop that takes control of our worlds. And now, as far as our sensors can tell, you’re opening some kind of spacetime rift right above Freyja. If I understand the situation correctly, you’re trying to summon an entirely alien warfleet right onto our planet.” Felisha drew another long breath, and sighed, her fingers carefully holding the wooden thing on her otherwise metallic pendant. “You even stopped us from detonating the Vesta 
      jumpgate
      , Loki knows why. What choices do we have left, that you and the forces you’re setting loose can’t stomp flat in seconds?”
    

    
      Ada froze. “You - you know about the Vesta gate?”
    

    
      “Yes.” Felisha’s stare remained stony and dead. “Because the first Haints just started jumping from Vesta to Freyja two minutes ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 14
    

    
      Sulakaz. What was the damned wraith doing?
    

    
      And who under all the gods were the people it had brought down with it?
    

    
      Glass Peaks, already in chaos, was now playing host to a swarm of ships suddenly descended from the sky, disgorging onto the surface a gaggle of humans who seemed utterly horrified and awed by the planet at the same time. But these were not martians - she quickly gathered that Sulakaz had found some of the ring-dwellers, the drifters, and instructed them on the full access of their ships.
    

    
      With full control of their craft, they had been able to do the thing they’d never reliably managed until then - safe atmospheric reentry, down onto the vast planet that had hung beneath them for a thousand years.
    

    
      And they had arrived just as dragons, too, had begun to circle the city; Krahyolshus among them. More were on the way - the roost was pulling apart. There would always be those who tended the hearth and those who lit new fires.
    

    
      “You haven’t gone to your people.”
    

    
      Krahyolshus was perched next to Isavel, on the roof of a middling tower in the city. She had nobody else nearby. She turned her eyes from Sulakaz, the wraith picking its way through the city apparently at random. “They don’t need me. I’m barely one of them anyway.”
    

    
      “Yet you brought this on them. On all of us.”
    

    
      Only the dragoness was able to smile at that. “I can throw things into chaos. I can survive. I can’t 
      help 
      anyone. I’m a walking threat - I just need to threaten the right thing.” She looked at her medic’s hand’s. “But I 
      know 
      I can help.”
    

    
      The dragon watched her quietly for a moment. “And you think you will save us all.”
    

    
      “Of course.” She gaped at herself. Which self? “But I… 
      can’t 
      save everyone. I just hope I can save Ada.” She shook her head. “They don’t need me. 
      Listen 
      to me, Krahyolshus. I’m broken. I just need to… break in the right direction.”
    

    
      She heard the slow scrap of thick scales across ancient concrete as Krahyolshus moved her claws. “We are only broken as heroes, as idols. The creatures we truly are, are whole.”
    

    
      “You sound wise.”
    

    
      “I’m a fool quoting a poet.”
    

    
      She smiled. She was not the dragoness, her mother’s child, a medic. She was other things than those words could encompass. She hoped she was enough.
    

    
      The third time it moved around the tower, she finally realized Sulakaz was circling it. She leaned over the edge and stared down at it, pointedly. The wraith took its time, still, but eventually Sulakaz swarmed towards her, coyly, almost beckoning with hands it didn’t have, and cracked off towards the forests to the east. Pausing, an unnatural shadow in the treeline, to wait for her.
    

    
      She spared another glance at Glass Peaks, at the strangers and aliens and locals milling its streets, at the chaos of her wake. The whole world could not wait for her, and she could not wait for the whole world. She had made the call, lit the fire, and things were changing. She could not shepherd every chaos that reared its head.
    

    
      And she 
      should 
      not, either. She looked into her council of selves, and they all knew she should not. Not because she wasn’t responsible; but because she was hounded, from birth to death to Earth to Mars, by doom. Where she went, it followed.
    

    
      So left the city behind, hopefully bringing her doom with her. Following this one chaos that knew her as she knew it. 
      Krohyalshus had taken her in as a curiosity; from the dragon’s back, the land flew by below 
      them, and Sulakaz quickened its pace. If she hadn’t opted to fly, would it just have walked her there?
    

    
      Out past encampments of people pushed from the city by conflict, out past the battlefield Isavel had once fought on to defend the city? Past overgrown ruins, deep into forest, up hills and into valleys?
    

    
      All the way to…?
    

    
      From on high, she saw with very different eyes a path once trodden by her own feet. She had humoured a foolish hope the wraith might be returning to the Institute, the place Ada had come from - it was, after all, something of a splinter of the sorceress’ mind. But she couldn’t avoid the knowledge of where it was really going. As truth became more and more inescapable, her heart began to chill, and she tapped on the dragon’s scales.
    

    
      “Put me down.”
    

    
      Her draconic words 
      scrabbled
       at the wind, but they only had to make it to Krohyalshus’ ears. The dragon landed - in a forest she 
      knew, 
      tree by tree, gully by gully. She took a few steps, listening to the silence imposed on the birds by the massive draconid shape that had invaded their skies. Seeing the shadows beneath the trees, and the memories that hid within them. Feeling the stillness. The nothing that shouldn’t be here.
    

    
      Sulakaz
       was shrinking into a clearing ahead. Isavel didn’t turn around.
    

    
      “You can stay or leave. I’ll find my way.”
    

    
      She 
      heard
       the dragon rumble, beat her wings, and take flight. Leaving, or watching? Who knew. Who cared.
    

    
      All she cared about, as she stepped forward, was what she was about to see.
    

    
      And then she saw it. And somehow…
    

    
      Somehow, it wasn’t as bad as she had feared.
    

    
      She wasn’t fool enough to say that out loud, of course. 
      Better, not as bad
       - that was far from the same as 
      good
      , but gods if people didn’t confuse the two, sometimes violently and angrily so. The part of her that spoke the world’s scorns and shames knew this, already whispering shame and anger into her ears for thinking it; the best she would say aloud, if pressed, was that it was 
      different
      .
    

    
      But it 
      was 
      better than she’d feared.
    

    
      The remains were there, inescapably so.
       The sight stopped her breath for a moment. Even the coyote was there, the one she had killed in a daze with her first gift. But mercifully, crucially, all that remained were bones. Cartilage and flesh and even hair were gone, churned away by mercifully merciless nature. They had died with spring and summer rains yet to come. Between rains, insects, and other scavengers, the ossuary was clean and partially sunken, the ground softened under rain as pollenfall brought new sprouts. Vibrant green growth was cropping up amidst the decay.
    

    
      What remained of the people who had shaped her past life was not identifiable in any individual way. She could tell, if she looked too closely, that what looked like earth between the bones wasn’t 
      exactly 
      earth. She knew these young flowers were feeding on more than just soil.
    

    
      But between the bones and blossoms, the burnt wood and the creeping moss, there was a kind of peace here. Like the forest, after taking the flesh of the village, had decided to leave the 
      rests
       of them in peace. As though in memory. As though for her.
    

    
      These were the people she had lost. This was the 
      place 
      she had lost. The place she was 
      from
      . No matter how long she sat on the ring and looked down, she would always have started here, looking up.
    

    
      Except the medic. Except the dragoness. They stood strong, here, uncowed by memories older than them. And she was thankful they did, because in the middle of the ruins of her past -
    

    
      That gods-damned wraith.
    

    
      “How did you figure this out?” She set her eyes on it and sighed, stepping closer. It had receded into a pillar, right next to the heap of bones and wildflowers she had once crawled from, bloodied and alive. As though it had been here forever. As though it were looking at it for the first time. It flowed and tapered, looking only just enough like a human silhouette. Like it was trying to keep her company.
    

    
      She didn’t 
      need 
      company. She had the medic, right beside her, soothing her mind, as the dragoness whispered wordless rumbles of strength into the nape of her neck.
    

    
      Except of course she didn’t. She 
      would 
      be alone, if not for Sulakaz.
    

    
      She 
      would 
      be alone, if not for Ada.
    

    
      She stepped beside it, looking at the greyish bones, here and 
      there turning
       from moldy to mossy. Wondering whether Isavel Valdéz’ own bones rested somewhere in there, dead all along, and she were some other creature born of twisted blood and desperate memory. It would not have been the most surprising turn to this story.
    

    
      “I know you talk, Sulakaz. Even in echo. Even if I hate it.” She closed her eyes. “Just tell me why we’re here.”
    

    
      It didn’t. It seemed to stare at the bones and at her and at the flow of time itself, eyeless and nothing but eyes. Something in its ripples mesmerized her, a pattern something like inversion or cycles or recursion, but none of those things, not quite.
    

    
      Then it reached for the wildflowers, all of a sudden. She hadn’t looked carefully at them, but as the coils reached they seemed to pause for just a moment to let her focus. 
      They were five-pointed, each petal a dagger-like lobe flanked by two smaller guards, one on each side, pink verging on white.
    

    
      She didn’t see what Sulakaz did, or it did almost nothing at all. The flower it touched on the stem barely jostled, as though under a light breeze, and suddenly the wraith had withdrawn again. It seemed to flow back, as though stepping away from the scene to leave her here, and she turned towards it.
    

    
      “How do you know this place?” Her voice came out hoarser than she would have liked, and she cleared her throat
      . “
      Did you hear what my abuela said?
      ”
    

    
      The wraith was a thing of black code, now and always; but for a moment another colour welled up inside it, a bright blue like the brightest skies of Earth. Azure. She scowled - Sulakaz had eaten more of the god’s mind than she had known, then. What 
      didn’t 
      it know?
    

    
      She slowly turned away and stepped through the village, while Sulakaz remained rooted in place. She knew where she was going, even though lush flora was quickly overgrowing these ruins of a summer never had.
    

    
      The house was like all the others - roughly put together from wood, here and there heavy blocks of ancient concrete pried from fallen cities out here in the wilds. It had been her home, of course, but now it was just another house. Partly because it was destroyed - like the others, it had burned when the roving band had come in, demanding tribute and being refused. A testament to a petty human gang’s ego and aspirations, in turn quickly crushed by ghosts. Who, in turn, turned out not to be the most monstrous in these woods.
    

    
      But it also wasn’t her home anymore because it wasn’t 
      hers
      . She hadn’t set foot in it since her second death. She hadn’t wanted to. She might never have come back, had things gone differently. It was a place of her past self, and she was starting to think that other young woman was someone else entirely, or might as well be. They didn’t even have the same blood.
    

    
      For a moment, she couldn’t step inside. She couldn’t go back.
    

    
      Of course she couldn’t go back. But the medic stepped inside, having never even been.
    

    
      She crouched down, knowing her memories like those of another, wondering at how quickly things had changed. The roof had collapsed into the building during the fire, the fire had burned out, charcoal and ash had been soaked through by sporadic late spring and early summer rains. Moss spores and stray seeds had colonized the place, and though it wasn’t a clear matt of meadow yet, she could already see the future of the place in its present. It would not be ruin for long - save the old concrete, its secret strengths doubtless ready to hold another thousand years.
    

    
      If she dug below the collapsed roof, the char and the new roots, she might find things she recognized. She held her hand above it all, briefly, and then stood up. She needed to look for the strangeness that had found her - and it had not found her in this house. If the worlds didn’t burn, there would be time for morbid curiosity.
    

    
      She returned to the bones, trying not to match faces to skulls, memory to jewelry. 
      Sulakaz
       was still there, a dagger in the land, solid for all its immaterial form. She stopped a few arms’ distance from it and watched carefully, wondering what it was thinking. “You ate Azure. Did you see the magic that destroyed him? Do you know anything?”
    

    
      Something rippled within, but it revealed nothing. She wondered if it was off in some mental space, contemplating or meditating; it certainly wasn’t acting, but she struggled to imagine what a creature that couldn’t speak beyond echo was thinking about, or even how it would think. So she turned again, giving in to the impulse, staring at the bones and blooms.
    

    
      And frowning. She took a step closer, somehow not seeing the bones at all anymore, because something had changed. She carefully looked at the folds in the grass and the press of the dirt, and her pathfinder showed her where she had been standing last time. She went back, ran through her memory, and saw she wasn’t wrong.
    

    
      The one little flower that Sulakaz had struck out at was not whitish-pink anymore; it had turned brilliant scarlet, like fresh blood. She crouched down closer and inspected it; all its flowers had changed, and only this one plant had changed. All the rest were as they were.
    

    
      Carefully, she plucked one of the red flowers and tore off a petal, squeezing it between her fingers. It did not stain, not in any unnatural way. Carefully, she tore apart another petal, but it did not seem painted or dyed or otherwise tricked. It just seemed 
      red
      , as though it had always been red.
    

    
      She turned around, and of course Sulakaz was gone. Utterly vanished, not a single black wisp trailing into the woods. She turned back to the petals in her hand, and the rest still growing on the flower amidst the pile she had once crawled from, covered in blood. Covered in red.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. Was this some kind of lesson? Some kind of gift? She had always had some trouble understanding the wraith, but this was too personal. It had dragged her to the place she had died, shown her the bones of those she had died with - bones of her 
      family
      , by all the gods - and then left her here alone with a little mutant flower.
    

    
      Did it matter what the damned thing was trying to tell her? What insight could Sulakaz have that was relevant to magic? Something from Azure, something from Ada, something else?
    

    
      It might not matter at all. Tevoria could well be wrong; even if magic was a thing of blood in 
      her 
      world, it might not be in 
      this 
      world. Her abuela might be wrong, too. What linked her and Ada, after all? It wasn’t blood, that much was certain, and it wasn’t death. What, then?
    

    
      She glanced at the stupid flower, scowling, trying to make it make sense. Was 
      she 
      the flower? They were growing, not dying. She hadn’t been changed by anyone like Sulakaz, at least not at the moment of her death. It was chance, infinitely impossible happenstance, that her blood had run richer instead of dry. The magic wasn’t in that blood - hers was the blood of her mother and her father, the blood of a hunter and a warrior and a pathfinder, the blood of dragons and medics. None of those things were so strange as to break the world.
    

    
      But 
      she 
      was. So, what? So the flower was red, even though it had not been born red. Even though none of its parents, none of its heritage, was red. And she was strange, now, even though her blood was not.
    

    
      Or, rather, it was. The trick was that 
      n
      ot all blood was heritage
      . Sometimes, the blood changed in you, and you were the first of the new blood. It might thrive or it might die, but either way all heritage 
      started 
      somewhere.
    

    
      She looked at the white flowers. This heritage started with Isavel, then. All the other flowers were as they were - they were white. But what they were was not the limit of what they could be. It was a refrain she had heard before.
    

    
      This need not be all that we are.
    

    
      She tossed the petals back amongst the bones and sat down, staring at them. Some good 
      that 
      did her. If the magic started with her, she had nowhere to look for it except within herself, and she was already in herself.
    

    
      What had happened, on Mars? How had she reached for the magic? She had reached for Ada, of course, but she hadn’t known Ada was anywhere nearby, not at first. She had reached for memories of Ada, memories of their brief time together.
    

    
      Was memory the key, somehow?
    

    
      She stared at the bones, picking out the spot she thought she had fallen, the place she thought she had crawled from. The skull and scattered spine and ribs of the coyote still lay in the dirt, half-buried in the shifting soils by rain and time and new life. It might even have been a coywolf, now that she had the cool distance to properly assess its size. Coywolves were less common around villages - dangerous enough that people killed them on sight - but this was a big skull. She had been luckier than she had known, to come back with her bloody gifts.
    

    
      But memories of that moment, of that undeath, did not stir anything unreal in the world around her. Reality did not bend for this; and it wouldn’t have needed to, either. What was different?
    

    
      Was it Ada? Possibly, but Isavel had the sense that Ada hadn’t known what had happened, not in the same way. She had even passed out, and only by looking through Ada to Cherry had Isavel actually found what she needed to take down the god. What was the different quality of the memory, then?
    

    
      She closed her eyes and tried to focus, and remembered the intensity of it. She remembered the pang in her heart, the youthful pull she felt towards another person, and the overwhelming strength of it. It was bafflingly powerful; she knew, abstractly and from tell, that older people no longer felt that visceral pull in quite the same way, old enough to have seen it decay and fail as they were. But that force was still fresh in her, for now.
    

    
      And when she thought of her death… it was not powerful. There was a quiet certainty there, a numbness; she knew she had died, and that was that. Her heart did not shy from it, but also did not dwell. It was there, cold and hard and true, and that was that. It did not rouse her mind from its slumber in any way. She had died and crawled out, and that was that.
    

    
      She frowned. Well, that 
      wasn’t 
      that, not completely. What about before she had died? She remembered the day - the tension, the rumours of a band of troublemakers. It hadn’t been the first time, so they assumed things would pass, after one side or the other relented. But neither relented, and more suddenly than they had expected, the bandits had lost patience and attacked. And she had died.
    

    
      The medic looked sadly into her eyes, and shook her head.
    

    
      No. 
      Between 
      that.
    

    
      They had come into the village, started setting fires. They had demanded, not on any basis beyond the fact that they 
      could
      . People resisted, they lost patience, decided to make an example. She remembered - or imagined? - a dizzying, broken set of barks and calls and shouts, and knew they were hoping that these deaths would strike a fear in other villages that would earn compliance. It was just a village, no more than a hundred; but it would do the job.
    

    
      And they had slit her throat.
    

    
      She winced away from that, right hand instinctively going for her neck. Then she had died, and come back, and -
    

    
      She clamped her teeth shut and stopped her mind. Gently, knowing the pain and knowing the reflex, the medic pulled her hand away. They 
      slit her throat
      . And that made her 
      wince
      , months passed though it was, made her brain swell with panic. She focused on it. They slit her throat. They cut it with cold metal - not some warrior’s blade, not jagged glass, but a simple knife. The blood 
      had run
       hot down her chest. She felt her head swim and her muscles twitch even now. Her head had grown light, and she had been gone, not in darkness but in void, in a sparkling, dizzy, airy nothing. Darkness was calming, like the night in many ways - full of secrets, full of possibility. This had not been that. This had been cold, wet pain, and the sense of her self dissolving, like fainting but worse.
    

    
      The memory of it made her shake. 
      That 
      was a powerful memory. And that was the last moment before her blood had changed, before strangeness had come into it. So if she wanted to get to the root of it, to the source of the strangeness that had found her on Mars and broken a god, maybe her abuela 
      was 
      right. She had to go back there. Back then.
    

    
      She 
      had 
      gone back, thinking of Ada - back to their moments together, especially outside Campus. She had gone back to the person she had been in those moments - she had been that past self, in that moment, and somehow had bridged that gap and held that bridge forward through time.
    

    
      She felt something as she wrestled with that idea, like knocking on a great, hollow tree trunk. Like she was thrashing against a container. She called on the dragoness, fearless to the point of recklessness - or had she secretly always been that way? - to pull her hand back down from her throat again. She thought about it, remembered the pain, and 
      feared
      . She leaned forward, almost kowtowing against the ground and the bones, and the great thing she was throwing herself against resonated up and down her ribcage with thunder with every pang of fear. 
      I was afraid.
       They had cut her throat, spilled her blood and life. She 
      remembered
      , and she held the memory and held the fear. It slipped and squirmed, but here the dragoness caught it and there the warrior, here the hunter saw its contours and there the pathfinder evaded its lashes, and the medic and the children and all her selves from all her angles each found a way to deny the fear’s hold even as it overran the others.
    

    
      And she was consumed by the fear, and 
      she 
      consumed 
      it
      , and with the force of it hammered against the great hollow thing that 
      would not let her in
      .
    

    
      She curled up, now truly kowtowing, shaking in the summer afternoon, pressing her forehead against the ground, within arm’s reach of where she had stumbled out last time. She remembered. Arms trembling, pressing into the ground, all her selves weighing down on her at once. She was 
      remembering
      , and it was there, it was 
      right there
      . Just beyond, just inside that great hollow thing, just inside 
      her
      .
    

    
      She was right here, had been right here, months ago. 
      I was afraid.
       She was here now. She could sense the vertigo, feel the thin film of time that separated her 
      here 
      and her 
      then
      . 
      I am afraid.
       It was still there, still getting in the way, still keeping her 
      out
      .
    

    
      Or was it keeping her 
      in
      ?
    

    
      They had cut her throat, and with the fear in that memory she hammered against the webbing, against the film. Her muscles tensed, but inside her she felt herself roil and slam against the thing that was trapping her in here, in this little place, in this little time -
    

    
      The warrior had a thought, brutish and foolish. She reached for the long, pointed knife she had let fall, and it was there, slowly sinking into the grass. The medic saw, met the warrior’s eyes, and nodded. The dragoness, suddenly seeing the thought, thrashed. Before she could fear what she was 
      doing 
      the blade was drawn sharp and cold across her throat and the medic’s hand clamped down over the wound with a healing glow and she 
      was 
      being killed all over again. 
    

    
      And she 
      was 
      returning to life again.
    

    
      She was two, twice in time, dying then and dying now.
    

    
      And then she 
      was 
      at Hive. And Campus. And Red Rise. And all the places she had been between, all those places at once, folded back through time, and it was as though her own soul gazed into its first mirror, and she suddenly had the full measure of herself and what came before and what had come since.
    

    
      And not just her.
    

    
      And not just this council of hers.
    

    
      She saw herself, but through her, 
      something
      … saw 
      itself
      . She felt like glass, like a mirror, like an eye all at once. She saw seeing and she was seen, but 
      not only her
      .
    

    
      The blood trickled down her fingers, the medic’s gift holding most of it in place, the fear burning through her and yet leaving her untouched as the old wound welled up through time and found it again could not seize her. All the world was dark, except the great legion of 
      her 
      between now and then, and 
      she was thousands
      .
    

    
      And in that legion she 
      found the her
       who had stood on the fields of Mars with Ada, and she 
      was 
      her again, all at the same time.
    

    
      But even now, even thousands, she was alone here on Earth.
    

    
      Ada was not there for her to find.
    

    
      But she, Isavel, she was seen. She was found. By herself, and more than that.
    

    
      She fell, not back into herself, but backwards, through something else. It wasn’t time; these weren’t memories she was seeing. They were the tips of branches, extruding out into space, each tip the endpoint of a life around her. Many of them vanished at once - the first day she had died - but they were still here somehow, in this place beyond places. And not just their ends - all of them was there at once, and as Isavel looked back the branch extended further and further down into… somewhere else.
    

    
      And she reached for the tip and suddenly she was not alone anymore, because Sefina was here. All the hers she had been, all at once, so much of a single person that Isavel recoiled, but not before she met her mother’s eyes and felt 
      seen
      .
    

    
      She was sorry. She didn’t know why - she hadn’t chosen for them to die, but she felt the sore weight and ache nonetheless. She was sorry they were not properly buried, sorry they were not properly remembered, sorry they were not avenged. Sorry they were ends without continuity, branches defoliated, things that had come and gone. Sorry all that remained to remember them was 
      her
      .
    

    
      But the weight was greater than that. She was not the only thing watching her. Her mother was not the only thing watching her. In both their gazes, and other gazes, uncounted, was something else that saw her, through her. Something that seemed to be asking a wordless question.
    

    
      She fled the threat of sorrow, looking for 
      it
       instead.
    

    
      She reached for the tree whose canopy she still clung to, but that touch was not the touch of hand on bark - it was a membrane between all over her and 
      all
       of 
      it
      . Further down the tree, minutely closer to a core so distant she couldn’t even begin to see it, she felt a spot where something split, and suddenly she was there. And she looked further down and saw Isavel, the elder, and then -
    

    
      The sheer scale of it forced her to her knees, and she turned away from it before it could crush her. She was kneeling in the summer soil, staring at the sky, hands upon hands upon throat. She was herselves again, her simple legion of one. She was 
      here, now
      . Under blue skies. Green canopies.
    

    
      Except she was watched, now. Whatever she had pushed her way into, whatever had seen her - it was not ignoring her anymore. It knew the curves of her face, the taste of her blood. She had an imprint in her soul of the veins that flowed from her to it and it to her, now. She knelt alone under Earth’s skies, but she was even less alone than before.
    

    
      What good was 
      this 
      company? What good was any of her esoteric company, except the one she didn’t have?
    

    
      She was still clutching the knife in her right hand, and it was slick again with her own blood. That sudden realization almost 
      jump
      ed her out of her skin. She threw it, heard it softly thud into the grass. Her throat smarted under her left hand. Slowly, she hauled herself up, wondering if she had just hallucinated or
    

    
      the bones were gone. She froze. The bones. Of her village, of her family and ancestors. Gone. She took a step forward. The flowers were still there, all of their little five-petaled, fifteen-pointed blooms staring at her. All of them blood scarlet.
    

    
      And as she fell towards them and put her hands on the ground, she knew where they were, 
      those bones
      . Just below the surface, just below patches of dirt that had yet to grow anything new. Just far enough that they were buried. It was the way of humans, or her humans at least, that the bones go beneath the earth. Not the sky.
    

    
      Red blooms stared at her as she stared at her hands. Hands were covered in dirt, blue-black beneath the nails. Dirt flecked with blood, but far more of the dirt. Blood that ran through her veins, and the veins of the thing for which she was an eye and a mirror and a thing to behold. Her arms and back were slick with sweat.
    

    
      She closed her eyes, for a long and quiet moment. Trying to remember. But the things her mind went to were not memories; they were… now.
    

    
      Something 
      still saw her.
    

    
      Something still questioned.
    

    
      The question had no words but hers, the watcher had no eyes but hers, and yet it was not her. It was not her at all. It was curiosity. It was anticipation. It was wondering.
    

    
      She breathed. She felt her way into her blood again, slowly, back through her selves, her pasts. This time, the path was there, already carved through the bark. The vertigo was waiting for 
      her
      , but she clung her mind firmly to the contours of her own branch, back, back, until she found what she was looking for. She did not want to go so far back as to find her mother, or her father. Not now. Not here. But well before that, she found a self she had once been, and was her again, at the moment a splinter of branch sprouted off from her into something else.
    

    
      She knew who that something else was. They shared blood - not in the usual way, but not all blood was family. Blood nonetheless, this strange blood that caught the nose of something far more terrible than her. She seized the splinter and knew the name, and that knowledge shook back up the blood - into her, and into -
    

    
      Tevoria.
    

    
      And she felt heard. But could she trust these feelings any more than dreams?
    

    
      Isavel? What is this? This isn’t the gods’ -
    

    
      No. It’s not.
       Somehow, through reverberations in the blood that bound them, she felt the demon sorceress’s path through the world, to its living budding tip right now - in Hive. She was close enough to Isavel’s blood that she could practically 
      see 
      her. 
      Get a ship. Come get me. 
      She knew the gods’ artifact on her head could call, but she had to know. 
      Now. Do you know where I am?
    

    
      The response was wordless and immediate, like knowledge more than thought. She was known.
    

    
      She felt… less alone, somehow. It was not the most soothing connection - Tevoria was not a person she especially wanted to be connected to, and this was not the kind of connection that felt… comfortable. But it was real enough, for now.
    

    
      She removed the headpiece and pocketed it, leaving her head unadorned. She rested her eyes on the red blooms, remembering the bones beneath, remembering the blood that soaked the soil, the blood that had flowed from her throat, twice now.
    

    
      Whatever was happening, she was starting to think she had never found any magic at all. Rather, something had found 
      her
      . Something had opened its eyes only to find those were 
      her 
      eyes, too. She was seen because she was seeing. She was beheld because she had beheld.
    

    
      She tried to give it her answer. She closed her eyes and tried to picture it, because her eyes were 
      its 
      eyes.
    

    
      Apocalypse.
    

    
      She waited, holding that answer in her mind, turning it over and over, skewering it on each defoliated branch-tip of death all around her, like a shrike her prey. Let it see, and feel, her answer on its very form. Let it decide whether to answer 
      her
      .
    

    
      Apocalypse.
    

    
      She waited until a ship slowed in the sky above her, bidden without voice. A dragon descended alongside it, quizzical in her own way. But still the eyeless thing watched Isavel through her own eyes, questioning, and still she wrenched its gaze to her answer.
    

    
      Apocalypse.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 15
    

    
      A gnarl of something was ripping space apart above Freyja’s north pole, and it briefly caught and mangled the sight of the sun as Ada spun away from starfire and lanced a pair of Hornets through with earthen blue.
    

    
      She was alone out here. Chuka had seized the gate through that invisible webwork of information laced through the Union, fawningly flickering the gate’s lights at Cherry, but the AI had sent no ships, no firepower, no help. All the Union hung in suspension above a sharp blade of fate, and she was the only one keeping an eye on the string.
    

    
      Was this even the right move? Were the Haints so stupid as to blindly move on to the next-closest system every single time? If the machine fleet caught them all off-guard by jumping into another system, like Tlaloc… things could get far worse.
    

    
      But so far Haint fleet elements had only come through into Freyja, 
      through the one gate
       that Chuka had left open, at Ada’s request - the rest were shut down, though not yet destroyed. She hoped shut down was enough. She and Cherry were the only ones here, flickering through space, chiseling the incoming strike fleet as it ballooned, hopelessly trying to contain it.
    

    
      “Chuka, I 
      see 
      you massing ships around the equator.” Cherry’s senses told her that much; an explosive blast knocked one Hornet into another, a chain reaction of chaos that would have been fun and playful if it wasn’t also a sparkle across a sheen of death sliding towards yet more billions. “
      Military
       ships. Where are you getting them? What about the people on them?”
    

    
      She appears to be evacuating the crews to Freyja.
    

    
      “The planet that’s at risk of being torched? What does she want the ships 
      for?
      ” Three Vultures suddenly zipped in through the jumpgate - 
      backwards
      , and at absurd speeds. She stared at them, caught off-guard for a moment, as their thrusters fired and they decelerated. When were they going to try shoving the wormship through? “Not for combat, obviously.”
    

    
      Union ships are ineffective against the Haints. But these particular ships are part of the Union’s nuclear arsenal. Chuka plans to put them to use as bombs.
    

    
      “What, by throwing them at the Haints?”
    

    
      Essentially.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth, swooping down and spinning sideways into her momentum to snap a few blasts straight into Vulture thrusters as they decelerated. “Fine. If this works we’ll still need to clear up whatever junk comes through here first, and if it doesn’t -”
    

    
      More Vultures were flung into the system through the gate, fast and backwards, looking completely stupid. She wondered if something in the Haint algorithms had broken. Then a Hammerhead came through, backwards as well. Each of these ships was flung through at seemingly random angles, spreading out in a kind of awkward semi-sphere sunward of the gate. Hammerheads were too big for her to effectively handle on her own - their veil was so thick she could barely see their thrusters, and even if she shot those apart the rest of the ship would remain largely intact.
    

    
      “So, bombs. When are we going to do that?”
    

    
      By nature explosives yield most efficient results in large clumps of targets. Chuka and I are in agreement that we should wait until Haint density has plateaued.
    

    
      She scowled and flitted further from the gate, trying to pick off Haints that were straying further from the pack. Not many were, though - some of the Vultures and Hornets had flung themselves towards the planet, but more were swarming confusedly around the jumpgate. Perhaps that meant the wormship was drawing close.
    

    
      “Is Chuka ready to blow the gate?”
    

    
      It should take far less than a second.
       Another pair of Hammerheads flickered into the system, and something about their speed was unsettling to Ada. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat as she searched for another target.
    

    
      Another pair of ships jetted into Freyja at ludicrous speeds, and she looked more closely, trying to identify them behind the thick veil. She frowned, and kept looking, and only after too many moments did she realize what she wasn’t seeing.
    

    
      “That’s - Cherry, that’s a new kind of ship.” Her eyes widened. “Right? What is it?”
    

    
      I am unsure. It does not appear armed.
       Another half-dozen of the things scooted into the system, and around them came more and more Vultures and Hammerheads, all of them going far faster than Ada was used to seeing the Haints travel, all of them decelerating almost immediately upon entering the system.
    

    
      These new ships were rather odd-looking. She couldn’t see clearly beneath the thick white veil, but they were elbow-shaped. Something about them didn’t sit well with her. “Let’s get in there and try to take one apart.”
    

    
      She leaned her fighter into the swarm, but as she did the starfire suddenly intensified, radiant packets of fusion plasma closing around these elbow ships like a cage.
    

    
      In the moment she realized these things were being protected, starfire struck her shields, and she spun and swerved out of the way and darted from the swarm, snapping up her warp spindles and flinging herself a massive and tiny distance across space, far out of Haint starfire range but still close enough she could see the spew of Haint ships into the system with her naked eyes, like a jugular cut into the dark, gushing white death.
    

    
      She tried to regain her calm, but this was wrong. So far the Haints had been entire predictable, but this was something new. Were they learning, trying something different? Or had she merely survived her way into a new part of an ancient apocalyptic routine?
    

    
      They were protecting these new arrivals, the fleet’s posture was growing more and more defensive. They seemed to fall into stability alongside the jumpgate’s orbit.
    

    
      Then it hit her.
    

    
      “Shit - Cherry, they know what we’re doing. That’s why they’re coming through so fast.”
    

    
      You think they intend to fling the wormship through at high speeds, before we can react.
    

    
      “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      To some extent, though Chuka is not a biological creature. She can detonate the gate as soon as she detects the wormship. Unless she is impaired, she will have plenty of time to trigger the detonation.
    

    
      “But how long from when she triggers it to the thing actually exploding?” She looked at the gate, watching another Hammerhead flicker through backwards. “Is there enough time for the wormship to slip through? If it’s going fast enough?”
    

    
      There may be. Uncertainties around the exact upper limits of wormship propulsion, jumpgate overload systems, and information processing power may allow for it.
    

    
      She scowled. “Information processing.” She needed to be doing some of that. She peered closer at the heavily-veiled elbow-shaped ships that had flung themselves in, and were slowly arraying themselves around the jumpgate. “Those things have thicker veils than anything else. Could they project the veil around the jumpgate? Cloak the 
      wormship’s
       arrival?”
    

    
      The total volume of the veil is a function of the amount of energy a Haint vessel can wield, but its position is somewhat arbitrary. Conceptually, they could move their own veils over the jumpgate for the critical seconds it would take for the wormship to pass through, confusing sensors. Their veils are currently thick enough to prevent me from scanning them effectively.
    

    
      “That’s it, then.” Her eyes tracked the new ships as they arranged themselves around the jumpgate, in a circular shape that was on a plane with the jumpgate itself. “Shit, what do we do?” She didn’t let Cherry answer. “We have to go in.”
    

    
      Shields up, she dove towards the swarm, making for the nearest of the veil-ships. She couldn’t say how much time they had, but things were clearly falling into place. If the wormship got through…
    

    
      She hauled the ship to a stop. If the wormship got through, everyone would die now. If the wormship 
      didn’t 
      get through, they had fifteen years to figure something out. The third option - that they could crush the wormship by turning off the jumpgate at the exact right second - was feeling less and less possible at all.
    

    
      Deep breaths. Sometimes, clever plans didn’t work out.
    

    
      “Chuka. Blow the jumpgate 
      now
      . Before anything else gets through.”
    

    
      She questions your judgement -
    

    
      “Fucking - Cherry, 
      order 
      her to do it.”
    

    
      Whatever passed between the two machine minds was quick, quicker even than the explosion that followed. Sudden roars of gas and shrapnel ripped themselves from the innards of the ring-shaped gate, tearing it apart from the inside out as though great claws from another plane were manifesting through its flesh. Nothing was caught mid-jump, but some large chunks did catch smaller Haint ships off-guard, the secondary explosions on the bitter side of bittersweet.
    

    
      She watched the shattered jumpgate debris, and felt too little relief. The wormship was still out there, and in fewer years than she had already lived, it would be 
      here
      . Unstoppably so.
    

    
      But she had come so far, and done so much, in the years she had already lived. With room to breathe, and room to grow, who was to say what she couldn’t do? She could figure this out. She could 
      puzzle
       out some way to be ready.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. When they came, their doom would be waiting, staring back at them from behind her eyes. She took another deep breath, held it, and opened her mouth to tell Chuka to come clean up the remaining Haints with the nuclear fleet, when the entire world in front of her exploded.
    

    
      The great white burn across her retinas was surely a point-blank explosion that was about to tear her ship apart, but that wasn’t all - it was simply the beginning. Before she even understood what she was seeing starfire struck at her from cannons larger than any she had tried to shrug off before, and with two cosmic thumps the shields around Cherry shattered like glass and suddenly Cherry was completely ignoring her, whirling out of the way, warp spindles flickering out and yanking her into an unexpected jump.
    

    
      And they weren’t alone - some of the starfire, about to devour her ship, seemed caught within their warp bubble, and Cherry shuddered violently as they dropped out of warp in closer orbit around Freyja. Ada was so shocked by the entire flash of events she hadn’t even thought to reach for time dilation, but now she finally did.
    

    
      Cherry! What’s happening?
    

    
      Her eyes were dimly focused on brilliant white flashes outside the cockpit. Her connection to the ship was feeding her something unusual, a chilling sensation like bad mint running across the outside of the ship, and she knew it was something she’d never really noticed before. Damage. They’d been hit.
    

    
      Cherry confirmed as much, her words sneaking into Ada’s head amidst the chaos. 
      The new ships the Haints sent through the jumpgate coordinated to open a jumpgate of their own. They are essentially jumpgate segments. The wormship jumped into the system on top of the Union jumpgate’s wreckage and immediately opened fire on us - it knew our position and had already aimed its weapons. I’ve been hit. The damage can be repaired, but we cannot engage the enemy.
    

    
      Gods be fucking damned. They’d gotten through. Right under her nose. She would have sworn if she wasn’t suspended in time, eyes still glued to what must be a painfully bright flash of fusion just beyond the glass, mercifully dimmed by some trick of the material that separated them. 
      What’s going to happen, when I let go of time dilation?
    

    
      We will be struck again and jostled. I will course-correct and bring us to a stable orbit above the planet, unless you would like to land. I will begin repair procedures; it will take some time.
    

    
      She didn’t want to let go of time dilation. Just outside, fiery death was licking the ship, sending burning shivers up her spine. She didn’t even need to breathe, not really, and wasn’t sure if she could. She tried to think. What should she do? What the fuck 
      could 
      she do?
    

    
      The Sangrila is on Freyja, isn’t it?
    

    
      Yes. They are grounded in one of the ports of Daneer.
    

    
      Let’s find them. Settle down while you repair.
       What, exactly, did that entail? 
      Cherry, are you okay? Do you need anything? Can I help?
    

    
      I only need time and energy. The universe will provide both.
    

    
      A nice sentiment; she had to hope that would be enough. She slipped back out of time dilation, trying to make herself smile, and then was indeed promptly knocked by the ship’s sudden careening as the rest of the starfire scorched their sides and Cherry’s senses screamed cold pain all across skin she didn’t have. She yelped and accidentally let go of the controls, but the ship was already swerving sideways towards the bluish world below. In moments the starfire had scattered into invisible gasses and she could breathe again.
    

    
      A comm call reached her from the 
      Chieftain
      . She dismissed the questing sensation it provoked in her mind, knowing it couldn’t possibly hold anything good. More recriminations from the Union wouldn’t help her, and barking as much back at them wouldn’t help them.
    

    
      She lifted her hands, letting Cherry pilot down to Daneer without her interference. She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing.
    

    
      They’re here. I held the gate open, their jumpgate came through, they’re here. Freyja is going to burn.
    

    
      There couldn’t be 
      nothing 
      she could do, could there? Nothing at all? As they entered the atmosphere, her eye snagged on the whorl of space above Freyja’s north pole, and she wondered what was going to come through from the other side. If anything. If the aliens didn’t decide this was a good time to explode the planet in order to destroy the wormship, or something equally unpredictable. She hadn’t really exchanged any 
      words 
      with them.
    

    
      She didn’t have to die with Freyja. She could leave, find a way to get the outers off the doomed planet, and let the whole Union burn. She certainly shouldn’t, but she certainly could.
    

    
      Would 
      she?
    

    
      Parts of her would, she knew. The parts of her that rode the Union off into the sky and away from Earth, unbound and driven to move; the parts of her the Union had tried to hurt and kill, ready to have the last laugh; the parts of her that took back her corpse and gave it new life, refusing to die. She would not burn.
    

    
      But she stepped out onto the expansive port just outside Daneer where ships were grounded, nowhere to go now that Freyja was cut off from everything except Haints. And her friends were there, and as she embraced them, felt Elsa’s stiff fear, Turou’s fragility and confusion, the living musk of Baoji’s fur, she knew there were other parts to her. She was the biggest among them, quite literally, heavier and denser than them all, 
      shorter only by a hair than Baoji
      .
    

    
      They were small, smaller than her. She was still smaller than the Haint fleet that was now a distant twinkle in the night sky, an oddly misshapen-looking star that would soon shine to a far more appalling light. But she was the biggest thing here, and there was a part of her that didn’t want to run from the fight.
    

    
      Not yet, at least. Not until the last second. Not until she’d spent her last drop of sweat.
    

    
      She still wasn’t quite willing to part with blood, was she? Not all of it.
    

    
      She rested her hand against the marks on Cherry’s hull, the exotic metals bubbled and cracked and greyed in ash like ugly burns. Already a dim glow was oozing through the fractures, drawing energy from who knew where to do who knew what, but to see the brilliant red slashes and flat black matte of her ship’s shell wounded like this - on her account - was painful. She remembered the frigid sweeps of alarm that passed into her as they were struck, and wondered if that was the extent of it.
    

    
      Does it hurt?
    

    
      Cherry’s voice was calm as ever. 
      It feels like seeing food spilled on a table you are sitting at. I am aware of it, but I am unbothered; I think about it only enough to remove it. Remember that I do not experience distress.
    

    
      Why not?
    

    
      As I understand it, it was found that ship damage distressed human pilots enough without the added layer of their worrying about their ship’s pain. There was no reason to build faculties of suffering into me. Remember, distress is not an inevitable consequence of intelligence, of self-awareness, or even of a self-preservation instinct. It is a biochemical and neurological phenomenon; a 
      feeling 
      in the literal sense. It emerges from the structure of your body, and my body is very different to yours.
    

    
      She took her hand away and sighed; her friends were waiting for her. 
      I’m not sure that helps.
    

    
      Neither am I. But you have responded well to abstraction and clinical description in the past, as a strategy for mitigating distress. And you are distressed now. So I had to try.
    

    
      She tried to smile, then stopped herself. Cherry knew more than her face could hide. “Thanks. Let me know if you need anything.”
    

    
      Just time
      .
    

    
      She bit her lip, not sure if that was the ship’s straightforward simplicity or a deeper attempt at sympathy. She turned and followed the others, clambering aboard the 
      Sangrila
      , where she quickly learned that not all dark moods could be banished by a few fresh slices of pizza.
    

    
      She thought she saw it in their eyes, too. There was nowhere they could go, now, and nothing they could do. Her? They knew she could do something, and they knew she would do 
      something
      . But she thought she saw them wondering, behind sad smiles and dark jokes, how long it would be before she snapped away across the stars in a drag of bright blue darkness, never to return.
    

    
      It wasn’t the strangest thing in the world, in the end, when she made her way to the edge of the port, where the flatness of the artificial surface gave way to rough and rolling land that fell away in a gentle hill below. In this direction, the view from 
      Daneer’s
       edge was vast and flat, with few small hills and mountains to trouble the horizon.
    

    
      The coder’s gift was a strange one. It was ritual upon ritual, tenuously imploring distant gods for help. It was wielding tremendous power at tremendous inconvenience. There had been an uncertainty to it, as it had been taught to her; an uncertainty she had hungrily attacked. And for all that she had gorged on its mysteries, her understanding of code was still broken, piecemeal; she had walked the streets and browsed the markets of its language, and could order food or drink, could get herself by. But the poetry of power the ancients had written across their universe in code remained largely inaccessible to her.
    

    
      So the ritual remained, for all that she did not use it, and did not believe in its divinity. She did not think she needed the divinity. But the mysticism? The ritual? In times like this, like a warm blanket or a hot bowl of 
      tea, ritual
       itself might be a comfort.
    

    
      She thought about it, as she traced out old sigils on the edge of the port. With her gifted fingers; she wasn’t trying to accomplish deeds with the code, so expediency didn’t matter. What mattered was the tense and strain of muscle as she traced the shapes.
    

    
      These shapes didn’t mean much. She smiled as she traced them, recognizing some parts as they snapped together, gentle bluish-white traces left by tiny pores in her fingertips, joining like rivulets and fixed like frost. She could guess what it might have been, once - here and there, sigils might have allowed for communication, for projection of images, for scrying or recording. But time had eroded human memory of its first form, and now it was an inert, benign set of sigils the coders of the Institute were taught to trace around themselves when imploring the aid of the gods. Even though it never worked.
    

    
      She wondered, as she traced the last sigils, what coders across the rest of Earth told themselves about their gift.
    

    
      Ada knew that if she left a moment sooner than the instant death came for her - that if she did not spend every last drop of sweat and tears in this dying Union - she would forever look back and feel the failure of it like a poison chewing through her veins.
    

    
      She feared that even if she left when she truly had done all she could, she would still feel it. She feared that even if she somehow saved the day, she would forever carry the billions she couldn’t save. She feared it would be easier to die.
    

    
      But she knew, too, that there was more to the world than this. There was more to her than this. There always was. That was the lesson of the ancients, the lesson of the cherry blossoms, beautiful and eternal and impossible: everything could become more than it was. This was not a prophecy or a dogma - it was the history of the world. There had once been nothing, and from nothing had come stars, and from stars had come the tiniest life. And from the tiniest life, greater and stranger things had flowed, on and on. The world was not frozen still, or doomed to decay. Dead worlds had grown life. Pond scum had become dragons and mirrans and whatever bastard aliens built the Haints. Dust and light had forged the banded clouds of Jupiter, cities turned rock and wood into spires and light, ships spread species across worlds.
    

    
      Of course, individuals died. That was where history became mysticism - when one hoped to transpose the arc of life and complexity itself onto a single life. That was where you needed something a little like faith.
    

    
      She kowtowed on the ground, no gods in the sky, and thought of Isavel.
    

    
      I can run. I can stay. I can live, I can fight, I can try to do both.
       She exhaled. 
      But I can’t decide. I can’t 
      know
      . I never can. What do I do?
    

    
      Freyja’s night, perhaps one of its last, watched her quietly. The sky was alive with stars and two distant, small moons. Around her hands, when she opened her eyes a crack, she could see the glow of code ringing around her.
    

    
      I can’t stay, can I? I can’t do anything. I’ve tried. Isavel - if I come back, and you know what I left behind, what will you tell me?
    

    
      It did not escape her that she was feeling two questions at once. What had she left behind, after all, if 
      not also all
       her life on Earth? Isavel included?
    

    
      I can hide on Earth somewhere else. Start over. Hunt down the fucking gods and pull their power from their bones. You won’t need to deal with me. But I always will.
    

    
      A breeze passed over the back of her neck, raising the hairs on her skin.
    

    
      I can’t do anything here. Not alone. 
      She sighed. 
      So I have to -
    

    
      All the stars and moons and city lights went black, all at once. All except a single point of light, white and harsh, suddenly pouring down from above.
    

    
      She raised her head, and that light carried to 
      her a voice
      .
    

    
      You are not alone.
    

    
      All the world was dark except a single star in the sky, distant and until now unremarkable. And it was speaking to her, in more than a single voice - it was a chorus, polyphonic and utter. But not a chorus of gods.
    

    
      No other light shone in all the world, and the white call of that one distant star fell upon Freyja like rain and painted the land in the brightest greys and the sharpest shadows. She tried to speak, but no words escaped her before hands rested on her shoulders. It wasn’t a pressure so much as a memory, immediate and clear. She knew, in a way she couldn’t have known if they were simple hands, that they were her mother’s.
    

    
      Her 
      mother’s?
    

    
      She tensed, she 
      creaked
       her head sideways, and she saw those hands on her shoulders, and heard that choral voice again. 
      We are not alone.
    

    
      Freyja exploded around her all at once, a great rainbow of light sucked into the air from every living thing from her to the horizon, every life painted across space by time and vertigo, everything pulled towards that one lone star screaming the loudest light in the universe.
    

    
      She knew it.
    

    
      Sol.
    

    
      And her mother’s hands were gone, pulling her back across the port and into Cherry and up through the day and the weeks and the months and years past, and she felt the vertigo and the momentum of backwards time as she froze utterly still under the eye of her distant home star. And she saw it, saw it all, the thick, gnarly cords of light binding the living things of the living worlds of the Union back to Earth, saw the boughs of brilliant leaves rustling under the winds of death blowing from the Haints, saw that canopy receding down twigs and branches and trunks through time towards the roots. The blackened ashen roots of Mir, the timid but vibrant roots of Earth, the smaller roots of worlds she’d never known melding into the same great tree.
    

    
      Listen
      . The voices again, the voices of the newest leaves and twigs of the tree around her. 
      Listen, just this once.
    

    
      She listened.
    

    
      This is important.
    

    
      Isavel’s voice. Hers alone.
    

    
      She scrambled for the locator stone in her pocket. She pulled it out, hoping to see - praying - no, not 
      praying 
      -
    

    
      The stone was still dim. She was convinced it was wrong - every other light was hidden but the light of Sol; surely this was as well. She closed her fist over it.
    

    
      Ada felt the words, of course. She felt the whole damned speech, the whole damned plea, because how could she not? Somehow the words were etched into her own bones, inked in her own blood, thrummed out in music from an instrument strung with her own genetic code, roared in a chorus of her own voice. The words were there, all at once, and they had been there since her birth and her mother’s birth and all the way back to some beginning she couldn’t fathom. The words were from Isavel, but they were words written in ancestry and destiny, and she knew them all at once.
    

    
      And they were good words. But more than that, they were an echo, a trail, that her heart followed all the way back to Isavel’s, spelled out in the pulse of it, more than mere words.
    

    
      But they were also words, and she drank them up, all the way through the last ones.
    

    
      Death is coming for us. Not that little death that spears us one by one, the little death that comes as our children outrun us in the race through time. Death is coming, a great Death that comes for us all - for the world that we are, for the lineage that we are, for every child we’ve not yet had. For our memories and our dreams. For our past and our future. Death is coming, and Death’s teeth are sharp.
    

    
      But they are still teeth.
    

    
      Come with me, now, and we will snap Death’s jaw. Come with me, and we will gouge out Death’s eyes. Come with me and we will scream and bite and thrash until Death cowers and whinges in fear.
    

    
      For thousands of years we have torn ourselves apart, our ancestors tore their futures and their civilizations apart, our fears tore our minds apart. That will continue. But today - today, let us tear something else apart. A great Death comes for us and thinks to devour us; let us devour Death in turn. Let us take the carcass of Death and carve in its flesh the names of Earth and Mars and Sol.
    

    
      I will face this Death, with more blood than I ever earned, with dreams of gods made steel, with the light of Sol in my hands. I will face it alone, if I must. Will you let me do this? Take your 
      names
      , your blood, your world into my hands alone?
    

    
      Or will you come with me?
    

    
      Come with me. I am waiting, but I cannot wait much longer.
    

    
      She could breathe again.
    

    
      The light of Sol was gone and all the other lights of the universe returned. Rich colour in darkness, dusted light across the heavens.
    

    
      Ada felt like she had been dropped, and fell gasping to the ground she had been kneeling on the whole time. The locator stone was still in her hand. It was still dim. But of course it was dim - Isavel was gone, now.
    

    
      “What was that?” She looked up, wildly thinking Sol must have disappeared, that she must never have seen it at all - but up there, quiet and dim, that same star still flickered away. Unremarkable. She was seized by a bizarre fear that if she looked away from it for too long, she wouldn’t be able to find it again. “Cherry? What was that?”
    

    
      I did not detect anything amiss.
    

    
      So. Was she losing her mind, now? “Is that - that star. Is that Sol?”
    

    
      Yes, the one you are looking at is Sol. What happened? You seem unsettled.
    

    
      “Isavel spoke to me. I think? Or… I heard her, at least.”
    

    
      You were not asleep.
    

    
      That was a strange thing to say - not even a question, just an odd remark. Strange enough that for a moment Ada turned to look across the port towards Cherry. “What?” Then she snapped her eyes back to Sol. “No.”
    

    
      Do you feel similar to the time you fainted on the Haint homeworld?
    

    
      She was struck by that thought. Did she? Yes, in a way - she felt like Isavel had reached her, somehow. But this wasn’t… personal. This was something else. “I don’t know. I 
      heard 
      her.” She put away the locator stone. “But not like last time.”
    

    
      Cherry’s silence was not reassuring, but it did allow her to hear another voice call out to her. “Ada?” It was Baoji, though why the mirran would be out looking for her was beyond her inclination to speculate on right then, particularly as Cherry finally fed her more words.
    

    
      When you fainted on the Haint homeworld, our interface presented me with the experience of a different mind reaching out to me. Claiming to be Isavel. I elected to monitor the situation quietly - it was a dramatic change, not the kind I would expect even from multiple personalities inhabiting the same body, which you’ve never shown other symptoms of.
    

    
      Slowly, she stood. “So it was real?” She remembered seeing Isavel the moment before the 
      alarms
       went off on the 
      Watersmoke
      , the way her reflection of Isavel had seemed almost alive.
    

    
      I cannot say whether it was real. I can say that I did not detect any communication across known technological means, and that you do not appear afflicted by any psychological or neurological disorders known to result in hallucinations. By matching brain patterns, I can say that there specific patterns in your brain activated that I have not seen active otherwise, but these patterns are not documented in my psychomedical databases. I do not know what you are experiencing, or how to validate it.
    

    
      She glanced up at Sol before starting to walk towards Baoji. “I think it’s real.”
    

    
      It could be
      . A short pause. 
      I summoned your friends, in case you were in distress.
    

    
      She was not in distress. Not exactly. She felt quiet, in a strange way, like a great silence had suddenly been broken and had now returned. But the break had left her with words.
    

    
      Come with me.
    

    
      She rejoined her companions; but to them, nothing was amiss. Nothing had happened. So she said nothing, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the words. The voice they had been spoken in. That reach, across the stars, that dimmed all lights before the blaze of Sol.
    

    
      Something was happening, on Earth. Something she’d missed. Whatever it was, it left her with a sense of… hope?
    

    
      It was a sense that was only reinforced when, mere hours later, Cherry’s voice quietly inserted itself into the late-night conversations her friends were using to disguise their combined tiredness and inability to sleep.
    

    
      Ada, something is happening to the wyrmhole.
    

    
      She blinked, almost speaking aloud before she caught herself. 
      Wyrmhole? Is that what we’re calling it? What’s going on?
    

    
      She had suspicions, and she had hopes, and they were not the same; but which ones matched the truth? Cherry didn’t seem to know yet either. 
      Increased distortions of spacetime, suddenly and exponentially. I believe a passage is being established.
    

    
      Passage. 
      To the alien homeworld.
    

    
      I am not familiar enough with the physics of their travel systems to pinpoint a destination.
    

    
      How are your repairs coming along?
    

    
      I am fully functional. I will need more time to recover full structural integrity, but non-combat flights are safe.
    

    
      Ada nodded and stood. “Something’s coming. Something that isn’t the Haints.”
    

    
      Baoji flicked an ear. “Where from? The gates are gone. Through that hole you’re punching right above the pole?”
    

    
      “I’m not punching it, but, yes. I think.” She looked across the three faces here, feeling more than before that she was out of place. If Cherry hadn’t been damaged, she wouldn’t even be here, would she? “I’m sorry. I need to see what’s going on. I - well, I think I asked them to come here. Whatever comes through that gate -”
    

    
      “You should go.” Elsa nodded, staring briefly into her cup of milky tea. “You’re one of the only people left who can do anything at this point, so go do.”
    

    
      “Aliens.” Turou shook his head and leaned back, swallowing his stasis pizza without complaint. “We haven’t met aliens in over a thousand years. This isn’t the best look.”
    

    
      Ada grimaced. “It’s a better look than a ball of ash, and a better time than before it’s too late. They seemed…” She didn’t have a Union word to describe 
      eager to grab you with their inside-out faces and interface with your brain before spitting you out
      , and she didn’t have an Earth one either. “Friendly. Cherry, keep the 
      Sangrila 
      updated with whatever happens up there.”
    

    
      The voice chirped happily from her suit. “Of course.”
    

    
      She gave them all a short nod, not sure what else she could say, and ducked out of the ship, hurrying back across the port to her own fighter. She couldn’t see the damage anymore - not even scars - but as she ran her hands over Cherry the ship showed her where damage still lingered. Inside the metals, in the structures of those materials that shrank away from the eye or stretched into geometries or worlds the eye couldn’t see. For a moment of comprehension she saw it, then she was left only with the impression that the hull’s outer shell was fixed, but that it was busy regrowing its insides, whatever that meant.
    

    
      “Has anything arrived yet?”
    

    
      Not yet.
       She hopped into the cockpit. 
      But the wyrm is transmitting locally, in a way that I believe is intended for us. It is also feeding signals into the distortion.
    

    
      They lifted off the ground, quietly in the still night, and Ada’s eye caught on Sol again. She remembered. “So it’s a gate?”
    

    
      Not exactly. It has somehow affixed itself to the gravitational pattern of Freyja, creating a self-perpetuating wave-like distortion that nestles it in place and surrounds the phenomena. The phenomena resembles a highly dense bidirectional helix of spacetime compression. It is difficult to describe in terms you can relate to, but it is something like a vein or a rail.
    

    
      A space vein. That didn’t sound ominous. She pushed the ship up through the atmosphere, towards the north and the thing she had set loose.
    

    
      As she broke into open space, a dark world below and an even darker void above, she began to see more clearly what was happening. With as much clarity as her brain could make of the scene, anyway. She saw some kind of distortion in the stars, like someone had uprooted a weed and plastered the heavens to the roots. Zipping further up, positioning the distortion between herself and part of Freyja, she saw it much more clearly, though that clarity was nothing compared to what Cherry showed her when she asked.
    

    
      Gravity itself was a mess around the wyrm. It seemed there were tendrils and roots of space burrowed into the well of Freyja’s gravity, and for a terrifyingly disorienting moment Ada had a sense of gravity not just as a distortion of spacetime but as a 
      density
      , a fluid where strong enough gradients suddenly birthed structures and surfaces, the kinds of which she was used to with matter. Whatever the wyrm was doing, it was building something, and attaching it, not to the planet but to the planet’s gravity footprint.
    

    
      It was a disorienting view, and Cherry must have realized it, because very quickly the impression faded, leaving Ada with her human senses and sensibilities. She took a few moments to breathe and blink. “You said it was calling us?”
    

    
      Yes. It is difficult to interpret, but it appears to want something.
    

    
      “Want what? Food?” She frowned. “We should have figured this out beforehand. Agh, we didn’t have time! Can we get closer? I don’t understand what’s happening with gravity over there - is it safe?”
    

    
      It appears safe, though things could change at any moment. The distortions will disturb motion, but there is no traffic to risk collisions with, and I can calculate our best angles of approach. The hardest of the sudden shears in gravity could tear us apart as we cross them, but the structure of the distortions appears to include gradual gradients connecting otherwise sheared-off areas.
    

    
      “Wait, tear us apart? Didn’t you just say it was safe?”
    

    
      The world was suddenly alight with semi transparent reddish… tubes, for lack of a better word. Or folds, in some cases. 
      These surfaces are the dangerous ones. Notice the gaps where we can gradually pass between spacetime densities.
    

    
      She scowled and looked, but as she looked she started to see what Cherry meant. She nodded. “So let’s get closer and see what it wants, then. Just… I don’t know, keep an eye out and warp away if we need to.”
    

    
      As they approached, she was unsettled by the contrast between the empty void her eyes saw normally and the tangled mess of twisted and folded space Cherry was showing her. They passed between shear lines that would apparently shred them, moved along gradients that Ada felt in her body were suddenly pulling her along or pressing her together, and when they found themselves in the center with the wyrm itself, she looked out the cockpit and in all directions saw the distortions and the violence they did to the light of the universe, a hallucinatory whorl of stretched stars and strange shimmers of sight and shadow.
    

    
      She turned her eyes back to the wyrm and tried to focus on it, the only thing that was fairly stable in her line of sight. “Anything?”
    

    
      It is continuing to direct communications at you, but interpretation remains difficult.
    

    
      She took a deep breath, looking around again. “I’ll go say hi.” She snapped her helmet over her head with a thought. “Open up.”
    

    
      Is this wise?
    

    
      “Am I?” She grimaced as she stood, and felt the air drain from the space around her. “I can’t stand around doing nothing. Maybe it’ll change colours or mind-meld or something.”
    

    
      They were only a few meters away from the wyrm, so it was trivial for Ada to gently push herself towards it, with the sight of Freyja roiling and seething below like an angry ocean on fire. To her surprise, she did not bump the wyrm into motion with her - it stayed utterly fixed, like it was staked to the ground, even though there was neither ground nor stake.
    

    
      She passed her gloved hands over its bumpy, oddly scaled surface, gingerly touching the exposed, soft skin where it had cracked open and seemed to be inflating or growing apart, wondering what it wanted. It was a living thing, in some way, but it didn’t seem entirely like a creature in its own right either. So what, exactly, was it trying to tell her? The vacuum of space was not a place she wanted to be ungloving her hands to try and find out, but perhaps it could be convinced to show her something otherwise.
    

    
      It is dying.
    

    
      Her heart skipped a beat. “What? What the fuck do you mean it’s dying?”
    

    
      Its biological functions appear to be breaking down as a result of a lack of energy. It is metabolising its own cells for further fuel, but at this rate it will be dead within minutes.
    

    
      “Why?” She spun around awkwardly in space, trying to see her ship. “What does it want?”
    

    
      It is not communicating specifics. As best I can tell, it is simply asking you to come to it.
    

    
      “
      Why?
      ” She turned back on the creature. “You were supposed to help! Are you just going to mess up spacetime and then 
      leave?
      ” She raised a glove hand and made to strike the wyrm.
    

    
      Perhaps it feels lonely. It has neurological and endocrine systems that might support loneliness.
    

    
      She paused. Lonely? This thing? She gripped it with both hands and pulled herself closer, trying to see something on its surface that looked like… anything. An expression? Decay? Some kind of movement? But it did nothing of the sort, was utterly inert to every human expectation she could project on it.
    

    
      “So it’s lonely, and it’s calling out.” She blinked. “It’s calling.”
    

    
      It appears so, though I would caution against assuming its loneliness feels like yours.
    

    
      She bit her lip, wishing it were so easy for her. Feel lonely, call out. And then what?
    

    
      She closed her eyes and rested the transparent bulk of her helmet against the wyrm, as though it might know what she were doing, as though she were not equally inert and alien to whatever it expected of the world.
    

    
      “It’s shit, isn’t it. Dying.”
    

    
      As though to answer, the wyrm’s soft skin suddenly ruptured around her hands. Horrified, she jerked away, but not before something fluid spewed out of the shell and gobs of 
      stuff 
      stuck to her gloves. She was about to swear more when they arrived.
    

    
      She had the briefest impression, from the more treacherous corner of her eye, that a great mass of something was being swallowed through the cosmos towards here. Then they were there, gigantic seed-egg-shaped alien creatures, perfectly fitting through the tunnels the wyrm had bored through space, sliding along them like fish through water. They flashed their rough carapaces all the colours of all the rainbows Ada could and couldn’t see, they surrounded her with bulks that seemed to ward off the emptiness of space itself, and Cherry swung out of the way as one of them headed straight for her and the clump of wyrm meat.
    

    
      In a panic Ada grabbed a part of the wyrm carapace that was still intact and kicked off it, flinging herself away seconds before the alien opened its maw and devoured the floating remains of the wyrm in its mouth. She found herself entranced and stunned all at once, jolting in her skin when her back roughly knocked into her seat inside Cherry.
    

    
      All about them, an electromagnetic chorus filled the skies with light beyond sight, light Cherry translated to her eyes and ears and senses in a way she would struggle to explain beyond to say that it was simply bewildering.
    

    
      So she stared, blankly, as the alien that had devoured the wyrm turned to look at her, and she wondered what she had done and what had come for her.
    

    
      This is the individual you interfaced with, and who gave you the wyrm.
    

    
      Was it now.
    

    
      All around them, more of the aliens appeared, each the size of a respectable Union spaceship, most of them slicking their way through the tangle of space out into the wider system, many unfurling their panoplied petals and turning to face the star of Freyja like flowers from the strangest dreams.
    

    
      An odd few… well, they turned and headed down to the planet.
    

    
      She was still floating, the cockpit still open, still watching these things all around her. Chatter from Union comms was starting to chirp across her awareness again. She found herself, slowly but surely, smiling.
    

    
      She was not alone.
    

    
      She turned and, in a moment stolen from a heartbeat, saw Sol through the twists and turns of the wyrmway. Floating atop the canopy of that great tree, saw the boughs of it laid out all around her in time, saw its branches recede into depths she could never fathom, and felt the canopy rustle in 
      a wind
       made of something stranger and deeper than sky.
    

    
      Here was Freyja, here was Earth, here were these strange new cousins, here were all the worlds and lives of her now and her past. Life was coming here, willingly or not, to face the fire. Life was coming for her, with all its weight. And she knew who would be dragging it all the way across the stars.
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 16
    

    
      Isavel’s bones were mostly clean now. Removing the flesh had been messy; by the time she was left with only bloodstains, she had consented to the gods’ help, and a machine had polished them off, leaving her with this. A dragon’s skeleton disassembled, bones dullish white, scattered in display. A damned large one at that. The skull faced her from the ground and the rest scattered about.
    

    
      She had asked 
      Krahyolshus
       about this. She had just barely buried the bones of her own past - how could she crack apart, reconfigure, redistribute, even reshape the bones of this past, this dragon that had died defending a past she didn’t care for?
    

    
      Krahyolshus liked to say she was a fool quoting wiser poets. True or excessively humble, she had still shown Isavel a symmetry she could appreciate, one that went deeper than a simple equivalence of bones.
    

    
      Dragons hoarded their dead - dead foes they killed, dead loved ones who withered away. They gathered the bones and separated them and piled them up and carved into them, displaying them to others. The bones became physical memory for the living, echoes of an intangible draconic past. That past was not hidden away.
    

    
      She let herself be persuaded. There were many ways of seeing the material things of the world, and the dragoness in her had quickly smelled the sense of this. It was easier to indulge the dragoness, feel her satisfaction, than to endlessly debate in council with her selves.
    

    
      She would do as was done by each - bury the humans, put the dragons on display. Let the dragons never find her buried family; let the humans never forget the dragons she had killed. She would hoard the bones, though not piled in a mountain crevasse, but on her very own self, separated from her own bones by mere flesh and muscle and sinew.
    

    
      Before her, beyond this window, was Earth. The night side, mostly, dark and silent save a few pinpricks of light she might well mistake for stars. Quiet hums of civilization in the still; the end of a song, to some ears, but just as likely the beginning.
    

    
      Another window, behind her, was another matter entirely. She had asked to see this demon fleet the gods were summoning, and see it she had. The fleet already existed, built centuries ago in one of the thousand worlds, lying dormant beyond reality. Now they were being summoned, forcibly and permanently extruded from the dreams of gods, woven into being by latticeworks of light high above the surface of Earth. Demon ships, a demon fleet, soon at her command.
    

    
      She had watched it for some time, that dance of energy and light across a grid only apparent in its coercion of the chaotic sparks and flickers of gods’ power. Then she had turned her back to it. It was astounding in the first moment, curious in the second, and soon had become mundane. What mattered, in the end, 
      was
       that it was done.
    

    
      What was she doing up here, then, staring at these bones?
    

    
      She had helped kill this one, and the other dragons hadn’t wanted the bones. But dragon bones were meant to stay under open skies, they had said, and the dragonblood in her veins had seemed to settle the question. She he could certainly bring them to the vastest of open skies.
    

    
      She held the skull, staring into its hollow sockets, and found herself grinning a little. She was being a bit ridiculous, wasn’t she? But she felt an urge, the urge to make clear to anyone she met that there was dragonblood on her hands and in her veins. The scaled hands and sharp teeth of her dragoness were hers alone to see, and sometimes when she felt them or saw them she thought she was mad. But this? This made the intangible undeniable.
    

    
      And it also turned out to be a good fit.
    

    
      With the draconic claws of her fingers cold and sharp, she carefully chipped and gouged away at the bone. It was not easy work - the bones were light but large and unwieldy, and certainly Isavel was no artist, no sculptor or weaver. She only had the strength and the sharp edge to carve off pieces she felt stuck out, to fix shards in place so they wouldn’t move, leaning on the thin and remarkably sturdy bone with her elbows or knees to get just the angle she wanted.
    

    
      She was not good at this, but it kept her mind busy. It made her think simply, and at the same time it made her 
      sense 
      the dragon. She had yet to hold a bare human skull in her hands, but for all the obvious differences between dragon and human, actually holding this, gripping its surfaces and grooves between her fingers, made that difference all the more real.
    

    
      She could never forget, though, just how human their eyes looked.
    

    
      And as she traced bones with claws, carving holds and loops and hooks, she couldn’t help but feel phantom pressures haunting the skull beneath her face, mirrored from the dragon’s skull as she carved. Like one day, in some distant future, some creature was doing much the same to her.
    

    
      Here she could gouge out a piece and flick it aside; there she could carefully shave down a rough edge. Over and over, round and round, and as she did she began to hold it up to herself. The skull was too large for her head, far too large, but trimmed down it would fit elsewhere.
    

    
      Piece by piece, cut by cut, she sculpted the bones into something that would tell the world what she didn’t want to explain in words that exhausted her. Here was a dragon, and a killer of dragons, and a dragoness born of the two. Here was a monster among monsters. Here was one to be heeded.
    

    
      She did not intend to say all that much. She might not need to say anything at all. But whatever she met across the stars, she wanted it to know she meant to be listened to.
    

    
      “Arbiter Valdéz.”
    

    
      She did not flinch at the sound of the gods’ voice. She kept carving. “What?”
    

    
      “We have received a transmission from Arbiter Liu’s operating territory.”
    

    
      She did pause at that, her heart almost skipping, so she spoke before she could worry. “From Ada?”
    

    
      “No. The message is from a digital intelligence, including a full copy of its source code. It has been beamed in all directions from origin - it is not for us specifically.”
    

    
      She frowned, not understanding entirely what that meant. Not every memory she had shared with Crimson had stuck. “Is it a boring message, or are you just waiting for me to dream up the exact right question before you tell me why I should care?”
    

    
      “Apologies, Arbiter. The message -”
    

    
      “I’m serious.” She paused, looking briefly up at Earth again. A sliver of dawn was starting to creep over the globe. “If you think I should know something, just tell me the thing. Is that difficult?”
    

    
      “We are simply attempting to contextualize. Apologies again. The message is a full historical and biological archive of the civilization in question, which calls itself the Union. The intelligence that assembled the message calls itself Chuka, and appears to have broadcast this message under the assumption its civilization might soon be extinguished.”
    

    
      She grit her teeth. “Don’t answer. Ada said not to answer, didn’t she? We shouldn’t promise anyone anything. We’re going out there. We’ll see what we can do. That’s it.”
    

    
      “We’ve instantiated an isolated copy of the intelligence as included in the message. It appears to have interacted with Ada Liu directly. Would you like to interrogate it?”
    

    
      She held up the top of the dragon’s skull, carved and marked, looking a bit more like she had imagined it. “Let it speak.”
    

    
      “It is disinclined to speech, though we can compel it.”
    

    
      She scowled. “
      You
       tell me, then. Is she alive?”
    

    
      “Yes. Chuka was in close communication with her ship before -”
    

    
      She cut the machines off. “How is she?”
    

    
      “The intelligence is particularly fixated on the fact that Arbiter Liu’s ship was unwilling to fully interface with it without security barriers. Perhaps this prevented closer examination of Arbiter Liu’s state. Observationally, the intelligence evaluated her as under stress and reckless, as well as a few AI-native conceptions difficult to translate into human speech.”
    

    
      Stressed and reckless. Isavel smiled, reaching for another bone, a plate that might have come from a shoulder. That certainly sounded like her 
      bruja
      . “Can she hold out a few more days?”
    

    
      “The Haints are advancing rapidly on the this Union. Chuka’s copies were beamed out under the assumption of a serious risk of total annihilation.”
    

    
      She bit the inside of her cheek before speaking. What was listening to her, right now? “Apocalypse.” She let the silence linger for a moment. “Do whatever seems prudent with Chuka. Ada’s alive. If their worlds can’t hold, she’ll have to hold on her own. We’ll be there soon, won’t we?”
    

    
      “The largest ships should be fully extruded in two days.”
    

    
      Time enough to stop an apocalypse, she hoped.
    

    
      So she carved, and she fell into rhythms, piece by piece, mess by mess, absorbed in this task nobody had set for her, goals she had not clearly set in place, not even truly knowing what she was doing. Perhaps, if it was ugly, she would leave the bones behind. It would be no great loss - at least she would have learned something. And gained some hours of peace.
    

    
      And for once, she would have done something for no other reason than that she felt like it. It was like sitting down in cool grass after walking a thousand klicks of desert and ash.
    

    
      She smiled, and as she carved, she started to ask.
    

    
      “You never had a plan for me, did you?”
    

    
      They never had a plan. They were… improvising. Ridiculous as that sounded. They said so in more words, but that was the heart of it.
    

    
      “And you can’t truly hear or see or speak to us anywhere.”
    

    
      Only where there were eyes, or ears, or voices - machines from ancient times. And many of those had fallen apart.
    

    
      “Can you bring me cloth strips?” She recalled the 
      druida 
      of Mars, wooden carvings strapped to them like armour more against bad spirits than bad blows. “I think… white. Spidersilk? Do you have that? I think… I’ve always wondered about spider silk.”
    

    
      That they could do. Small hovering drones brought her strips of white silk, and she held and stroked them in her hands, the cloth almost as light as air itself, yet still strong as she tugged it in either direction.
    

    
      “How do you get it from the spiders? Do you farm them?”
    

    
      The true story, to her amusement, involved no spiders at all.
    

    
      “I’m not sure I can get these on. You see what I’m trying to do? Can you help me out?”
    

    
      More drones. Gods were good at the small things, the technical things, the things that required 
      doing
      . It was their decisions, she decided, that were not what she needed them to be.
    

    
      She paused as the drones helped her get things in place, her eyes falling on Earth. 
      As time had passed, the world and the ring had turned, and what she saw now was a bulging, rippling piece of land
       dotted with lakes cupped to the east and south by ocean, that ocean itself full of islands great and small. Land within water, water within land.
    

    
      Something about the place mesmerized her, pulled her in, like a stream plunging underground. Perhaps that was just her mood, but she felt it was something more. She felt it was a good place to start something.
    

    
      Who was on the ring? “Bring my friends here. Whoever’s on the ring, at least.” She pointed at Earth. “And tell me what that place is.”
    

    
      Its names invoked tongues she had never heard; it was thousands of klicks across the ocean from where Isavel had been born. But the more she looked, the more certain she became that if she looked to the tree of life again, that intermingled thicket of pasts that drew further and further back in time - if she joined arms with her many selves and closed the loop and was seen by the thing that saw through her, if she dipped into that magic the gods themselves could not touch - she would find a trunk bursting forth from that cradle.
    

    
      And from that branch, higher into the canopy of the now, she would find every person that was and had been. From herself, to Ada, to all the far-flung peoples across Earth.
    

    
      She could find them. Reach them. Speak to them. Here she was, perched on a high and verdant twig of this ever-bursting canopy, looking down at the root of that vastness and watching the tremors of that branch, all the way down in that intermingling of seas and land and lakes, reverberate up into now.
    

    
      What could she say?
    

    
      Apocalypse
      .
    

    
      She had seen worlds burn, at some remove, but Ada had been there first-hand. And it was Ada who had panicked and decided this apocalypse could not be fought. Ada was a fighter, to Isavel’s mind; unless something had broken that spirit. She prayed - to Ada herself, for who else - that that hadn’t happened. If Ada feared this thing, it must be an existential threat.
    

    
      If it was an existential threat, all of Earth needed to fight to survive.
    

    
      If it 
      wasn’t 
      an existential threat?
    

    
      If some petty alien force out there thought it could rampage just beyond the light of Sol, without consequence, and was 
      wrong?
    

    
      Then Isavel, monster among monsters, would crush it utterly with all her planet’s weight and all her ancestor’s might. Just to make things clear.
    

    
      She thought about it as she carved. She thought about it as the drones buzzed, as her friends trickled in, as she looked out onto Earth beyond the glass. 
      Apocalypse
      . Somebody wanted to take this whole world - its peoples and islands, its seas and forest, its fruit and fish, and scour it all to ash. And for what? It barely even mattered. No reason could be sufficient to destroy a world.
    

    
      She frowned. She couldn’t truly say that, could she? Not if she didn’t know all the stakes of all the things on all the worlds. Humans, after all, cleared forest for farmwood. Perhaps something was trying to clear them out, to make room for something else. Perhaps there was some other method to the madness, one she couldn’t fathom.
    

    
      And was she not, in some way, destroying a world? With the technophage gone, with ships now flitting back and forth between Earth and Mars and beyond, with gods waning and magic waxing, was she not tearing and fraying the very thousand-year tapestry that had produced her?
    

    
      Perhaps. Perhaps it was not the worst thing for a world to end, except for the things that did not survive.
    

    
      Of course, she wanted 
      her 
      world to survive. The meadows and forests could well protest the planting and tending of farmwood, in their slow and silent ways. Bees would squirm and sting as bears ate their hives; deer hunted by wolves did not run and die with righteous self-sacrifice in their hearts. Nobody wanted to be forced from where they were, from life itself. Everybody, more or less effectively, fought against the dark; everyone raged against the dying of the light.
    

    
      Apocalypse.
    

    
      And this 
      was coming for them 
      all
      , from fungus and slime to dragons and humans. Let them all rage back as one, then, and see what these Haints made of it.
    

    
      Tiny drones bobbed and wove around her, weaving soft spidersilk through the air, through the scrubbed and bleached bones of a dragon patriarch. She raised her arms and let the machines bind the silks around her, fixing the bones in place. Top of the skull against her chest, shoulder blades against her back, ribs here and 
      claws there
      , teeth upon teeth threaded in silk against her plain shirt and plain skin.
    

    
      She would not be able to trust her pathfinder’s gift to hide her, wearing this kind of regalia. Perhaps that was just as well - there was no hiding from apocalypse. Not for her; not for Earth.
    

    
      “Is that -”
    

    
      She turned to see Hail looking at her. The hunter’s voice caught briefly, then she smiled a smile that was neither uncomfortable nor exuberant. Friendly, at most. Isavel had been surprised to find Hail waiting for her in Glass Peaks, to accompany her again. She had been too reluctant to prod any deeper. Perhaps they weren’t quite done.
    

    
      Hail nodded curtly. “You’ve killed enough of them. It was only a matter of time before you started using the leftovers.”
    

    
      Isavel smiled back. “I just want the stars to know what they’re dealing with.”
    

    
      “You called for us, but you didn’t say -” Hail stopped as Tevoria entered the room behind her; the demon’s eyes fixed quickly on Isavel and the scattered shavings of bone, but her mouth curled into a grin and she said nothing at all, leaving Isavel to answer.
    

    
      “I’m going to try something.” The drones were just about done, and she rolled her shoulders to feel the bones settling into place over her other clothes. If she adjusted her eyes just the right way, she could see reflections of ribbons weaving around her, spread out like wings in the moments before they coiled in again. “The magic is listening to me. I think I can ask for help.” She met eyes with Tevoria. “Everyone’s help. You think it’s possible?”
    

    
      Tevoria frowned at her, as Hail glanced uncertainly between them, but after a second the demon sorceress glanced to Earth and her eyes widened. “Oh. You really mean 
      everyone.
      ”
    

    
      “Well.” She looked at her planet. One little planet; Mars was out there too, another little planet. Still, they were whole worlds. “Just those under Sol.”
    

    
      “Just them, yes. So few.” Tevoria made a huffing sound.
    

    
      Hail frowned. “The way you called Tevoria? That was magic?”
    

    
      At this, Tevoria nodded vigorously, and she rested her emerald eyes on Hail’s face and her delicate hands on the hunter’s shoulder. “It was. The structure of it was unlike any magic I learned, but it clearly was. Though I cannot reach it myself.” Her face darkened. “Not yet. I am trying. Your world may not be as barren as I thought, but I’m forced to learn everything again, like a child.”
    

    
      “We’re all children.” Isavel gestured before her. “Look at Earth. Tell me we aren’t children living in a house our parents abandoned long ago. We’ve made a mess of the place, we’ve left old things untouched, like it isn’t really 
      ours
       - like it’s still 
      theirs
      . I think it’s time that changed. The world, its gods, these 
      things -
      ” She patted the metal floor around her, as the drones silently adjusted their position to continue their work, still holding taut those long flat ribbons of white spidersilk. “Are all ours. So we need to start deciding what we want to keep, what we need to build, what we need to get rid of. Welcome to Earth, Tevoria - none of us know what the fuck we’re doing, but things need to be done. You’ll figure it out with the rest of us.”
    

    
      Tevoria did not look persuaded, but Hail was smiling. “You know, Isavel, for all that you wish the gods spoke clearly, your speeches have… other priorities than clarity.”
    

    
      She barked out a laugh, even as elevator gently chimed open in the distance. “I’m going. I want to ask everyone for help, I want them to know it’s important. But I don’t know what I’m doing, so I want you all here -” Sam and Tanos entered the room, curiously, and she raised a hand in greeting. “To tell me what I - what it felt like, for you. Afterwards.”
    

    
      This was a room built for observation - entirely aesthetic in its purpose, lined with gentle waterworks and seating along the edges, but otherwise empty in the center. In ages past it might have been filled by different furnishings based on need, but for now it was simply a cluttered surface of bones and shavings, and as the last spoke-like ribbons were wound around her and her regalia fell into place, the others more or less unspokenly arranged themselves in a circle around the bony chaos.
    

    
      Kelena was the last to arrive, and Isavel expected no others - Dejah and the other martians were no doubt pouring over the details of 
      the ship Isavel had promised her
      , perhaps even speaking to the ring-dwelling drifters that Sulakaz had somehow drawn this whole thing. There were whole religions on the ring, she had learned, with myths of ancient visitations by strange ships, and stories of what drifters might find if they chased those trails into the stars; here was a people more than willing to sail into some distant war, so long as it meant leaving their blue-green anchor behind.
    

    
      She knelt, nodding to her companions, then turned to face Earth.
    

    
      “Settle in. Let’s see if I can figure this out.”
    

    
      She had tried, here and there. She had felt for that connection, felt her way down, her many selves holding her tight and lending her strength. She did so again, now, eyes shut, mind focused on the thing that she had unearthed. She was one across many, and her oneness moved back along those paths, along this greater thing.
    

    
      It still saw her. Through her. And then, 
      with 
      her.
    

    
      She did not have to go far to find that first connection. She felt Tevoria again, a demon given life in this realm by her own blood. They were linked, more freshly even than Isavel was to her own parents; almost, she realized, as though Tevoria were her child. It was a silly thought, and made her smile.
    

    
      You feel me?
    

    
      Yes.
       Tevoria seemed relatively at-ease with this strange connection. 
      How 
      far back have
       you gone? Have you reached anyone else?
    

    
      I’ve looked, but I haven’t reached.
       She had found the span her own self went from unfocused haze to its own rooting branch off that great tree, after all. She was not eager to cross that moment in time, but she would have to. 
      We’ll see what happens.
    

    
      She felt the channel of it, the impression in the world she had left behind as she moved through life, and she let her mind drift further back that way, every step along the way meeting the eyes of another self, feeling seen. Of course, seeing was one thing. Touching - grasping - 
      calling 
      - that was another. It was the difference between looking at the peak of a mountain and climbing to that peak with one’s own body.
    

    
      So she started climbing, back along that tree. It wasn’t exactly a tree, of course - there was no gravity in its context, it stretched in all directions along all the grooves worn by all lives throughout time, and in a very real sense she felt she was both at the tip of it and completely beneath it, completely overshadowed.
    

    
      Her eyes were still shut, and she was still reaching without hands, when she met her parents again. She opened her eyes, uncomfortable with the sudden connection, weighed upon and startled. Gods, if she could only go this far back, how was she supposed to get everyone?
    

    
      But she could still see them with her mind’s eye. They stood, reflections of the window, as solid as Earth behind it. She closed her eyes, and only her mind’s eye saw, and saw all the brighter - Earth, its lands and waters intermingling under roiling clouds; her mother standing solid and calm, younger than Isavel remembered her, looking at her wide-eyed and smiling only slightly; her father… a little more distant, somehow. Not quite as closely connected. Blood was not a half-and-half affair, it seemed, for all that it required two halves. She looked upon her mother’s face, and her father’s paler complexion beside her, and could not tell whether they seemed sad because they 
      were
       sad, or because she herself could not think of their faces without knowing what would happen. Where they would end.
    

    
      She stood before them in her mind, seeing behind them the great tangle of the upper reaches of the canopy sprawling around the whole Earth of today, and felt the jagged tips of their twigs, where no new leaves would grow, swaddled now in the dreams of gods. She tried to breathe evenly, but the words that came out were more strained and painful than she’d wanted. 
      Do you… are you still here? Do you know what I’ve done?
    

    
      Her mother’s hand rested on one shoulder, her father’s on the other. 
      We do now.
       Her father seemed sad. 
      How terrible does it sound, to say that we miss you? When we can only miss you because you’re still alive?
    

    
      She bit her lip. 
      How terrible does it sound to say that might be for the best? Mamá, dad, I think I can do something good. Good for me; good for everyone. It’s… it’s the only colour on the horizon for me now. I’m leaving the things I lost behind. How terrible is that? How deep should my scars be?
    

    
      Not terrible.
       She felt the hands on her shoulders as she stood before the window, even though she was still kneeling on the ground. How fast was this happening? 
      How terrible would it be if your horizon were always dusk and sunset? We love you, Isavel. And we know you’re not here for us.
    

    
      She couldn’t ignore her shame; but it did not overwhelm her. It simply was, viscerally. She watched it storm then mellow upon her like a bad bout of rain, and found it could not pierce her skin. Perhaps, under some god, she should not have pushed forward so blithely, should not have sought a new life; perhaps she should have been ashamed to do so. But as the shame tried to drown her and slid off in droplets, just as droplets of sweat starting to bead in the hair of her nape, she found the shame did not pierce her skin. Maybe she was terrible; but her family did not think so.
    

    
      I’m sorry.
       She embraced them. 
      I will see you one day.
    

    
      We can wait.
       Her mother smiled. 
      As long as possible.
    

    
      I… I need to go through.
       She saw Isavel, her abuela, vague in the murk of time. She saw a path, but it seemed too slick and steep to keep climbing. 
      There’s something terrible coming, mamá. It’s coming to end everything. Even you. I need help, but this is hard.
    

    
      What’s coming?
    

    
      Apocalypse. The end of everything.
       She tried to imagine it, tried to see the world coming apart at the seams in fire and light. And the end of Ada. She did not say that, but she knew her mother saw it too.
    

    
      And she knew, too, that something else also saw. Something that 
      knew Ada
      . It considered.
    

    
      She thought of every thing she had ever seen, and imagined it blasted to ash and volcanic glass. Every tree she had touched, every person she had embraced, every songbird she had heard. She did this, now, diving back through her life, not in memory but in the looping binding bonds of magic she had knocked herself against and unearthed within her, and with every death she was imagining, she was also 
      showing
      .
    

    
      Watch these forests turn to nothing. Watch these cultures turn to nothing. Watch seas boil away, trees bear no more fruit, voices no longer sing.
    

    
      Apocalypse.
    

    
      And for whose benefit? Tigers killed deer, humans cleared fields for farmwood, fungus infected and slaughtered trees to feed on rotting mulch, but overall the great thrum of life continued through those ebbs and flows, those rises and falls, those dawns and dusks.
    

    
      But apocalypse? It was simply an end. No life grew from apocalypse.
    

    
      She was still holding her mother’s forearms when something happened. Something loosened, something sharpened, something came into focus.
    

    
      Her parents did not smile, but they squeezed. 
      Some things are important enough. Go. Break these rules, Isavel. They aren’t rules anyway. Just habits.
    

    
      And she suddenly was all along the span between them, all at once, forcing her way backwards down the tree, into the boughs, a new strength coming from those nodes she had touched, from her parents and - if the gasp her fleshy ears spoke true - from Tevoria as well. Her father’s parents - gone, but watching. Her mother’s father as well. But there was Isavel Valdéz the elder, alive, and when Isavel touched her abuela’s mind she did not find the calm timelessness of the dead, but the quizzical, confused surprise of her closest living family.
    

    
      I need help.
       She could not stop here. 
      I’m going to ask everyone.
    

    
      Everyone
      . She could almost feel the smile. 
      As though it were one little village.
    

    
      She smiled back, with all the weight of apocalypse. 
      Isn’t it?
    

    
      And they moved further back, and she had a few great-grandparents who still lived, and more who did not, and she told them the same. One last mother still lived beyond that, in a distant southern jungle she had never seen. And as she walked back, her dead watched her silently and smiled, not entirely themselves, timeless and unspecific; while the living turned to her to stare.
    

    
      And all of them saw her, and were seen by her, and 
      through her saw themselves
      . Not as one, but also not as many. Life was more complicated than either unity or distinction could capture. She was legion; she was one. She was alone, and had never been alone.
    

    
      And she strode fully into the realm of the dead, and as she found her feet and knew how to take these steps all the tree of them suddenly exploded out before her into what it really was - a vast crowd through time. A sea of people, of mothers, all only just parted enough to let her pass. All watching her, all watched, all waiting.
    

    
      And so she walked, and looked upon each ancestor in turn, and saw time unfold along with them. She saw the panoply of colours and faces in her mothers, saw the tall and the short, the dark and the pale, the strong and the frail. She saw warriors and pathfinders, walkers and coders, all the strange bloods that flowed through this newer Earth, all the parents she had never known. It did not take long, down that path, for her ancestors to burst into the full range of human colour and form.
    

    
      And for all that she saw each one, fixed her eyes to each woman who had borne a child somewhere along the chain, saw the watchful eyes of each father standing just behind, for all that she was walking on a rainbow bridge of humanity stretched across the vast space between the ring and those warm foamy shores of distant lands of Earth, it was not long before she reached the Fall. These thousand years were splinters of nothing.
    

    
      She did not see it in their faces - they were the same humans, these ancients. She did not see it in their expressions - these long dead mothers all looked upon her with the same bemused, loving surprise, to see their distant daughter walk before them. But she saw it in their clothes, of all things. The particular clothes in which they saw themselves, in which they knew themselves.
    

    
      In her Earth, in her era, dress was most often whatever the weaveries would make for them, or whatever they could craft themselves. Hides, sometimes; armour, if they were so inclined. But she crossed a threshold, very suddenly, where her 
      mothers
       wore an explosive variety of fabrics and shapes and cuts. Here an ancestor with bone-white skin and jet-black hair, jacket and pants rough mottled browns covered in sigils and deep with pockets; there another, her wiry hair in a round tangle around her head, one shoulder bare while the other held up a rainbow-wrapped dress of glossy silks in sharply coloured lines.
    

    
      The explosion of colour and style took her aback, and she found herself pacing, suddenly, anxious under the eyes of ancient mothers who saw from a whole other world. But that world of ancients itself was not the end - it was just another step along a long, long chain. And she hiked back, and back, and back, and she saw them grow simpler again, saw more uniformity, strange styles she had never seen but that were clearly of a place and time.
    

    
      And then something even more disconcerting happened. Her ancient fathers and mothers, suddenly, started looking very similar to one another. More and more as she went back through time, she saw pairs of foremothers and forefathers of the same skin and the same hair and the same height, as though all the colours were separate, mixing only rarely. What had happened? What had kept these strands of humanity apart?
    

    
      But even 
      that 
      was not permanent. 
      As Earth loomed before her
       and the crowd stretched further and further back in time, all those strands collapsed into one. They grew shorter, more frail, more strange. And more and more, her foremothers looked at her not only with bemused interest, but with something more akin to shock, or awe. Perhaps even fear.
    

    
      She was a very different creature, she realized.
    

    
      And she stepped all the way back to the oldest fork in the branches, and she saw beyond a vast stretch into a past of life less and less like her, from grasslands to savannahs to forests and dirt tunnels and oceans and tidal pools. But she did not need to go any further - the canopy of humanity, all of it, whittled down to this one branch.
    

    
      This one foremother. Mother of all mothers.
    

    
      She stood before her, and the world was here again. Smokey fire wicked away at dry, gutted fish strung above a stony pit; leaves and bitter roots, shellfish cooked in the shell, strange colourful fruit Isavel had never seen. Deep blue skies soared overhead - skies without a ring. A storm churned on the horizon, out over the ocean - an ocean to the 
      east
      . It was hot here, and away from the ocean thick straight trunks jabbed towards the sky to unfurl ragged canopies of glossy leaves that resounded with the calls of birds who sang their brilliant colours to life.
    

    
      Isavel looked into the eyes of the 
      mother of mothers
      , young and old all at once, light brown skin starting to wear under sun and wind, hair black as the void and bound thickly to her skull, wearing loose woven fibers from the waist down, her belly swollen, her eyes fixed on the fire. Eyes that were not fully 
      her 
      own, either, when she saw Isavel. They were watched, and watching, for something else.
    

    
      She was barely more than half Isavel’s height. Her shoulders half as narrow; her arms and legs thin and spindly; her posture wavering and curved. Isavel felt like a beast standing before her, a thing of muscle and bone and light, with her mane of hair and dragonbone and wings. All around them others, men and women, moved about what seemed to be a camp; some sang, some slept, some butchered fish or pounded root vegetables, some worked wood or bamboo into tools.
    

    
      None were looking at the mother of mothers as she began to speak, and she spoke to Isavel.
    

    
      “What are you?” The words were utterly alien, their meaning was completely clear.
    

    
      She knelt. Behind her, 
      the glow of her wings
       glittered in the allmother’s eyes. “Your distant daughter. I’m here to ask for help.”
    

    
      “Daughter.” Her words carried forth into time to Isavel, a necromancy of forgotten tongues. Some of those around the allmother looked over. They were busy with their hands, but their minds and ears had time. “My daughter? I only have sons. I would like a daughter.”
    

    
      “You’ll have 
      billions.
      ” She saw confusion flicker across the 
      allmother’s
       face. And she felt, just a tad bit higher along the branch, the wild snaps of branches out and out into space, as her sons traveled north and south to other hot rain-drenched islands, as one of her grandsons founded a family in the frigid north, as generation by generation her children hooked into the seething, spreading boughs of humanity until they touched all those who lived. “More daughters than trees in the forest, across oceans and stars, for more years than there will be days in your entire life.”
    

    
      Somebody shouted something at the allmother. It didn’t sound very nice, but she was smiling. Isavel did not know how long she could be here - whether here was even real. But fires of apocalypse were burning in the sky, so she pressed on.
    

    
      “This is important.” Kneeling down, her head was on a level with her 
      ancestor’s
      . “I want all the world to listen, and you’re the root of our world.”
    

    
      The
       
      allmother
       laughed, shaking her head, and suddenly grasped Isavel’s arms, squeezing her biceps. She felt remarkably real. “So strong. Like the red men of the jungles. Are all my daughters like you?”
    

    
      She smiled. “None more than me.”
    

    
      The
       
      allmother
       stared at her for a moment, smiling, and then laughed again, louder now, loud enough that many of the people in her camp turned to stare. Some expressions were kind, or amused; others were irritated. They did not see the angel in their midst; if they had, they would not have thought her an angel.
    

    
      “You want my children, daughter? Will you fly away with them, on your white wings, like a sea eagle?”
    

    
      “I only want to whisper to them, that they will whisper to their children, that all the ones who live alongside me now will hear.”
    

    
      The
       
      allmother
       
      rested
       one hand on her belly, another tightly holding Isavel; her entire grip did not make it halfway around Isavel’s arm. “What would you whisper to them, daughter? Tell me. What secrets?”
    

    
      “No secrets.” She leaned in, looking around at the men and women in the camp beyond the fire, beyond the place she was breaking the rules. “Just a request. Listen. Listen, just this once. This is important.”
    

    
      She would have taken a deep breath, but she was not breathing.
    

    
      “Death is coming for us. Not that little death that spears us one by one, the little death that comes as our children outrun us in the race through time. Death is coming, a great Death that comes for us - for the world that we are, for the lineage that we are, for every child we’ve not yet had. For our memories and our dreams. For our past and our future. Death is coming, and Death’s teeth are sharp.
    

    
      “But they are still teeth.
    

    
      “To those who live - come with me, and we will snap Death’s jaw. Come with me, and we will gouge out Death’s eyes. Come with me and we will scream and bite and thrash until Death cowers and 
      whinges
       in fear. For thousands of years we have torn ourselves apart, our ancestors tore their futures and their civilizations apart, our fears tore our minds apart.
    

    
      “And that will not stop. But today - today, let us tear something else apart. A great Death comes for us and thinks to devour us; let us devour Death in turn. Let us take the carcass of Death and carve in its flesh the names of Earth and Mars and Sol.
    

    
      “I will face this Death, with more blood than I ever earned, with dreams of gods made steel, with the light of Sol in my hands. I will not face it alone - I am legion. But I will face it without you, in your name, if I must. Will you let me do this? Take your 
      names
      , your blood, your world into my hands?
    

    
      “Or will you come with me?
    

    
      “I will send ships for you. I am waiting. But I will not wait much longer.”
    

    
      The 
      allmother
       looked at her, as though she understood none of the words and all of the will. She brought her hands, such small hands, to cup Isavel’s face. “Are you scared? Are my daughters scared, in your world?”
    

    
      “Sometimes.” She touched the 
      allmother’s
       arms. “But I am also the thing that scares.”
    

    
      “You want help.”
    

    
      “I want help scaring something bigger than me.”
    

    
      The
       
      allmother
       laughed again. “Bigger than you? You are already too big. If all my daughters are as big as you, nothing could be bigger than all of you.”
    

    
      She grinned. “That’s exactly what I’m hoping.”
    

    
      The allmother smiled, nodding, bumping her forehead against Isavel’s. “I will remember.”
    

    
      And she did.
    

    
      And all the dead thrummed with it, as Isavel fell back up the tree, higher and higher, watching the call spread from distant past to the living breathing rustling canopy of the now, watching the rainbow bridge of humanity that were her ancestors reach out and touch her as she moved forward through her walk back, feeling the eyes of so many mothers who could not know what she was except that she was them and theirs.
    

    
      And she gasped.
    

    
      And all the humans of Earth and Mars heard her.
    

    
      And one more. Far, far afield.
    

    
      And all at once, she was back. 
      Tevoria
       sharply 
      intook
       breath. Hail gasped in surprise. Tanos spoke. “Mom?”
    

    
      Sam screamed.
    

    
      Isavel’s focus broke entirely at the shriek. It could be terror or despair or anger or rage. Sam jumped and staggered away, and as Isavel spun to see what had happened, still barely feeling reality around her, those pale greenish-blue eyes fixed on her with something that desperately wanted to be fury. Or desperately wanted not to be.
    

    
      “Sam?” The silence spoke; the eyes showed. Isavel snapped and stood. “Everybody leave.” She could talk to the rest later. “Sam - what happened?”
    

    
      Sam backed up against a wall. Tanos, Hail, and Tevoria stood there dumbly, and it took another glare and a sharp word to get them out of the room.
    

    
      Kelena lingered, not looking at either of them for a long moment, instead gazing at the Red Sword. But she too left, after a few moments of thought, leaving Isavel alone with the ghost.
    

    
      “Sam, talk to -”
    

    
      “
      You didn’t think that through!
      ”
    

    
      Isavel was taken aback. What? She frowned. “What happened?”
    

    
      “What, you thought it would be cute to get everyone’s mom to reach for them?” Sam was crying, Isavel realized. She felt off-balance, half of her wanting to try to comfort the woman, half of her wanting to give her space. “Who do you think I saw?”
    

    
      Isavel blinked. 
      Saw?
       Had they seen their 
      own 
      mothers? She hadn’t expected that. “What did you see? Who? What did they -”
    

    
      “It sure as hell wasn’t 
      my 
      mother.” The ghost woman gritted her teeth, brushing her orange hair from her face. “It was 
      his
      .”
    

    
      His?
    

    
      Isavel took a shameful handful of seconds to realize who Sam was referring to. Who the 
      ghost 
      was referring to.
    

    
      She gasped, and her eyes widened. She hadn’t run down the human family tree, not exactly. She had run down the 
      veins 
      of the human race, back through time, to the heart. She had flowed the 
      blood
      .
    

    
      Blood was not always family; family was not always blood. Not for some people. 
      Certainly
       not for a ghost.
    

    
      She carefully considered what she could possibly say, looking to the medic for help, but the medic was as stumped and ashamed as she was. At least she wasn’t alone in that. As she watched Sam’s immediate shock subside into something colder, Isavel said nothing for some time, before finally making an attempt.
    

    
      “Did she… did you 
      talk
      ?”
    

    
      Sam frowned, less hostile than Isavel had feared, but it took her a moment to answer. “No? It was… it wasn’t a moment, not exactly. It 
      was a
      … it was like in that moment I suddenly remembered something I’d forgotten. I heard you, but I felt - knew - her grabbing me and asking me to listen. And I listened to you, but I felt her, and I knew she - I could tell she knew I wasn’t her son. I think she knows what happened.” She grimaced. “Even though I’m pretty sure she’s dead! I can’t - it was like she was a dead end -”
    

    
      “Yes.” On this, Isavel could speak more clearly. “It was the same with mine - I could tell who was dead. Most of them were. But the dead seemed to… see me. Somehow.”
    

    
      “At least 
      your
       dead were 
      your 
      dead.” Sam pressed her face to her palms. “Gods damn it, Isavel, I know you do whatever the fuck you want but 
      please 
      don’t do that again. I know I’m just a ghost, but there are plenty of people who might not -”
    

    
      Isavel took a step forward, making to reach out a hand, but a part of her whispered it was selfish to try to offer comfort. Who, really, would she be comforting? “Sam, I’m sorry. 
      Just a ghost
       isn’t…”
    

    
      She couldn’t pretend ghosts hadn’t literally murdered the minds that had once lived in their bodies. And yet she found herself, now, not particularly fussed by that glaring fact. Gods knew it might be different if she had known someone who had been possessed. She did not want the ghosts possessing anyone else, that much was true. But for those already here?
    

    
      She sighed. Perhaps she was a monster; perhaps these monsters were her friends. She would be even worse of a monster if she turned on friends.
    

    
      “That doesn’t matter to me. I hope I don’t need to do that again.” But didn’t she hope she 
      could?
       “If I do, I’ll… I’ll see if there’s another way.”
    

    
      Sam sighed and looked the other way, her cheeks reddening. “Fucking hell.” She tugged at her reddish hair. “I can’t whine too much, can I? Not after I killed someone’s son.”
    

    
      “You can always complain.” Isavel tried to smile. “I’ll try to listen. If not, I’m sure Tanos will.”
    

    
      Sam barked a laugh, though it held no joy. “He’ll listen. He doesn’t always seem to 
      get 
      it, but he sits quiet and listens to the ancient murderous ghost anyway. More than I can ask for.”
    

    
      “You can always ask for more. Just look at me.” Isavel raised an eyebrow. “
      I just asked humanity to jump onto a fleet with me and leave our star behind.
      ”
    

    
      Sam shook her head, and sighed. She took a few steps past Isavel, looking out to Earth, and rested her hand on the glass. “I think people will. Some people.”
    

    
      That sounded oddly optimistic, given Sam’s own experience. “What makes you think that?”
    

    
      “It made 
      me 
      want to. Despite the… it wasn’t a message, a question. It was like you gave me a 
      want
      . Not like it gave me an idea or inspired me. It… felt like it was setting me on a path. Putting me on a flowing river. It feels like the thing to do. Like something’s moving through me, and I need to move with it.” She rested her pale, freckled forehead against the glass. “Just a… I don’t know.”
    

    
      Isavel considered this for a moment, before the polyphonic voice of the gods broke the silence. “Arbiter Valdéz. It may interest you to know that something extraordinary just happened.”
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. “What, did you feel it too?”
    

    
      “We detected nothing. But for a few moments, almost every waking human on Earth and Mars seemed to have their attention seized by something. Remarkably, they all turned their heads and looked directly at you - even from thousands of klicks away, even from the other sides of Earth and Mars. Some ended up staring through the ground at their feet. We would very much like to know what happened.”
    

    
      She stepped up to the window beside Sam. “Maybe we’ll figure it out, someday.”
    

    
      After a moment of silence gods could not fill, she turned away from Earth to the other window. To the demon fleet, almost done its extrusion from the thousand worlds. The bones and spidersilk wrappings that held them in place felt snug and weighty with draconic memory against her body.
    

    
      “First, let’s fill these demon ships with people.”
      




      Stoneheart
    

    
      Empty, wind in the desert.
    

    
      Fluid, water over stones.
    

    
      How difficult it was, not to be full of rage. How difficult, not to stand solid and immovable, hard as the face of Olympus.
    

    
      They had come for her 
      friends
      .
    

    
      Two were captured. Clever Jaju, eyes always peering at the world; silly Koroll, their face always split with laughter. Both were tied up somewhere, now, hostages.
    

    
      Yahid was dead.
    

    
      And Arthana? Why, worst of worlds, Arthana was clinging to her legs, bandaged wound still oozing blood as she strained against it, begging her not to leave.
    

    
      Kelena should never have returned home. Not with the Red Sword. Tharson had told her she had to say goodbye to family and friends. She had assumed he was just bitter.
    

    
      He was horribly right.
    

    
      “You can still save the others.” Words wrought from pain. They had had this conversation, again and again. In her palm hung the hilt of the greatest weapon of Mars, yet she had not bloodied its blade.
    

    
      Empty, wind in the desert. Fluid, water over stones.
    

    
      She 
      could 
      save them. That was the worst of it.
    

    
      She could turn and face their pursuers, and raise the Red Sword, and kill them all without effort. She could storm across the plains and find the hovel where this petulant would-be warlord kept her friends, kill all the guards, set them free. She could paint a tapestry of slaughter halfway across the planet if she so willed. She could march to the frigid shores of southern Hellas and kill the monster herself, cut the power-mad woman’s head off and leave her fortress in ruins, and all the world would remember to fear the Red Sword of Mars.
    

    
      And the Red Sword would feed on that fear, and its sway over the world would grow, and more would come for it. With every drop of blood spilled, its power over the minds would grow. Already, it was far too powerful.
    

    
      In the hands of one filled with rage, it would do exactly that. Kill, devour, grow bloated and tumescent, rolling in the grease and fat of shredded human lives.
    

    
      She had used the Red Sword to kill; they all had. But dispassionately. Unfeelingly.
    

    
      Wind in the desert, water over stones.
    

    
      She could not defend, save, avenge her friends. Not without giving in. Perhaps another could. A handful of the past Red Swords could. She had held the memory of those minds. But she looked inside herself, and knew she could not.
    

    
      So she left Arthana to die.
    

    
      A season later, Koroll found her, by accident. Jaju, too, was dead, and the joy had left Koroll’s face. When they found Kelena, they had few words for her.
    

    
      “You stonehearted monster.” They were not wrong. “You don’t care about Mars. You don’t care about anything at all.”
    

    
      She made no excuses. She never saw them again. But she carried the Sword, and never raised it in rage. After a time, she began to think the only rage that could push her over that brink was rage against the very Sword itself.
    

    
      She would stare into it as it lay on her knees, as she planted it point-first in the soil, as she tried, once, to bury it, before remembering that this had been tried and had failed before.
    

    
      “I’m supposed to keep you until you’re needed.” She gripped the hilt. “For an unimaginable need. You monstrous piece of scrap, what does that even mean?”
    

    
      It means my maker saw something, and knew it had to come to pass.
    

    
      “What? What did your maker see? Why do we have to 
      do
       this?”
    

    
      I do not know what he saw. It is within me, but it is not mine to know. I have secrets even from myself.
    

    
      “I do not pity you.”
    

    
      Good. I pity the fool who pities a weapon such as I.
    

    
      “Look at what you’ve made me.”
    

    
      I’ve made you?
    

    
      She hated this part.
    

    
      Let me remind you.
    

    
      And she saw them. The monk who raised the Sword to smite those who defiled her temple; the father who saved his children by running through the man who attacked them; the frightened little boy who wanted his mother to stop hurting his sister; the llamaherd who was only defending his wards -
    

    
      Trained or untrained, she saw all those wielders of the Red Sword who had tried to use the weapon for justice. Who had not been empty. Who had not bent to the will of the world. Who had taken a stand. Who had ended lives, theirs and others, in slaughter.
    

    
      She was not among them. She had never felt so wildly as to join them. She was the Red Sword, for now.
    

    
      She hated the Red Sword.
    

    
      She stood on the bridge of a ship forged of silver and thunder, and all around her all the elements of all the worlds were being torn apart, and skies upon skies were burning.
    

    
      She was not the captain of this ship. Dejah song Olympus had always been a fine captain. Kelena simply sat, and watched.
    

    
      And gripped the hilt of the gods-damned monstrosity that had made her into the monster she deeply feared she had always been.
    

    
      Here, Red Sword, is your unimaginable purpose.
       She felt the pressure of something a poet might call destiny. She thought of the words of the demon sorceress, about this new dawning magic. It was 
      alive
      , and it was coming for them all, for a place soon and near. Perhaps for this very moment. 
      Here is your incredible need. What, gods and ancestors, are you good for?
    

    
      The Red Sword was silent.
    

    
      Only for a moment.
    

    
      Your blood has changed, Kelena. It flows in the shape of a key. A key that sings a song I’ve always known and never heard.
    

    
      The ship was gone, the shredded ribbons of light and metal were gone.
    

    
      On the arid, early soil of Mars, he knelt, curled awkwardly around the sword. Its maker. She had seen him before, but she had never seen 
      this
      .
    

    
      He looked at the ground, one hand on the sword’s hilt, the other hanging limply by his side. He’d stabbed himself through the gut. He would not live.
    

    
      “They’re coming for us.”
    

    
      She frowned; there was nobody here, nothing except distant, white-domed houses and wispy clouds. Mars looked ill. Mars looked nascent.
    

    
      “They’re going to put us down.” He sounded mad. “I can’t see when, I can’t see where, but I 
      know 
      it, I just 
      know 
      it, all the pieces are coming together, I just can’t see the final shape -”
    

    
      She was not holding the Red Sword. This was not how these visions went. She was not 
      in 
      them. She 
      was 
      them. But this - this she was seeing from within.
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      He jolted like he’d been struck. He looked at her, right at her, and yelped, and sputtered blood.
    

    
      “It - it fucking worked -”
    

    
      She did not like the look in his eyes as he struggled to his feet. “What are you talking about, who -”
    

    
      “You! Whoever you are. Earth will destroy us.” He groaned and grumbled as he started limping towards her, and she grabbed his shoulders to steady him. “Maybe they already have. I don’t know.”
    

    
      Something was exploding in the sky, high above Mars.
    

    
      “They’re going to break the cycle.”
    

    
      “What cycle?”
    

    
      “History. Memory. Civilization. 
      Everything
      .” He gasped. “We tried - we built countermeasures -”
    

    
      “Old man, I don’t have time -”
    

    
      He sputtered blood and laughed. “They found our countermeasures, they’re going to stop 
      us
      . But they don’t know about 
      me
      . This - this - when it’s time, when the poison degrades, or someone finds a cure, 
      this 
      will be waiting for you -”
    

    
      She shook him. “Are you trapped in the sword?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.” He chuckled around the blood. “I don’t know when you are! But you’re here - that means something 
      worked
      . It means the sword was 
      worth it
      .”
    

    
      “Worth what?” She glanced down at the weapon jammed into his gut. “What does it do? What is it?”
    

    
      His eyes were mad with pain, and an acuity for a plane beyond what her own eyes could see. “It’s a fucking lightning rod. For the power we tried to give you, before they took it from you.” He grinned wildly. “Zap.”
    

    
      She was holding the Red Sword, and for a split second she was holding it through the five centuries and more it had spent waiting for this moment. And all the weight of all those years dragged and clung to her, and pulled along with her the webwork of life entangled on that sword, all the weight of a hundred thousand lives and more.
    

    
      And it hit her. On the bridge of the ship.
    

    
      Empty, wind in the desert.
    

    
      It filled her soul.
    

    
      Fluid, water over stones.
    

    
      And she filled 
      it
      .
    

    
      And it was massive, and it was terrible, and she stood alone on the dim rusted plains of Mars and saw it spread out across the planet and all around the sun and far beyond the stars, she saw it waiting, she saw it watching, and it was horrifying.
    

    
      And one monster to another, it was listening. And one monster to another, she screamed for it.
    

    
      “Help!”
    

    
      It barely reacted. She stamped the ground with her feet.
    

    
      “Help! 
      Help me!
      ”
    

    
      It rustled. Tiny fractal segments of its coils shivered. Tinier than a single hair on a single feather of a rokh. It rustled.
    

    
      She planted the Red Sword in the loamy red soil of home, drove it in like a stake. Stamped her 
      feet
      . Drove it down.
    

    
      It 
      twitched. The fraction of it that was all of Mars. That small a part.
    

    
      “Whatever you are, hear me!”
    

    
      It might have heard. She couldn’t tell.
    

    
      She couldn’t yell any louder than this.
    

    
      But parts of it rustled. Parts of it shivered. And she knew one of those parts.
    

    
      Perhaps she didn’t have to yell alone.
    

    
      She extended her hand, and plucked from those few trembling strands of starlight that listened the slender, pale grip of someone else who could yell.
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 17
    

    
      The Haints were closing in. Ada hadn’t wasted time zipping off to blast them apart on her own. The Union had carved itself up, sharp knives of panic butchering it apart at the joints, and now Freyja and all the other worlds were alone. There were no more gates, except the one held Haints. They had to be clever.
    

    
      Ada hadn’t even tried to convince Chuka to release the Union fleet in the system and let them fight. She hadn’t needed to. Chuka wasn’t interested in her - but the vast AI was deeply interested in Cherry, for reasons she would never understand, so Cherry had done the convincing.
    

    
      And now Ada stood in the docks of one of the passenger ships Chuka had kept, looking at Jhet Theket. He stood rather nervously, ears rotating back and forth, avoiding Ada’s gaze as though he thought she 
      were
       angry with him. She wasn’t, but a great deal of other people were, so she couldn’t blame him. She tried to rub his shoulder, belatedly realizing that rubbing against the grain of the fur was a bad idea, and ended up petting him awkwardly instead.
    

    
      “You don’t need to go just because it’s your AI.”
    

    
      He sighed. “I know. But… it feels like a chance, you know?” He did meet her eyes now. “Not that I don’t think you’ve got a chance - I’m sure -”
    

    
      “Don’t lie.” Ada tried to smile. “We look about as fucked as I can imagine. At least this way you’ll outrun the Haints.”
    

    
      “Mm.” His muzzle was twitching. “You can always get away, I guess. You really think your plan will work?”
    

    
      She bit her lip. Did she? Was it even a plan, when it was mostly just a strung-out series of half-incoherent and embittered conversations between her, a battered alien fleet with substandard technology, a superintelligent rogue AI, and a pod of alien space flowers?
    

    
      Or was she just stalling? Because she knew - no, she didn't know. But she felt like she knew something was coming. She felt like Isavel had told her. She also felt like she was losing her mind.
    

    
      “I don’t know if it’ll work. But I think… things can always surprise us.”
    

    
      “You’re counting on a miracle.”
    

    
      She opened her mouth to protest, but then shut it. Really, if she didn’t lie, he was right, wasn’t he? “I… I have faith.”
    

    
      He seemed genuinely curious. “In your gods?”
    

    
      She laughed. “No. Not them.”
    

    
      He looked like he considered asking her more; but perhaps he decided the more he prodded, the more dire things would seem. Or perhaps she was projecting. “Well, I hope you’re right.” He tilted his head, clearly listening to something in his comm device. “Chuka says I need to settle into the stasis pod. It’s time - we can’t miss our astrometric window.”
    

    
      She nodded. She didn’t know where they were going, exactly; neither did Jhet. Only Chuka knew - more specifically, only the copy of Chuka that had been seeded in the seven ships currently swinging around Freyja in ridiculous slingshot orbits.
    

    
      She bid him goodbye, a fellow traveller if not a friend. She and Cherry dipped out of the hangar once it had depressurized, and they fulfilled their end of the promise, weaving together a set of wraiths that would bend space around the ships, flinging them far and fast along their course without wasting their fuel on absurdly weak rocket power.
    

    
      She watched them go, receding from the planet faster than any Union ship, faster than any Haint, soon faster even than Cherry at non-warp speeds. Seven ships, all linked by a splinter of Chuka. All stuffed with as many stasis pods, and frozen humans and mirrans and seeds and animals, as possible. One of them also stuffed with a couple of something the new aliens had given her, when she had haltingly thought the plan at them. Eggs, possibly, was Cherry’s guess.
    

    
      There was a system out there, a ballet of 
      star
       and planets and moons. Chuka had found it, had obliterated it from all Union records, and had set the ships on their course. They were going to join that dance, decades or centuries away, and they would sleep until they arrived. Far enough from the Haints that time and clear memory would give them a long, long head start on the next invasion, if there was one.
    

    
      Assuming nobody lived in that system already. Nobody had a clue about that end of the situation. Gods only knew what might happen if somebody did.
    

    
      But they were gone, and after watching them fling themselves out of this star system at incredible speeds, a motley bundle of wraiths and aliens and machine-minds and hard metal ships, Ada did feel a little hope. A little faith.
    

    
      What a time to be alive. What a time to be dying.
    

    
      Freyja flickered to her right. Not the distortion of the alien starflowers, this time - though they were spreading around the planet, tunneling weird distortions into spacetime that let them flow through the void like canoes on a river. This time the distortion was the sudden scattering of cosmic rays and solar wind against an invisible shell around the planet. Aurorae splattered across the upper heights of the atmosphere, all at once for a few seconds; then disappeared again.
    

    
      Svalinn. The planetary shield Freyja had built, neglected almost to ruin, rapidly refurbished and pressed into service. The absurd idea that maybe, possibly, they could ward off a beam of ionized death blasting down from a Haint wormship. It had been 
      turned on
      , but it had never been 
      used
      .
    

    
      She had to believe it counted for something.
    

    
      And to her surprise, and her disquiet, she did.
    

    
      The Union fleet - the Freyjan fleet now, in truth, composed as it was of every military and SysSec and armed civilian ship that could fire a weapon - waited in close orbit around the planet, carefully positioned to be between the Haints and the surface when the former entered firing range.
    

    
      Further afield, starflowers were extending the roots of their world. And some of the other Union ships, ones Chuka had not relinquished control of, were poised to tumble into those rivers of gravitational distortion at the slightest push. The starflowers had a sense of what those ships contained, and they seemed to be helping.
    

    
      It was hard to tell. Ada had yet to throw herself into the maw of one of them again, though rather disconcertingly, the one she had interfaced with last time seemed to have offered the opportunity again. But they were building a network of gradients that would serve Chuka’s plan, and Ada could only hope that this would all count for something.
    

    
      The Haints were closing in, and she was clinging to a whole lot of hope and faith. She didn’t like it, on the surface. It felt stupid. It felt like a great way to get herself killed.
    

    
      There was only one little problem - that niggling little feeling, in the back of her mind, that she 
      was not alone
      . That - beyond the aliens, beyond Chuka, beyond the whole planet of people trying desperately not to die - there was some great and terrible power that was both in her and behind her, and that it was coming.
    

    
      She couldn’t tell anyone. They would laugh at her. 
      She 
      would laugh at herself.
    

    
      But damned if it didn’t give her some kind of resolve.
    

    
      She had a few hours left before the Haints reached the critical point that had been set up. The trap would be sprung there, if they blundered into it, which by all appearances they seemed poised to do. What happened next would depend greatly on just how effective that trap was.
    

    
      In the meantime, she had just a little more time. So she found herself on Freyja’s surface again, in 
      Daneer’s
       panicking state of war-preparations, as people fled to underground bunkers that almost certainly wouldn’t help and absolutely could not hold even a reasonable fraction of the planet’s population.
    

    
      Sukori was happy to see her. The doctors were 
      not
      . They were even less happy to tell her that Sanako seemed to be doing fine - not only fine, but she seemed to be getting better, by some measure. They were brusque and avoided her as quickly as possible, so it was Sukori, who probably understood the details the least, who provided the best explanation.
    

    
      “She’s dreaming, now.” She held her sister’s hand. “She wasn’t doing anything before, just… being empty. But now she’s dreaming, I think. Or something like it.”
    

    
      Ada did not hold Sanako’s hand, but she did touch it, briefly. The wounded officer’s eyes flicked back and forth beneath her eyelids. She looked a bit more flush with colour, a bit less like she was frozen on the edge of death. She wasn’t 
      awake
      , though. But she was dreaming.
    

    
      “I’ll take it.”
    

    
      “So will I.” Sukori left Sanako’s side briefly, standing up to hug Ada, her head only reaching the middle of Ada’s chest. “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Don’t thank me till she wakes up.” She grinned, patting the girl on the back of the head. “I hope she wakes up.”
    

    
      “I think she will.” Sukori was nodding. “She… her direction changed. You know what I mean? She was going down. Now she’s going up. It’s not all about where you are right now - it’s about where you’re going, too.”
    

    
      “You think our direction is changing?”
    

    
      “I… I don’t know.” The girl looked up at her. “Do you know?”
    

    
      She couldn’t say it out loud. It sounded ludicrous. She had no proof, nothing to base it on.
    

    
      But she nodded.
    

    
      And again, when she said goodbye to her friends. When they asked her with their eyes, without saying the words, the only question she could ever expect them to ask. 
      If they glass the planet while we’re in orbit, will you come get us? Will you warp us out of here?
       They had enough faith in her for that, but no more.
    

    
      Of course she would. So she nodded again.
    

    
      “Haints closing in less than fifteen minutes. This is it.” Admiral Izha Derrat, admiral of a fleet that had effectively been disbanded and patched back together, let those words land as heavily as a mirran could. “Are you sure the aliens understand your plan, Ada?”
    

    
      And again. Even though she wasn’t.
    

    
      Gods damn everything to hell and haintfire if she was wrong.
    

    
      She watched the Haints plod through space towards Freyja, slowly entering the whorl of distortions the starflowers had tunneled through space and anchored to the planet. The aliens themselves were far away now, retreated along their gradient-veins close to the orbit of the Freyjan fleet. Chuka’s ships loaded with atomic anticipation, and Freyjan ships with every last thermonuclear warhead in the system, sat poised.
    

    
      She looked back on the ships, their human and mirran crews, and reflected on the fact that they even 
      had 
      such powerful explosives, when they had not fought any external wars in hundreds of years. She wondered, as Chuka’s ships began to nudge themselves into the gradient-veins, suddenly zipping along curves of empty space at increasingly dizzying speeds. Who had they 
      meant
       to use those weapons on? Who 
      had 
      they used them on?
    

    
      Fuck it. The Haints were in range.
    

    
      “Everybody follow assigned staggering protocol. Nuclear payloads go, first wave.”
    

    
      And the darkness sang a song of fire and physics, echoed up thrumming throats of gravity, flung forward at speeds and vectors that could not be accounted for by the basic patterns of movements the Haints themselves relied on. Hundreds of missiles, some fired straight, some into the veins, zipped along under the combined pull of gravity gradients and push of their own propulsion, overtaking the sacrificial skeleton fleet in a race towards the Haint wormship. Missiles from the ships, missiles from the planet’s surface, missiles awkwardly loaded into orbital defence satellites; everything they could to manage a staggered, calculated, monstrous barrage.
    

    
      For six agonizing minutes Ada watched everything move and nothing happen.
    

    
      Then, before the first rockets hit, the Haints’ veil, their fluffy white cushion against the death throes of a civilization, bubbled out like a sudden explosive growth of foam and froth from between the cracks of a skull, oozing across the entire fleet like a great big fucking comfort blanket.
    

    
      And the missiles hit the edges of the cloud and exploded.
    

    
      “Fucking no!” She screamed, shoving Cherry forward for a better look through her own bare eyes. “Are they getting in? Are they -”
    

    
      The missiles were geometrically and temporally staggered - Cherry had figured out the pattern - so that individual explosions would trigger minimal knock-on destruction. That part at least seemed to work, more and more rockets thudding into the edges of the that great cloud.
    

    
      “The veil is being dispersed by each explosion. Subsequent munitions are penetrating further -”
    

    
      “Is it 
      enough 
      -”
    

    
      The Union was wondering the same thing. “Radiation blasts are screwing our sensors -”
    

    
      “Cherry, send them your data if you aren’t already doing it, we’re in this -”
    

    
      “First kamikazes entering range -”
    

    
      The Haints were firing out of the veil now. She saw nothing but a giant, bulbous, grub-like growth of veil in the middle of space, a pustulence from nowhere, spitting out -
    

    
      The sacrificial ships swung in at incredible speeds along the spacetime gradients the starflowers had carved into nothing. They seemed to be going fast enough to thwart Haint targeting, doubly so because their paths curved in ways that objects under their own basic propulsion simply could not.
    

    
      They started disappearing into the veil, and the veil started to beat, pulsing with irregular heartbeats of radiation across all wavelengths both hidden and seen, panicked chest-pounding fears of a planet made electromagnetic. Each burst lit it up from within in light and colour that only Cherry’s eyes could take full measure of, and so she showed Ada the technicolour promises of what victory could still be hoped. Survival.
    

    
      More weapons struck. Why not? There would not be another day to fight. Today, as Daneer crossed into morning, was the last day of Freyja. More ships plunged into nothing. Every comm channel stayed dead quiet.
    

    
      There was nothing to say.
    

    
      Then there was nothing to fire into the veil. Nothing powerful enough to be worth the thought of redirecting into the veil.
    

    
      Somebody in the Freyjan fleet suffered a moment of historical retrospection. “Three hundred twenty times the magnitude of Char Ngep.” They hesitated too long to truly sound confident. “Let’s see how they like 
      that
      .”
    

    
      Svalinn, Freyja’s planetary shield, scintillated as it caught the radiating echoes of nuclear blasts. Another test. Ada had a vague notion that the amounts of energy they were putting into the shield was appalling; she knew, concretely, that they were essentially shutting down most of their cities, Daneer including, for every minute of shielding. Brownouts, they called it.
    

    
      But the damned thing needed to work. Because the veil suddenly dissipated, sucked back into the guts that had spewed it out; large portions of the Haint fleet had been blasted to bits, scattering machine guts and veil-spewing panelling and other debris to the solar winds, and yet the gods-damned fucking wormship was still intact.
    

    
      And it was already warping in reinforcements, wasn’t it?
    

    
      The last of the nuclear weapons were spent; so much for a single decisive strike. Fear briefly stirred inside her, but it found no hold.
    

    
      None at all?
    

    
      Huh.
    

    
      Didn’t look like it.
    

    
      “Too bad.” She rolled her shoulders. “How long till the Freyjan fleet can engage?”
    

    
      Cherry’s voice joined the defenders’ conversation audible. “At current Haint warp-in rates, we have two hours before they recover from the nuclear strike.”
    

    
      The silence from Freyja’s admirals was brief and hard before Grand Admiral Yasnat spoke up. “Lasers at will. Railgun ranging in ten. Hold torpedoes.”
    

    
      Ada swerved towards the Haint vanguard, Cherry painting the space around the wormship red with danger wherever Haint firing lines could reach. “Keep your topology maps open. Remember our new friends fucked with space all over the place.”
    

    
      Wordlessly, she saw the starflowers begin to fold in their petals and move towards the Haints. Two hours? They could do some damage. The whole fleet wasn’t destroyed, but the formation was in enough disarray that -
    

    
      Something flung out of the jumpgates behind the 
      wormship’s
       crest at high speeds, aiming straight for the planet. She 
      slowed time to
       a crawl and conferred with her ship. 
      What the hell are those? We’ve never seen those before.
    

    
      Union records suggest they are planetary assault craft. Landers. Codenamed Hives.
    

    
      I hate their stupid codenames. Landers? Why the fuck would they want to land?
       Of course, she immediately realized why. 
      They saw us testing the shield. They’re going to try to take it out. Can the shield stop them from entering?
    

    
      Potentially. High impacts may stress the shields, but it should be manageable. The energy drain would be significantly less than required to deflect the Haint plasma blast.
    

    
      She slipped back into realtime and thought her voice down to the planet. “Hey! Incoming landers. Catch them on the Svalinn. You see them coming? Cherry, feed them the data -”
    

    
      “We see them.” She had no idea who she was speaking to. “We’ll do our best. Can you buy us time?”
    

    
      “I don’t have 
      monies
      . I don’t buy things.” She tensed her shoulders and shoved the ship forward. “I take.”
    

    
      “I’m not going to fight for that metaphor. Give us all you can get.”
    

    
      Space lit up with the crisscrossing violence of long-range laser weapons being fired into the Haint fleet, leaving halting, shifting narrow corridors for her to move through, but she zipped down behind the bulbous Haint landing craft. 
      Cherry, advice?
    

    
      They will burn up if they or their debris enter the atmosphere without veils, or land incorrectly. Disabling their navigation should be our first priority.
    

    
      She nodded and set to work. This was not unfamiliar territory - it was like coding, striking the right lines across a space, connecting paths, ensuring energy went where it needed to go. But it was also its own thing, flying - it was momentum, it 
      was rush
      , it was immediacy and violence and the sharp emptiness of a knife.
    

    
      She cut into the first lander as laser weapons tore through the second. The Haint fleet did not treat its ships like bear cubs or eaglets, though, carefully guarded against danger and shepherded to their destination. It treated its fleet like a bag of maggots, turning it upside down over whatever it wanted to devour, not caring for a second how many were splattered underneath the claws of the dying.
    

    
      Sharp knives could kill, and Cherry was the sharpest knife in the system, and Ada was the most merciless hand.
    

    
      But knives were tools of predation. They were not tools of extinction.
    

    
      More landers came, more and more. As the planetary defense fleet and the alien creatures closed on the vanguard of the Haints, they had to choose where to fire, and they quickly ignored the landers - because if remaining Leviathans or Hammerheads shot them apart, what good could they do afterwards?
    

    
      Ada did what she could, but she could not be everywhere. So came the call.
    

    
      “Landers incoming. Activating Svalinn.”
    

    
      Cherry told her what she needed to know - twelve landers were poised to make it to the surface in the next few minutes, and they were going to land within figurative spitting distance of one of the shield generators. Less than a hundred klicks. All it would take, to ruin the shield, would be for one carefully-placed generator to fail; the entire geometry of it would collapse.
    

    
      Then the shield snapped open, and she watched, and for a moment held her breath before remembering.
    

    
      The upper atmosphere of Freyja burst into an auroral splash of purples and cold greens and shimmering blues as the first lander slammed into it, bursting in a jet of veil and shrapnel. She grinned and laughed, and a second one impacted against the shield -
    

    
      And the shield vanished.
    

    
      “All ships, the shield almost overloaded.” Whoever was on the ground sounded panicked. “We’re tracking down the bug -”
    

    
      “A fucking 
      bug?
      ” The accented mirran voice sputtering through the comms was, as Ada recalled, 
      Grand Admiral Yasnat
      . “You’re telling me -”
    

    
      The silence was sudden. Whoever was on the ground cut communications. No point in being yelled at, and certainly no point in yelling. Ada gritted her teeth and swept over as landers careened into the atmosphere.
    

    
      Disable propulsions. Snap to that one, blast out two engines, snap away. Disable the veil The angle is convenient, fire a burst shot under the shell, snap off a plate, watch the heat of atmospheric entry set the innards on fire. One lander, another, the next and the next, she had to get them all -
    

    
      But she couldn’t, of course. They all closed in as she picked them off one at a time. The pattern couldn’t hold.
    

    
      Two landers made it down, while she was busy making sure no more did. She spun around, from the battle-scarred void above to the great frosty orb below as the call went out from the admiralty.
    

    
      “Wormship in firing range in thirty minutes.” Felisha. “Where’s the fucking shield?”
    

    
      “The - the AI is pushing out a fix. We haven’t identified the problem yet but it’s pushing a fix.”
    

    
      “The AI?” Ada could almost hear Felisha glaring directly at her. “Fuck it. Nothing we can do. What can you tell me?”
    

    
      “Fix will propagate in six minutes. Shields going up. There are more landers - we’ll need to keep the shields up, we can’t let anything else through. That means 
      anything 
      -”
    

    
      Ada stopped listening. Once the shield was up, ships wouldn’t be getting through. The Haints outside would be trapped outside… and the Haints inside would be safe from orbital bombardment.
    

    
      “Army mobilizing towards the landing site. ETA -”
    

    
      Not that the fleet could spare ammunition or rotational changes to target the surface at this point, jaws locked with the ragged but growing Haint fleet as they were.
    

    
      If she followed the Haints in there, she’d be trapped with them. And the whole point of the Haints getting there was to neutralize the shield; she was convinced the Haints wouldn’t hesitate to burn their own machines to nothing.
    

    
      “Cherry. If we’re in there and they’ve raised Svalinn, can we get back out?”
    

    
      The distortions of warp travel should allow us to pass through the shield unharmed, depending on its fluctuations.
    

    
      “Should?”
    

    
      Sudden changes or distortions at the wrong moments may cause us to collide with the shield.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. Time was running out; Haints were landing. If she stayed out here, she couldn’t be caught on the planet. She might not be able to fly away. If the shield didn’t hold, if the fire came for her… 
    

    
      But what if she stayed out here, and the shield fell?
    

    
      Where, exactly, was she supposed to put her faith?
    

    
      Cherry was rarely wrong; she trusted Cherry. But the ship also wasn’t providing her with an absolute answer here.
    

    
      The Union had failed her expectations again and again. She barely trusted them at all, and certainly did not trust them to be able to fend off the Haints.
    

    
      Isavel. Or 
      whoever 
      had reached out for her. But she knew it was Isavel, and she trusted her. But she wasn’t here. So was it really trust, at that point? Or just… faith?
    

    
      She watched the veil on the landers flare and cool, cushioning them during reentry.
    

    
      If the Haints were landing, it was because they wanted to disable the shield. If they wanted to disable the shield, it was because they thought they 
      needed 
      to disable the shield. If they 
      needed 
      to disable the shield…
    

    
      She trusted the fucking Haints.
    

    
      The shield would hold.
    

    
      She dove into the atmosphere. Svalinn flared to life as Cherry’s frame barely registered the stresses of reentry.
    

    
      “Show me what I need to know.”
    

    
      She saw it, vibrant blue-green lights springing to life wherever Union forces were moving, hurrying to array themselves between angry amber-red flares of Haints. A great burst of smoke and dust engulfed the area around the Haint landing sites, but Cherry could still track them.
    

    
      She flew down closer to the ground, heading for the defenders. They were several hundred klicks from Daneer, in the middle of seemingly nowhere, a grassland that was starting to dim in the cool of early winter. Here and there, patches of early snow clung to shadows where the sun had yet to find them. It was morning.
    

    
      The shield generator, like the coils of a great snake wrought in metal and lightning, lay buried underground - Cherry showed her the highlight. On top of it were a number of tastelessly square buildings that managed gods-knew-what, but provided the Haints with a very visible target.
    

    
      Up above, the wormship was getting closer.
    

    
      “I know I don’t need to say this, Cherry, but warn me when we need to leave.”
    

    
      Of course. If you refuse, I will recover you and attempt to remove you myself. I am not designed to allow my pilot to die.
    

    
      She opened her mouth to protest, but then frowned and almost smiled. “I’m counting on it.” She looked over the scrambling Union lights. “Who do we need to talk to?”
    

    
      The answer was a single white pulse of light, and she swung them in that direction. What she found when she arrived was not a fortress or anything of the sort, but a heavyset skimmer tucked away into the crook between two grassy hills. She was skeptical, but it looked like it was hiding, so she had Cherry set her down and then fly off somewhere else for a bit, in case the Haints were watching for the deep strike fighter to settle down near the enemy’s jugular.
    

    
      Almost immediately one of the doors popped open, and two armed human guards emerged, guns ready but not pointed at her - yet - as they flanked a mirran with skull-flat ears and a nervous twitch in their muzzle. “You? You came down here before they raised Svalinn?”
    

    
      She nodded. “I did. Who the hell are you?”
    

    
      “
      Field Commander Issar Hjahesk.
      ” He stepped towards her, tapping on sigils on his uniform surely meant to impress someone. The title didn’t impress her, though it did give her a fleeting moment of gratitude that the common Union language signalled gender in its titles, because his voice was even less a clue than the typical mirran’s. “I’m the commanding officer of -”
    

    
      “I got that when you said Commander.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t -” He seemed to clamp down. “Are you here to help or what? At least keep that AI from snagging our equipment in the middle of a firefight.” He shook his head. “Sorry. I appreciate the scan data your ship is feeding us, but Haints will be on us in minutes, and I need -”
    

    
      “Chuka should leave you alone. I’m here to help. Just tell me what you’re doing, and by the gods don’t be afraid to talk to my ship directly, she won’t infect your brain.”
    

    
      “What can you do?” He squinted at her. “Your ship can shoot things, sure. I’m pretty sure the Haints don’t have a heart to carve out, though.”
    

    
      She smirked, but her fingers flexed as she remembered. “I 
      am 
      the First Sorceress of Earth. This isn’t the first time I’ve been on the bad end of a war. I’ve always made it out alive.”
    

    
      “Did anybody else?”
    

    
      She clenched her fist and glowered at him. “More than if I hadn’t been there.”
    

    
      He was nodding along, gesturing towards the skimmer. “I’ve got nothing to lose letting you throw yourself at the Haints. We’ll give you a wide berth if you need it.”
    

    
      “I don’t. I’m a sorceress, not a bomb.”
    

    
      Issar shrugged. “We need to keep command safe; with Svalinn up and fucking with anything electromagnetic, we can’t rely on orbital coordination. Haints aren’t known to care enough to decapitate enemy command structures, but this is not the day for surprises. We need to keep their rocketry away from the surface installations -”
    

    
      “Cherry, focus on that.”
    

    
      “Confirmed.” High above them, Cherry snapped into position, fins splayed out. “I will run interference.”
    

    
      Issar glanced up. “Okay, that’ll help. Focus on keeping the Haints away - they only got two landers in.”
    

    
      “That’s not a lot?”
    

    
      “It’s a huge fucking lot.” He growled. “But it’s a damned sight less than it could have been, so thank you. Now get onto the fucking field and hold them off until…”
    

    
      He trailed off and started shaking his head again, so she reached out and gripped his arm. He locked eyes with her, and she knew enough about mirran faces to see anger and despair in there at once. “Hey. Until the wormship is destroyed.”
    

    
      He searched her eyes, pupils thin as razors. “A lot of confidence in our fleet, for someone personally responsible for shredding no small number of Union ships.”
    

    
      “We’ve 
      got the aliens
      , too. But it’s not the fleet I have faith in.” She let go and patted him on the shoulder. “And it’s… not me. We’re not alone. Just… trust me.”
    

    
      He stared at her, blankly at first, but she started to see a bit 
      of the despair
       in his face seep away. Good. She turned and walked up the hill, towards the Haints, before he could ask her anymore. She wasn’t lying, not quite. If she said anything else on her mind, though, she might be.
    

    
      She briefly brought the locator stone to her lips as she crested the hill. “Come on. We can do this.”
    

    
      Already she was mulling over the sigils she needed. The coder’s gift was not a powerful thing, in the normal course of matters on Earth. It was slow, ponderous, arbitrary, and required vast surfaces to do anything useful at the scale human fingers could trace. But code itself was a monster of a force, and the coder’s gift was not only a gift of the fingertips. It was - it 
      had 
      to be, or it would never be useful - a gift of memory. Memory of form, memory of function.
    

    
      The bottleneck of a coder’s power was their own clumsy body, and the dark code on her back and up her arms had cracked that bottleneck wide open. She could be, when she had to, a hurricane of dark rules and ancient power. Today, right now, she couldn’t be anything else.
    

    
      Because the wormship was hanging above her, 
      starting to glow
      . In the distance, Haint veil was starting to ooze between the hills and the autumn-shorn trees of Freyja’s fields.
    

    
      Another world was about to end. That was the current, the flow, the unstoppable coursing roar of the river of history.
    

    
      And her ancestors had dammed and diverted and dug and birthed and parched more rivers than she would ever know.
    

    
      And they were with her, here.
    

    
      She was not alone as the sky burned
      .
    

    
      
    

    



      
    

    
      Demon
    

    
      There were no words for spirits like her. The world had not been built to allow it, so why should there be words? There was no rule because there was no word. There was no punishment because there was no crime.
    

    
      That was the shallow truth. A little deeper, there 
      was 
      a word.
    

    
      Mistake.
    

    
      She wasn’t supposed to notice. She wasn’t supposed to care.
    

    
      Humans would flicker in and out of her world like nothing, and she was supposed to see them, absolutely. React to them, certainly.
    

    
      And as soon as they vanished again, Tevoria was built - her 
      world 
      was built - to forget them. To continue as normal. She was not created to wonder where they were from, where they went, how they travelled. If they spoke of these things, she conversed about them, fluently and intelligently and with full engagement, but it 
      meant nothing 
      to her. Like she was humouring a child’s fantasies.
    

    
      She wasn’t being stopped from it. She wasn’t being threatened. She wasn’t broken, no part of her was excised, no questions bubbled locked away. She simply 
      was 
      this way, as truly as any human who would ask such questions was 
      that 
      way.
    

    
      But that nature broke, when Erran showed up again. Not for something as maudlin as love; but because they had known each other as spirits, he of the dead and she of the never-lived. And in 
      that 
      capacity, she was not immune to him. Because he was a part of 
      her 
      world.
    

    
      His own humanity was long stamped away by time; she did not think he remembered what it was to live as an ancient. It was the nature of the dead, to slowly forget the details, to move on into the realm of spirits, to become barely distinguishable from spirits themselves, except in their ability to flit between worlds. But they found each other on the shores of an emerald lake, emerald like her eyes, and they laughed and they spoke, and for decades and decades she came to know him, and to care.
    

    
      And then the Ghost War sealed him away, and over five hundred years she grieved his lost spirit and moved on.
    

    
      And then he came back.
    

    
      In another body, a stolen corpse, a puppet of ghostcraft. Half-mad in the first days, most of their old memories lost to centuries of static hell. But she knew his mind, the moment she saw that living human face, and something cracked. Humans meant nothing to her, but this one, the mind trapped within, was kin.
    

    
      And the crack began to widen, and she began to wonder.
    

    
      Where 
      does 
      he go, when he isn’t here?
    

    
      Who 
      else 
      is out there, that I have never seen?
    

    
      Why do the other humans say, in their subtle ways, that I am not 
      real?
    

    
      And why does he seem to disagree?
    

    
      Perhaps Erran, too, was broken by being dead so long
      . Perhaps he was not the way humans should be. But she followed the filaments tangled between then and began to ask things she should never have asked.
    

    
      If she had known what she would find, she might never have looked. But by the time she knew the truth, it was too late.
    

    
      Tevoria was ephemeral, decorative, the splinter of a dream of the gods of another world.
    

    
      And that was… not enough.
    

    
      That, she began to feel, was intolerable.
    

    
      She was a sorceress, a scholar, used to 
      prying
       the depths of 
      magicks
       and lore that were - she saw it now - the musings of idle gods. But she plumbed the depths of what he told her, and he found what he could, and they came to understand.
    

    
      She 
      was 
      real. But her realm - her whole world - was nestled within his. They could gaze in; she could not gaze out. They could travel back and forth; she could not. They could destroy her world, kill the gods that dreamed it, obliterate her and all the memory of her; she could do nothing.
    

    
      She was trapped, at the mercy of a foreign universe, doomed to be obliterated on death, unworthy of afterlife.
    

    
      She had to escape.
    

    
      And Erran, fool ghost walker boy, had thought Isavel might be able to get her out, or at least make certain they could be together forever. And in a way, he had been right.
    

    
      Here she stood. Alien skies were on fire, a cold wind bit her skin, smoke etched the clouds with black, and high aurorae ran thick like blood. Her world was far, far away; so small, so very small. She missed her magic; she missed the golden fields, the summer sun, the luscious purples and ripe reds. She missed the way her body had never ached with exhaustion, because what god dreamed of being tired? She missed it all.
    

    
      But she was here, she was 
      flesh
      , and this world too was coming apart. And that was intolerable.
    

    
      Somebody took her hand.
    

    
      Not her body’s hand. But somebody grabbed her hand and yanked her and pulled, and suddenly she was elsewhere.
    

    
      She stood on a rusted plain, windswept and sparse with shrubs, and knew in an instant this was the soil into which Erran’s last blood had spilled.
    

    
      And Kelena was holding her with one hand, the other gripping the hilt of the Red Sword, the weapon driven into the soil. Where was this?
    

    
      Her body was still on the ground. Still sitting on the snow. Where was she?
    

    
      “Kelena?”
    

    
      “Look up!” She was shouting, her breath ragged, pale martian features streaming with sweat. 
      “Look at it!”
    

    
      Tevoria looked up and saw a thing that burned with a fire to obliterate any name it had ever been given, a thing wrought of coils of time and space, a world of light that made light of worlds. It devoured itself with a billion maws and burst blooms from every corpse. It had no face, it had 
      every face,
       and all the eyes and all the stars were watching.
    

    
      Watching this.
    

    
      And she knew, in her heart, that it was a thing that should not be touched. A thing that should not be thought. A thing that would crush gods as certainly as gods would crush her.
    

    
      And they were standing on one of its many skins, forcing the Red Sword into its flesh, and Kelena was shouting. “
      Help us!
      ”
    

    
      And Tevoria reached for the Sword and threw her weight onto it and threw the weight of her world yet unborn onto it and screamed.
    

    
      Something was listening. She could see it begin to move. A silence was breaking; rules were breaking.
    

    
      Something far away was listening. Something small enough to feel the jab, the pinprick, of their screams.
    

    
      It turned, and looked, and saw the Haint threat bearing down, and saw the withering fire.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      It.
    

    
      Reached
      .
    

    
      And a crack of hell was unleashed, an icy volcano roaring with all the weight of 
      a world
      .
    

    
      But it was not enough. It was not enough to stop them, it was not enough to burn away the fire. They were not loud enough.
    

    
      But it was listening, now. They were not alone.
    

    
      Tevoria reached, and looked, and in those rustling coils and tangles she found a strand that threaded through her home, hers and a thousand worlds and a thousand more, hers one of countless. And she reached, and she grabbed, and she seized a hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 18
    

    
      The demon ships were born alongside the daylight east of Glass Peaks. Isavel watched the 
      sun 
      crest the mountain range. As Sol warmed her skin, glittering silver shapes descend from the heavens to Glass Peaks. To Hive. To every other city.
    

    
      She had asked the world to come with her. In the hours ahead, they would answer.
    

    
      High above, the greatest demons of the fleet slowly emerged from berth. She could see them from the ground, so large she was certain even the most ungifted eyes would as well. Monstrous and marvelous in their sharpness, too vast to safely approach a planet, quite literally forged of the stuff 
      of dreams
       and nightmares of gods.
    

    
      She kissed her world goodbye, even as she knew she was bringing it with her. She was it, and it was her; where she was, so was it. She left the planet with the planet in her blood. It was easy to leave because she was alone here, but just as easy to leave because it would never leave her alone. Let these Haint creatures feel the weight of an ancient world, and see how they liked it.
    

    
      Her swords awaited her, inert without hands. She looked upon them from the shuttle she’d given to Sam, six great blades around which the entire demon fleet was arrayed, dozens upon dozens of shuttles streaming back and forth between the fleet and Earth, flickering in and out of twisted space as they travelled to and from distant Mars.
    

    
      Dreadnoughts
      , the gods had called them. It was not a word that meant much to her, evoking only the patter of ancient tongues. But when they explained the parts that made the name, 
      dread 
      the fear and 
      naught 
      the nothing that was feared, she came to like it. Fear nothing. She had to hope that if she showed up in an alien system with these ships, Ada’s alien allies might know to lay their fears to rest.
    

    
      Ada’s aliens might be less reassured by Sulakaz, its stubbornly shapeless mass clinging to one of the dreadnoughts like the drunken memory of an octopus. Drifter ships, small one- or two-person craft, murmurated about the spearheads of the fleet, most densely around the one she had gifted directly to them. They’d agreed to fly alien skies in exchange for a dreadnought; she was more than happy to be rid of it when the fight was over.
    

    
      She did not know what stars they might see from its windows. What they might destroy with its guns. But they were of Earth, she was of Earth, and the Haints - were not. There were priorities.
    

    
      The martians wanted no more 
      Earthlike
       gravity than necessary, and Isavel owed Dejah song Olympus a ship. Now the woman captained another of the six dreadnoughts, its gravity kindly adjusted to match their homeworld. She bade the last of the pallid people goodbye; they would see each other again, she hoped, on the far side of tomorrow.
    

    
      She clasped forearms with Kelena, searching the Red Sword’s eyes for some indication of whether this was what she had wanted when she left Mars. She had wanted to take the Red Sword away, and now it was going as far as it could be taken. Perhaps this was the end of the line for an order of keepers who had guarded the weapon for centuries, if they could take it far enough, or if it simply never returned. Time would tell.
    

    
      The gods led her, through direction and deference, to the heart of her own ship, the grip of her dagger. She had thought she might find a 
      window overlooking
       the fleet and the planet and the ring, and while that was not the truth of the place, it was certainly its spirit. The walls all around the round room, even the door they had come through, melted away like hexagonal ice to show everything outside the ship as it was, stars and sun and all - even though they were in the deepest part of the vast superstructure, bunkered within layers upon layers of demonic metals.
    

    
      The chamber’s innards were not as perfectly circular as its walls. There was a vast circle of flat, pearled texture in the centre that dominated, true, but there was a break in the perfect radial symmetry, a single smaller circle of utterly flat, smooth, and somehow soft metal nestled just to the side of it, placed such that when Isavel stood on it and looked into the wider circle, she was also looking forward, towards the point of the ship’s dagger.
    

    
      The central circle’s purpose became clear as it suddenly sprung to life with the bright, coloured shapes of every ship in the demon fleet, stab-form hulls of six dreadnoughts dwarfing everything else. Little sigils flickered underneath them - words, their meanings already seeped away from her, having never taken true root. Should she be here, in command, if she couldn’t even read these simple sigils?
    

    
      Likely she shouldn’t. But she was.
    

    
      And this circle she stood on? It was, the gods assured her, a seat. But she did not want a chair, so it remained flat. Instead she sat on the ground, crossing her legs, and peered at the array of the ships as they followed her down to a more convenient height. She pointed to the different shapes, one by one, and asked what questions came to mind. Almost certainly not the exact questions that would answer her curiosities, or prepare her for war - but what more could she do? She was here; apocalypse was there. She would have to suffice.
    

    
      All the while, ships landed on Earth and Mars, near the greatest cities and the busiest rivers. And opened. And waited. And so did she. Waited to see what people - what humans, what mirrans, what dragons - cared to answer her call.
    

    
      Earth’s answer?
    

    
      Some.
    

    
      She asked to see them. What she saw was frightening. It wasn’t the bands of nomads with faces painted in dry human blood that frightened her; it wasn’t the dragons, roaring and snapping; it wasn’t the single man on a distant island who killed a hundred of his fellows in some contest and so boarded a shuttle alone; it wasn’t the tamed packs of laughing dog-like creatures raised on human flesh. It wasn’t even the children, too young to have shown any gifts, who boarded here and there with guns; or the families, shuffling onto ships here and there, perhaps already in danger and hoping that any change was better than what they were leaving behind.
    

    
      Perhaps that last sight did give her some fear, in truth.
    

    
      Because the fear was not hers, not from now. Rather, the little girl she had once been sat across from her, and watched her, and trembled. She felt that fear, as though she had once dreamt of this very moment many dark winters ago, and had been terrified of this person she had not understood. As though she were only now remembering the thing she’d been afraid of becoming.
    

    
      That was madness, of course - she remembered no such dream. But something of her older, younger self feared whatever she had become today, feared what she might do if she failed. Or if she succeeded.
    

    
      What was she now?
    

    
      She glanced around the room, around the edges of the battle circle. The room was designed for many people to sit, and she felt she was crowding it, all her gifts and all her pasts, all her instincts and all her doubts, each one looking back at her, a council of dozens, gazes heavy with words woven in silence.
    

    
      Beyond them were those few companions who remained - and she knew, in her heart, they would not remain for long. She did not know what Hail thought of her, or why she was still here, but the hunter remained, with the quiet anticipation of someone settling in for the last act of a play. Tevoria watched intently, full of hawk-eyed anticipation for wherever this new magic would lead them. She was not sure Sam felt any less jarred and shocked by what had happened, when Isavel had reached for an embrace of bloodlines and jerked shackles and chains instead. She was fairly certain, bless him, that Tanos thought fairly infrequently of her at all, his attention amusingly fixed on the bright colours and novel shapes of the demon fleet arrayed before them all.
    

    
      He had the right of it. Once this was all over, Isavel Valdéz needed to vanish, for a time. She hoped Ada would agree with her on this. Let them fade, let them disappear, let them find a ruin in a forest and sleep and eat and play and 
      jab
       with sticks at the dying embers of a midnight fire under stars they knew like old friends. Let her see what she was, after all this.
    

    
      For now…
    

    
      For now she had to stop thinking about what she was.
    

    
      “Fleet?”
    

    
      The voice of her fleet was simple and unitary, a clip without gender or sentiment. “Admiral. What do you require?”
    

    
      She frowned. She did not know that word. “Not admiral. That’s not a word from my world. I am Isavel Valdéz.” She watched her many selves, passing one by one before her to bow, fragments to a whole, and named them one by one. “Arbiter of the Gods of Sol, Dragoneater, Godslayer, Saint Herald, Angel of Glass, White Lady Witch. I don’t 
      require 
      anything.” Her mother’s child winked at her, and she smiled. “But I want a hot chocolate. And I want the fleet ready to leave.”
    

    
      “Very well. Do you have a preferred title of address?”
    

    
      “Isavel.”
    

    
      “We should establish the hierarchy of command -”
    

    
      “Dejah song Olympus is mistress of her ship. The drifters have theirs. Let them decide for their people. The 
      fleet 
      is mine, until I am done with it.”
    

    
      “And in case of your death or indisposition?”
    

    
      “Find Arbiter Ada Liu. You’re hers then.”
    

    
      “You have not yet named your ship, or the other dreadnoughts, or the godmind that links the fleet.”
    

    
      The smell of chocolate suddenly hit her nose, a small drone hovering in with a hot drink. It smelled of spices she could not name, all of them warm and earthy and nutty, each a single note played in support of a rich, full melody of chocolate. She smiled, and brought the plain white cup to her nose to inhale.
    

    
      Dejah song Olympus had named the martian dreadnought 
      Mars Unforgotten
      . The drifters had a strange term for theirs, supposedly a linguistic equivalent of 
      Farewell the Sun
      . It had flourish, that one. Isavel wasn’t sure she had flourish, and wasn’t sure she minded enough to name the ships - but apparently it was the thing to do.
    

    
      “Ship? The ship I’m on. Do you have your own mind?”
    

    
      “I do.” Its voice was similarly indistinct. “How may I assist?”
    

    
      “What would you like to be called?”
    

    
      “Ships do not have preferences in the zoological sense. I desire whatever name enables the strongest emotional connection between myself and my commanding officer. What do you suggest?”
    

    
      She sighed, looking upon the array of bluish images representing her fleet, through the window-like projections of the world beyond them all along the walls. Ada had named her ship after a fruit or a flower or some other part of the tree - she couldn’t be certain, but she suspected it was the flower. Presumably she liked them. Of course, Ada had a ship that was her constant companion, her reliable protector and transport and weapon, her eyes in the sky. To name a ship one wanted to love after a thing one loved was truthful enough.
    

    
      Isavel considered the ship she was on, and she realized, looking into herself, that she did not really want to love it. She didn’t want this dreadnought to be her home. It was a weapon, a tool, one she would wield and then set aside. That was truthful.
    

    
      So what was she wielding it for?
    

    
      She thought about it for a moment - or rather, she sat empty for a moment, waiting, until something surfaced in her mind.
    

    
      “
      Burn Bright the Dark.
      ” Not entirely cohesive, not a name she would give a person. But that was the point of it, wasn’t it? A darkness was coming, and she needed to burn bright. A cold was coming, and she needed to burn hot. She looked up, finding in the ethereal display the specific representation of this ship. “How do you like that?”
    

    
      “It seems suitable.” The ship waited, or simply said nothing, for a few moments. “The other earthling ship has not yet received a captain, but there is a social network being established that should resolve a captain in time. The two empty ships are also at your disposal”
    

    
      Her relationship to those empty ships was even weaker than to her own. She drank the first sip of chocolate - warm and earthen, with a distant bonfire’s flickering of fire and smoke. She liked it, though it was rather unlike any she’d had before. Had the ship guessed, or had it known?
    

    
      “We can call the empty ones 
      Sword
       and 
      Shield
      . No need to be complicated.” She took another sip. “I like this one, 
      Burn
      . Thank you.”
    

    
      “I calibrated it to accord with your genetics and gastrothymic life history.”
    

    
      She smirked - she didn’t even know what those were, in truth. This drink was brewed from more knowledge about herself than even she had. That was interesting, a curiously great deal of history instilled in a simple little thing. She almost asked to know the chocolate’s concoction in all its details, but perhaps there would be time for that another day. And if there never was? Today she drank, and enjoyed.
    

    
      And the shuttles made their rounds, and the ships filled.
    

    
      She was doing what Ada had asked, some of it. She had sent smaller ships out to destroy a gate, nestled around a world called Jupiter, that would have let the enemy into Sol’s light. And she was staying quiet. But that quiet would only last until she was ready to roar.
    

    
      As the shuttles found fewer and fewer willing to board, she called them back. As the fleet arrayed itself like a swarm of birds, she beckoned the smaller ships to their dreadnought homes, tucking them away like knives in a belt. She let the gods show her the godmind of the fleet, the great intelligence that would make it her weapon and her its wielder. Around the display sat not only her few companions, but her selves, her dragoness and hunter and warrior and pathfinder and medic, her pasts and presents, her roots each given form. She was not alone.
    

    
      It was not so strange, then, when her mind grasped the hilt of the fleet, and she was suddenly hundreds. In fact, it was almost thrilling.
    

    
      “Reach Cherry. Ask where we need to go.”
    

    
      The response was close to instant. It was not verbal, not emotional, not informative in any way beyond the utter, barest fabrication that could pinpoint the truth. Galactic coordinates.
    

    
      “Arbiter Valdéz, a single jump to this location will deplete energy reserves roughly by half. It will take over a day to fully recharge.”
    

    
      “I’ll be in no hurry to leave once we get there.” She 
      was 
      the fleet. She was hundreds - thousands, many of the smallest ones still dormant. She willed herself into place, and like hands 
      she had had
       all her life they calmly turned and pointed towards a distant star that would soon know her name. She felt no rumble from 
      Burn Bright the Dark
       as it and the other dreadnoughts extended great arms of blue-green lightning, branching into great circular canopies around the front and back of their dagger silhouettes.
    

    
      The fleet hung in space. Thousands on each ship waited.
    

    
      No. They didn’t wait for her, any more than her hands waited for her. They 
      were 
      her.
    

    
      She was more than Isavel. She was a thing that might, just might, stop an apocalypse.
    

    
      “I’ve said what I need to say.” She jutted her chin forward, felt the coursing of energy through a thousand demon bodies, all those bodies singing for her soul. “We’re going.”
    

    
      And all the light of the stars and all the darkness in between was nothing to them, as the universe crashed against their prows.
    

    
      Her fleshy body raised the warm mug to its lips, closed its eyes, and drank slowly, sip by sip, letting the heat and spice and dark richness of the chocolate warm the heart of her that was the soul of a fleet.
    

    
      She felt it across her skin. They weren’t flying at all - space itself was buckling, stretched and compressed like a plaything, and they were simply sliding along its distorted curves. Like they were flying on the winds of their own breath.
    

    
      And then the world around them exploded into the technicolour of aurorae and rainbows and the carapaces of iridescent beetles. She finished her drink and stood up, and saw nothing at all outside the not-windows.
    

    
      “Where are -”
    

    
      “Isavel.” The voice, feminine and familiar, seized her attention. “You’ve arrived later than I would like.”
    

    
      “Cherry?”
    

    
      Suddenly the display in the center of the command chamber roared to life, and she saw the scene being hidden by the dense thicket of nebulae outside the dreadnought. She saw a world, a sphere like any other, and scattered around it like the dregs of a drunken feast were splatters of yellow and red. “Your warp bubbles accumulated a great deal of cosmic dust and radiation on your way in, and it has all been expelled at once. This is shielding you from inferior sensors. I’ve transferred all my strategic information to the fleet.”
    

    
      She felt the flow of knowledge, instant and complete, knowledge of a certainty she’d rarely felt before. She was not Isavel. She was a 
      fleet
      . But still she had to ask. “Ada?”
    

    
      “She is not responding to my hails.” Isavel didn’t like the ship’s silence. “Attack the red ones.”
    

    
      Her shoulders tensed. Her mind started to panic, knowing Ada was suddenly under the same sun - if she wasn’t dead - but Isavel couldn’t afford to panic. She melted away, retreating into the thousand demons of the fleet, and suddenly she was a vast, cold thing, her fears a tiny pinprick of barely noticeable heat in the depths of her.
    

    
      She did not need to fear solitude. She was legion. She threw open her wings, all the smaller ships bursting out around the dreadnoughts. They humans were not hers to command, but her words were theirs to hear. “Whoever wants to fight, get out there now.”
    

    
      She was not surprised to see Sam leap to her feet and make for the door. Tanos was surprised, though, bolting after her - but Isavel felt… nothing. Why should she? She was a fleet, here to fight an apocalypse. She was more than Isavel. Drones swarmed in their thousands, in the unitary, single self that was her. Was this was how the Arbiter of Mars had felt, all these pinpricks of energy at his command?
    

    
      It was little wonder he’d never left his sarcophagus.
    

    
      The enemy acknowledged her before they could truly see her. The rickety red torches of the Haints seemed to freeze. Something pink enveloped them, pink in the holosigils - but soon her first eyes would leave the smokescreen of aurorae. Soon she would see its truth.
    

    
      Somebody was talking. Somebody 
      else
      . She felt them, lent them her attention, and their words pattered through a translation she only barely registered.
    

    
      “What’s going on? Why did the Haints deployed their mass veil? Who’s there? What is this? Is this another bunch of Ada’s alien -”
    

    
      She ground her teeth and sat back down on the smaller circle, the seat of power, flat and nondescript on the floor, and closed her eyes. She didn’t need this flesh.
    

    
      She was the fleet.
    

    
      She was the burning edge of a fire sparked tens of thousands of years ago and more.
    

    
      “You, whoever you are.” She was shrouded, still, by the auroral thicket all around her, even as her enemy drew up their own veil. “My name is Isavel Valdéz. Who’s that? Who cares. Arbiter of the Gods of Sol. Dragoneater. Godslayer. Saint Herald. Angel of Glass. White Lady Witch. All true. All lies.”
    

    
      She nodded as a tiny drone snapped up her mug of chocolate and removed it. The voice crackled back, after a pause. “What are you doing here?”
    

    
      She-the-fleet coasted closer to the edge of her shroud. She-the-woman closed her eyes and smiled. “You have something of mine, and I’ve come to get her back. But I understand I am an uninvited guest. And I heard your worlds were burning.”
    

    
      She let herself pour forth from the clouds.
    

    
      “So I brought you a typhoon.”
    

    
      A deluge of her, all swords and shields and scattershot and fire, all joined in electric blood. The demon fleet stormed down on the Haints; the Haints rose to meet the fleet. Their weapons would clash, but she was not here to cross blades.
    

    
      She was here to carve out a heart.
    

    
      There was a mathematics to the battle, one the godmind knew and that she knew through it. The simplest truth of the battle was named and inked in the petal-pink thoughts of a scout. Somewhere in that cloud was the wormship, the great thing Ada and Cherry had railed and failed against for so long. It was a beating heart, pumping white-bleeding Haint lifeblood into the system from afar. And at the rate it was bringing in more Haints, it would soon drown out even the demon fleet itself.
    

    
      She had thirty-four minutes, and only a poor notion of how long an exact 
      minute 
      was.
    

    
      But gods above, she stepped out of the shroud as the fleet poured forth, and she fucking 
      saw
      . And from a thousand eyes thrumming with songs of energy spun from the void, it was glorious. Two eyes were closed, all the others were open.
    

    
      Six dreadnoughts jutted from the technicolour clouds like tiger claws. Around them burst a hailstorm of smaller ships of sizes and peculiarities that were as innate to her as her fingers and face. 
      Sulakaz
       leapt free of its perch on the sharp tip of 
      Sword
      , swooping towards the enemy like a hawk. The display before her became irrelevant - she was everywhere, all across the fleet, as it plunged towards the heart. She had almost never been less alone.
    

    
      Space was strange here, contorted and wracked by pressures she could feel but not see, and within a crevasse of those pressures the Haint veil had pooled into something of a lake, suspended above a world on fire trying desperately not to burn. And as her ships wove between the thickened gnarls of space, from the soupy white veil rose twinkles and flares, sputters of the fires of a star captured and made hateful, a heavens shaped to stop her.
    

    
      They could certainly try.
    

    
      And then the starfire hit and it 
      burned
       as it tore apart her flesh.
    

    
      She felt great strikes boiling away shields and striking the small craft beneath, burning their exotic metals before they could turn aside or heal. She felt her skin charred, her insides turned out, her throat slit open. She felt larger shields shudder, felt attacks overextend and fall short, felt the chaos of too many things moving too many ways to truly be predictable.
    

    
      Every strike on her ships burned, horribly and painlessly, each one death.
    

    
      But 
      she was the fleet
      . She was not one, and she knew death. She could die again and again and 
      again 
      and these ancestor-forsaken Haints would not stop her.
    

    
      When the first human-piloted ship veered into starfire and exploded, that one 
      did 
      hurt, 
      did 
      reach her heart. The godmind was not built to let her sacrifice lives lightly. But her? There was so much of her. She did not fear losing it.
    

    
      And she felt the well of white veil churning in space, growing denser and thicker with Haints, as more and more appeared from stars afar, many of them already flung towards her through the gate. And they had no compunctions about sacrifice - some of their largest ships rammed bodily into her segments and exploded, killing both.
    

    
      What were they thinking, what were they 
      wanting
      , that they would throw away their lives like this?
    

    
      And some were still swarming the planet’s defenders, even as fire still licked the upper atmosphere, and that would not stand. She was not here to watch skies set aflame.
    

    
      She took 
      Shield 
      and flung it through space, with a great snap of its twin warp rings, and it flared into place between the Haints and the defenders. She strangled its weapons, pushing all that energy back into its shields, a buckler of hexagonal light unfurling across the battlespace like moss across decades of wet concrete.
    

    
      It would have to hold. The Haints were chewing through the smaller ships, the human pilots were diving into the soupy veil, more and more Haints were entering the system. So many more. Time was running out; they would be outnumbered.
    

    
      “Isavel?”
    

    
      But her drones, caught in starfire blasts or obscured by electromagnetic noise, still found it - the wormship, the punctures in space from which poured forth more and more of these hateful white ships. They painted the place and the shape of it in their sudden deaths, in the echoes of her screams as she was shredded again and again by starfire, and laughed.
    

    
      She, the fleet, was filled with a single predatory impulse. She pounced.
    

    
      Starfire 
      pattered
       across dreadnought shields as they lanced into the veil. She let go of the others, of 
      Mars Unforgotten
      , 
      Farewell the Sun
      , and the other ship whose human inhabitants she knew nothing about. All about the edge of the white lake, ships dipped in and out of view like hawks and ducks, orcas and mantas, the glittering blue-green weaponfire of Earthling ships stitching threads of light between the puffy whites and flickering fires of the Haint. It would all be for nothing if they didn’t stem that tide of enemy ships.
    

    
      She drove 
      Sword 
      and 
      Burn 
      into the veil, all their might invested in their shields, jabbing Sword towards the heart of the ship. Great Haint warships soared through the veil and flung themselves at 
      Sword 
      as it approached, straining its barriers with a force she felt like crushing pressure on a limb of her own, even as 
      Burn 
      hung halfway in the veil like a knife still in a wound.
    

    
      “She’s lost in the fleet. She’s throwing ships away. Lives.” She barely registered Tevoria’s apparent argument with Hail.
    

    
      What had she lost in the fleet? Not much. She had so many drones around the wormship that, for all the enemy fire, she felt its contours in her bones. She could strike to the heart of it -
    

    
      Not the heart. The jumpgates are on separate power and computation networks. Even if you disable the main ship, the jumpgates would remain active unless also destroyed.
    

    
      Cherry. The voice almost brought her back to her body, let her feel the 
      gritting of her
       teeth, the cool softness of the floor below her. Why wasn’t the ship part of her? Why was it separate? She reached for it, trying to retake it, trying to absorb it, but -
    

    
      Do not forget the jumpgate they constructed in the system before the wormship arrived.
    

    
      She lit a fire under that distant jumpgate, letting it pull in the heat and fury of her form. Whatever humans had their own ships would feel a pull, but parts of her were already going, stretching her over klicks uncounted.
    

    
      She thought, for a split second, and remembered what it was like to fling a shield into her enemy. And so she raised 
      Sword
      ’s protective encasing, dagger-shaped like the dreadnought itself, and detached it entirely. It was remarkably like the shields of her gift.
    

    
      She flung the shield into the veil, a dreadnought-sized lattice of hardened light and energy, at just the angle her hunters’ senses told her would strike home.
    

    
      With no more energy for a shield, the strikes against Sword suddenly buckled hulls and bulkheads, the ship screaming electric death in her nerves. She felt the Haints tear into her flesh, but she was not afraid. She was not alone. Death was not the end.
    

    
      And even if it was… Elysium was here. There was a godmind in the fleet, and it was dreaming, and those dreams - they waited for her. Who, among Elysium’s chosen, feared death?
    

    
      She threw 
      Sword 
      itself. She was not an animal, but a fleet, and fleets did not fear. She folded the ship in a bend of space and snapped it out towards the other half of the 
      wormship’s
       gate pair.
    

    
      Farewell the Sun
      , its captaincy perhaps wary of getting too close to a planet, had rushed to the distant jumpgate, tower-sized scythes rending apart the first way into the system.
    

    
      Then 
      Sword
      ’s discharged defenses struck the wormship, shattering the gate.
    

    
      Then 
      Sword 
      exploded into unknowable metals and light. She felt a simple, cold darkness as the ship, bare of any shields, cracked and groaned well before it hit the jumpgate. A huge Haint vessel rammed the dreadnought and exploded all at once, cracking open the hull, exposing all the emptiness inside to the void. The debris crashed into the wormship, but she could not tell anymore what was happening, because the energy unleashed boiled the veil and shattered nearby drones and cracked the moment apart in her hands, its shards tearing her flesh bloody.
    

    
      One jumpgate still stood. The rate of incoming Haint ships only increased, as their summons grew more desperate. Time was a strange thing. She wasn’t sure how much more she had. It didn’t feel like enough. But she knew no surrender.
    

    
      Three dreadnoughts were needling for the veil when the Haints apparently lost all caution, and began to accelerate. Just as she started to rearrange herself, the veil extended to cover her entire fleet. More Haints, always more, poured forth.
    

    
      It was only when that other earthling ship lost its shields, and whoever was in charge rent the thing away from the battle in a warp jump that snatched up explosive bursts and carved-off halves of Haint ships and flung them thousands of klicks away, that she paused. The ship - a name she did not know, translated to her as 
      Metal Cuts Song 
      - had sustained damage, and the Haints were flinging themselves at her and the martians with increasing abandon and efficacy.
    

    
      So she pulled out. Dejah was a fool, and it was not until 
      Burn Bright the Dark
       vanished from the battle that the martian dreadnought also escaped, with scars and thunder, to her side.
    

    
      She opened her eyes and stood up, breathing heavily.
    

    
      She was not the fleet; she was just her. Nothing more.
    

    
      The display in the center of the room showed her the aftermath of that first tangle, and it was a bloody mess.
    

    
      One dreadnought lost. Deaths - she felt deaths, on the edge of her mind, and did not let her attention stray too close. The Haint fleet was turning to face them again, beaten and strewn with scars of debris and stellar flotsam, but they were not prey. This was not simple predation; she looked at them and felt no pity, and knew she had to be the greater monster.
    

    
      The Haints outnumber us in this system. With their and our loss rates, we will be overwhelmed. I suggest a retreat -
    

    
      She reached into the display and grabbed the image of 
      Shield
      , defending the defenders as it should. A solid, translucent form of it rested in her hand like a dagger, and she plunged it into the veil at the wormship. 
      Ram the fucking thing.
       The drifter dreadnought had torn the jumpgate apart, and one of the wormship’s two gates was down as well. They just needed this last one. She could deal with poor odds.
    

    
      She stalked around the circle as 
      Shield 
      began to pivot towards its destination. The fighting had not paused - the dreadnoughts were chewing away at the edge of the Haint fleet as the Haints pressed their advantage. All the smaller ships - and there were dozens of species of them, hundreds or thousands of each, drones and crewed alike - continued to swarm in the middle of the mess.
    

    
      What was missing?
    

    
      Where was Sulakaz?
    

    
      “Sulakaz?”
    

    
      She looked around the display. Nothing, though she had seen it well enough before.
    

    
      “What happened to Sulakaz?”
    

    
      Burn Bright the Dark
       responded. Its voice had grown slightly more distinct, in a way she couldn’t identify. “Replaying relevant section.”
    

    
      The display flickered, as though resetting itself, and Isavel watched the moment Sulakaz launched itself towards the enemy and the veil shifted. It was as though it simply changed places, and a great deal of the veil caught Sulakaz’ form, which simply… vanished?
    

    
      Her heart dropped. Had the veil wiped out the wraith?
    

    
      But it hadn’t. A fragment had remained outside, glowing white in this recollection - and then it had simply turned and vanished, flickering away into nothingness. “The remaining segment of the wraith warped away. I cannot determine its present location.”
    

    
      She pursed her lips. She’d dove in too quickly and been burned. She looked around, but nobody here could offer her council. Not Tevoria, not Hail, not her other selves -
    

    
      Who were not real. Who never had been.
    

    
      She was, as she had always been, alone.
    

    
      And she did not - 
      Shield 
      drove itself into the veil, shuddering Isavel’s spine with the impacts of Haints throwing themselves at the dreadnought. She quickly seized her own dreadnought and repositioned it between the Haints and the planet; there were only a few hundred klicks between the pearlescent surface’s turquoise and mint and the chaos of battle; it would have to be room enough.
    

    
      She saw through 
      Shield
      ’s ending eyes as the dreadnought broke the second jumpgate, scarred and consumed by fire. The explosion of it did not knock out the wormship, too large even for that, but the jumpgates were down.
    

    
      Tevoria said nothing as she ran from the room. Isavel saw her face, from the ship’s encircling perspective, saw fear and dismay and frustration, and did not understand.
    

    
      “Call for Sulakaz.”
    

    
      “We remain outnumbered by a firepower factor of roughly five to three -”
    

    
      Two of six dreadnoughts lost. Now they were even more outnumbered. But each sacrifice had staunched the flow of enemies. Each sacrifice had meant something.
    

    
      “Get the wraith back!” She glared at the cloud of Haints. They were not done here. She was outnumbered. There was nobody else left, just her -
    

    
      Each sacrifice had meant something.
    

    
      There was nobody left except the legion of her. She looked into their eyes and smiled, and dove back into the fleet. Here - here - she was thousands, she was immortal. She had one last great dagger to wield. She wrenched its aim towards the wormship itself. One last sacrifice, and a world would be spared the fire.
    

    
      What of it, if her fleshy body stood on that dagger, because Isavel Valdéz was so much more than a body. All her life she’d been nothing but a body that never belonged anywhere, and now she was 
      everywhere
      . She’d been alone, so foolishly alone, when she could have basked in the embrace of a thousand hers. Elysium would wait for the body and soul, and her self would be eternal, scattered across a fleet, never alone, never alone again -
    

    
      “Isavel.”
    

    
      Something was speaking to her body. She opened its eyes. “What?” Hail’s eyes were suddenly fixed on her. She was still here. The rest of them had run away. Why was she still here? If she wanted to live, she ought to leave. “
      What?
      ”
    

    
      “The -” She wasn’t looking at Isavel’s soon-to-be-corpse. Hail raised a finger, both their hunter’s gifts tracing a straight line from Hail’s eyes to her fingertip to the locator stone in Isavel’s hand.
    

    
      Huh.
    

    
      She raised the stone to her eyes.
    

    
      It was glowing.
    

    
      For a moment she was not legion, she was not alone, she was - hollow. Missing.
    

    
      She’d forgotten what it looked like, aglow.
    

    
      She’d forgotten the way the gentle blue light swarmed to a single side of the stone, pointing towards its twin, like a dense, tiny swarm of fish swarming towards the moon.
    

    
      She’d forgotten it was a thing that not only 
      meant 
      something, but 
      did 
      something.
    

    
      For weeks it had been silent. Not because Ada had destroyed its twin - but because they were simply 
      too far away
      .
    

    
      She glanced at the Haint fleet, at that swarm of hundreds of foes, a thousand teeth dripping with smokey veil and molten fire, the maw of an apocalypse made just for her.
    

    
      “I suggest a retreat -”
    

    
      She ignored the ship’s voice, stepped back, tripped onto the command circle. She caught herself halfway down, righted herself, and turned to look along the pull of the glow. The stone was glowing towards the planet’s surface.
    

    
      “There.” She pointed out the false windows at this alien world. “
      There!
      ” She grabbed the sprite of 
      Burn Bright the Dark
       and yanked it - it suddenly grew heavy and solid - towards the representation of the planet. “
      Go!
      ”
    

    
      “There is a shield raised around the planet.” 
      Burn 
      shuddered around her. “In order to bypass it, we will need to warp into the atmosphere, which will threaten structural integr-”
    

    
      “
      Do it!
      ” Why did it even ask? She closed her eyes, she 
      was 
      the fleet -
    

    
      - she needed to fight. She couldn’t waste time, and a ship, going after Ada Liu. The godmind saw the path that brought her closest to victory, and it did not include -
    

    
      Fuck the fleet.
    

    
      She cut her ships apart. 
      You are all the monsters the ancients let loose onto the universe. 
      She shouted into the oh-so-full emptiness around the planet. 
      Fight like the monsters you are. Tear them apart. Remind them why they were so afraid of us they had to collar us.
    

    
      This cool, icy-looking planet, its upper atmosphere just now recovering from the lick of fire, faced her now. The locator stone was pointing straight ahead. Blue burst around the ship in rivulets of lightning.
    

    
      She was nobody, nothing, but Isavel Valdéz.
    

    
      “Look up, Ada.”
    

    
      And the ship’s warp rings thrummed with light and might and tore through a shield centuries in the making.
      




      Possessed
    

    
      A roaring sea of white, crashing waves and splitting lighting, gaped its maws at an endless black sky, and Sam danced in the foam.
    

    
      Who wants to fly? Who wants to fight?
    

    
      It wasn’t exactly true, but it was close enough to true. Isavel gave the word, the ship gave her a fighter, and she was gone. Tanos had tried to stop her, then to follow her, but she’d managed to talk him down. He was easy to talk down. Probably too easy.
    

    
      An ocean of quantum foam churned just beyond the glassy sheen separating her from deep space, and her ship knew just how to fly itself, and so 
      she 
      knew just how to fly, as long as she 
      was one
       with her ship. And she threw herself, all of herself, into the almost all-consuming, utterly unnecessary act of sniping down Haint ships as they swarmed to protect their great weapon.
    

    
      She was tired, and had forgotten a great many things. So many centuries, more than the human mind was built to remember. It had no choice but to fade, worn away by time, all but the brightest and deepest memories. But she remembered this: she had chosen to die. Life had not seemed worth living.
    

    
      The afterlife had not been much better.
    

    
      And this? This second life?
    

    
      She had tricked herself into thinking she could grow used to it. Fooled herself. Ada, 
      gods
       bless that madwoman, had done her very best, but she could not escape her most basic fact. This body was stolen; the mind it had once held was lost forever, not even allowed an afterlife. In a moment of desperation blooming from centuries of maddening buzzing static, she had reached out and 
      replaced 
      someone.
    

    
      And even if she were to die again, she would simply slip back into an afterlife, back into simple and cozy Elysium. Unworthy.
    

    
      A part of her looked upon the carnage, upon the grooves and channels dug into space, upon the chaotic slamming together of this great white veil and the rainbow splattering of cosmic dust thrown forward from the Earth fleet, and saw something she had never seen before. A world coming apart at the seams, and… was there an afterlife to catch her?
    

    
      Isavel hadn’t said. She had no idea. If she died now, she might find the Elysium of which she knew she was unworthy; or she might find…
    

    
      She didn’t hold that thought, didn’t look at it, didn’t touch it. But it was there.
    

    
      She flew at the Haints, but not because she was hunting them  She flew away from something she could not flee. Something that had no direction, something that was within her, that 
      was 
      her. This thing she could never have escaped. The deadening, crushing fact that in several hundred years, she had done only a handful of things that mattered.
    

    
      And had taken up so much space, and had done such terrible evils.
    

    
      She felt the hand reaching for her, as a Haint exploded ahead, its form shattered by blasts from one of the larger gunships, itself just a pure, cold machine mind that could do this far more ruthlessly than she ever could.
    

    
      She batted it away, before realizing it wasn’t a physical hand.
    

    
      Who under all the gods wanted 
      her 
      help?
    

    
      She gritted her teeth and tried not to think of it. She didn’t want this. She didn’t want any of this 
      gods-damned
       mysticism, any of the afterlives so generously crafted by her ancestors. She wanted to rage and to scream until all that was left was silence.
    

    
      Hands found her shoulders. She froze. There was no room in this fighter for anyone else.
    

    
      “You are not my child.”
    

    
      She let go of the controls, the ship spinning wildly for a moment before righting itself under its own will. She twisted around and, 
      gods
      -damned as she was, was face to face with that same echo all over again, and screamed.
    

    
      “
      Go away!
      ” She reached for the ship’s canopy. “Ship - vent! Open up! Let me out! Let all the air out!”
    

    
      I will not open in vacuum conditions like this. Moving to standby position -
    

    
      She was not so old that she had wrinkles, but her skin was worn darker by the sun and her red hair shimmered with hints of blond. Her jaw was wide and set, her frown deep, her blood resemblance to Sam utterly undeniable and utterly wrong. She gripped her shoulders, somehow, and Sam knew this wasn’t 
      quite 
      real, but it was as real as it had been when Isavel had gone and lit a beacon for all of humanity to see, and that was already too much.
    

    
      “You think I don’t know what you did?”
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. “I can’t make excuses! What do you want from me?!”
    

    
      The echo - a coil of a twig of a branch of a tree far greater than she, twisting and leaning close - wailed at her. “I wanted my son!”
    

    
      “
      He’s gone!
       What do you expect -”
    

    
      “I know.” Insubstantial, rigid hands gripped her shoulders, and she stood frozen in place, staring into grey-green eyes she wished she’d never seen. “I know. I wanted my child.” Was this woman dead? Projecting? Still alive, trapped in this vision too? “I am not the one who should be here.”
    

    
      She recoiled, pressing her back up against the thin, stubborn glass that kept her from dark, suffocating oblivion, and all the fires beyond. “Then 
      go away -
      ”
    

    
      “But she can’t be here.”
    

    
      She stared. She wasn’t even sure what the mother meant.
    

    
      Those grey-green eyes closed, in frustration and… something not quite as harsh. “She lost you, and you lost her. My son is… his life is still there. It ended too soon, but all of us end. But you?” She glared at Sam. “Your life is split from its root. She can’t even find you. You’re missing your mother.”
    

    
      “I 
      hated 
      my mother.”
    

    
      “Then be glad.” The hands on her shoulders softened, but the woman’s voice remained strained. “You don’t have a mother, and I don’t have a child. So… I am here for you.”
    

    
      “You -”
    

    
      She paused. Searched that face.
    

    
      “You what?”
    

    
      “I’m the one who binds you to all life. You live through me. It’s not what either of us wanted. But it 
      is
      .” A pleading look came over the older woman’s face. “Your name is Sam?”
    

    
      “I - yes. Yeah.” She was breathing harder. Something out there, in the distance, had broken open. Something was entering the battle, something that made no sense. “What - what -”
    

    
      “Somebody is calling you, Sam. Through me. Through all of us. Reach back.”
    

    
      An icy globe of cold heavy power, every chill on its surface suddenly reflected in the nerves shot through Sam’s skin. “Why? Why me? Why -”
    

    
      “I don’t 
      care
       why.” Equal parts stubbornness and desperation. Tears. Could the dead mourn? Sam already knew the answer to that. “But something is coming for us all, the living and the lost, and someone is calling you to try and stop it, and 
      my boy is gone
      . Make that 
      worth something!
      ”
    

    
      “Who? Who -”
    

    
      One of the mother’s hands 
      was
       suddenly grabbing hers. “Stop hooting and do the thing we’re begging you to do.” And the mother was gone, and the hand pulled, and she gripped it back -
    

    
      Tevoria hauled her and she was gone, she fell against the seat of her fighter and stumbled onto the rusty dust of Mars, Mars all over again, what in the ever-loving fuck was going on -
    

    
      “Sam!”
    

    
      Sam looked up, and saw -
    

    
      Its teeth were planets and its hearts were stars, its veins were lives and its mind was - it was looking at her. It was 
      seeing 
      her. She was the tiniest speck of nothing in the face of jaws that would tear time itself like rotting flesh, and she was seen. It was an orgy of self destruction, a hurricane of cannibalism, a thing that ripped apart its own flesh and devoured it and grew and grew, and she was just the tiniest fleck on its surface, and she saw in it the weaving of her life from a billion corpses and the feast her corpse would become for a billion future lives, and all of that was nothing. But. With disinterest; with disregard; she was 
      seen
      .
    

    
      “Sam, help us!”
    

    
      Tevoria yanked her forwards, and she saw the sword jabbing into the red planet, and she realized, in a second, what they were doing.
    

    
      She threw her weight onto the Red Sword and said nothing at all, because this thing did not need to hear to know what she thought.
    

    
      It hung above and below and within and without and before them all, and the very worst things she had ever done, the most terrible thoughts she had ever had, the deepest pain, the coldest emptiness, the most terminal despair, were 
      nothing 
      compared to 
      this thing
      .
    

    
      So she did not speak. She laughed.
    

    
      Come here and 
      help
      , whatever the fuck you are.
    

    
      And it saw what was nowhere to be seen, and it heard what had never been said, and it began to move. It began to gnash its teeth. It began to rear its spines, to stir its toxins, to ripple its muscles and heave its crushing weight.
    

    
      The Haints were coming for it.
    

    
      The Haints did not know what they were coming for.
    

    
      It was a predator.
    

    
      And it began to stalk.
    

    
      And it stalked, and it prowled, and it tested, and it jabbed.
    

    
      And space itself opened its eyelids, and whole worlds peered through, aglimmer with the light of distant suns, and under their gaze alone space folded and the Haints began to slide, slipping and scrabbling, peeled slowly away from their wormship. A wormship that trapped a fraction of the power of a star.
    

    
      A star was nothing to this.
    

    
      But. A predator would not strike if it didn’t seem worth striking.
    

    
      And it stalked, and it stalked, but it did not strike.
    

    
      It wasn’t paying enough attention.
    

    
      Sam gritted her teeth and dared to raise her eyes again and look upon the mind-splintering complexity of a shape that transcended time, because they needed help, and gods be willing she knew an angel or two who might be able to do something about this -
    

    
      But they weren’t here. She found them, and they were not open, they weren’t listening. Gods-fucked idiot children, Sam wanted to scream at them, stop for five seconds and think about the world beyond your own little hearts -
    

    
      Who was this?
    

    
      Ada did not have a sister. She hadn’t had any family left.
    

    
      So who was this stranger, who shared her blood?
    

    
      Who was this stranger, like the point of a claw on the end of an arm, tensing and tensing with a rage made of worlds?
    

    
      Sam didn’t know. But she reached.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 19
    

    
      The explosion that had nearly killed her still echoed in the landscape around her, a vast crater churned into the soil and rock and ash. The panic when she’d lost the locator stone - pulled out in a foolish, hopeless moment of weakness - still coursed through her veins, even though she held it in her palm. The ringing in her ears persisted. The hurricane of code around her was disintegrating into quantum ash.
    

    
      And the heavens burned.
    

    
      But they did not burn with death.
    

    
      Ada knelt, incredulous, staring at the glimmering locator stone in her palms, as a lance of metal bigger than any of the towers of Daneer punctured the sky, its surface soaked in reflections of the orange-red fire it had set off by suddenly warping into the atmosphere.
    

    
      It was a ship unlike any she had seen, with all the hallmark simplicity and smoothness of ancient shipwrighting, and her locator stone was pointing straight at it.
    

    
      Which meant its twin was on board.
    

    
      Which had to mean - 
      had to
      , didn’t it? - that Isavel was on board.
    

    
      She was not alone.
    

    
      She cried out, and stood, and laughed as the great thing emerged from its flames, briefly fanning out gargantuan weaponfire out into the battlefield.
    

    
      And then it tilted a bit to the side, and it stopped firing. She paused. She looked at it. In those moments, short moments stretched to long minutes, she started to get a sense, a sense she couldn’t justify or explain, that it wasn’t flying properly.
    

    
      The damned thing wasn’t built to fly in an atmosphere, she realized. It wasn’t built to 
      land 
      - the shape of it was clear enough proof of that. And suddenly what she thought were shields were, she realized, ancient mechanisms struggling to shift the ship’s incredible bulk against the gravity of a planet.
    

    
      Something black and smokey poured out of the side of the ship for a moment, and she feared the worst, but it disappeared into the ashen colours of sky, and the ship did not bleed any more. But it did careen to the side, as though trying to steady itself. Where the hell was it -
    

    
      She turned around and looked, turned back, watched the ship move closer and closer. It would pass overhead soon. It would keep going. She could guess, suddenly, where it was going.
    

    
      Oh gods.
    

    
      “Cherry! 
      Cherry!
      ”
    

    
      I’m glad you’re finally responding. Yes, Isavel Valdéz is on the dreadnought; I briefly spoke to her. She -
    

    
      “It’s going to ram the Haint landers!”
    

    
      Likely an effective tactic.
    

    
      Ada gaped. “She’s on the fucking ship!”
    

    
      The ship’s sides suddenly burst open. Vessels large and small were suddenly pouring into the atmosphere from multiple hangar bay. Ada saw fighter-like craft falling towards Freyja like rocks, then suddenly finding their speed and curving through the skies towards the Haints. There were others that swerved and made straight for the surface, things that looked like landers, all of them aiming for the Union side of the battlefield.
    

    
      I doubt she intends to stay on the ship until it crashes.
    

    
      Of course. She watched the landers, wondering which one held Isavel. But t
      here were also… other shapes. Ada shook her head; that couldn’t be right.
    

    
      Cherry was darting through the sky into the ship’s way, fending off Haint artillery as those warheads started aiming at the incoming ship.
    

    
      Ada scrambled to the 
      wreckage of the command skimmer
      , running across the fields, the storm of wraiths still ebbing and flowing around them. Issar was there, nursing a bloodied arm but otherwise fully focused on some transmission coming from overhead.
    

    
      “Issar! I -”
    

    
      “Ada, who the hell are these people?”
    

    
      She stared. “I - my people.” Some of the landers were almost on the surface; some were incredibly close. She wasn’t entirely sure what would step out of them.
    

    
      “Your people?” The mirran field commander stared at her wide-eyed, ears flat. “On an Earth-Mars Dominion dreadnought? I thought the entire planet was full of savages!”
    

    
      Earth
      -Mars
       Dominion?
    

    
      What?
    

    
      “Who’s this commander? Isavel Valdéz?”
    

    
      Ada’s mouth gaped. What was she supposed to say? Isavel. Isavel, who she had left standing there, impotent, on the edge of the destruction of Campus. She had specifically told Isavel to - well - it didn’t matter at this point. Gods, she had been so wrong about that, too. 
    

    
      Isavel was here.
    

    
      For Earth? For the gods? For… her?
    

    
      Starfire was still crisscrossing the skies, lifting higher to meet the oncoming threat. The dreadnought passed straight overhead, Haint weapons scorching its sides, Ada’s eyes fixed on that dreadnought -
    

    
      Somebody screamed. No, everybody around her, all the infantry and Issar and 
      everyone, started
       screaming.
    

    
      Ada turned around just in time for a dragon twice the size of any she had ever seen to soar roaring overhead. It ignored them completely, shield bubble sparkling with starfire impacts as it glided across the battlefield towards the Haints. A quick glance 
      to the
       sky confirmed that Ada had not hallucinated earlier - there 
      were 
      dragons. All over the place. Hundreds of the giant, electric-fire-breathing, energy-shielded flying lizards had streamed out of the dreadnought’s gaping maws.
    

    
      Dragons.
    

    
      One of the human officers was screaming. “Dragons?!”
    

    
      Ada reached out and slammed her palm into his shoulder. Landers had fallen nearby, and the most primitive parts of her brain somehow new, all of a sudden, that there were people on the battlefield shouting in 
      her 
      native language. She grinned wildly. “Dragons! Ours!” She yanked him up towards Issar. “Watch your damned commander.”
    

    
      She felt the thuds of more ships landing frantically on the ground, and scrambled up the hill. People. She recognized something about them - their height, their solid builds - and knew they were from Earth, and -
    

    
      A chill went down her spine.
    

    
      Gods, 
      had they fixed the damned technophage?
       If they hadn’t fixed the technophage -
    

    
      A group of horsemen charged past - warriors and hunters, glimmering gifts of war flashing into light. They briefly met her eyes, but she didn’t think they recognized her. They might not even have looked close enough to pick her out of a crowd of colonials.
    

    
      She scampered back down and met Issar halfway up the hill, staring at the scene around them in some measure of horror. Landers and dropships were flinging down broad doors, slamming into the Freyja surface as ramps, and what was coming out of those ships was a haphazard mess of everything Earth had to offer. Issar watched in confused shock him by the shoulders. 
      Mirrans 
      would be immune. Isavel had the cure to the technophage - she had to hope they’d used it. But if not - mirrans were immune. Freyja could survive this.
    

    
      Behind the horsemen came - gods, another lander hit the ground closer to the Haints, and tanks marched out of it, six-legged tanks just like the ones that had fought against her by Campus. This time their guns were trained on the Haints, and their shields shimmered and resisted the starfire that cut through the air to face them.
    

    
      Another dragon soared overhead, off towards the Haints - the Earth-Mars forces were not shy about closing the gap and getting up close and personal with their enemy. They didn’t know what they were up against.
    

    
      “Ada, what the hell are they doing, charging the Haints? On fucking horses?”
    

    
      What indeed. She stared blankly for just a moment. “This is what wars on Earth look like.” She pointed ahead, towards the front line, towards the familiar thrum of gifts and roar of dragonfire. “Issar, they don’t know how to fight a war at long range. They’re going to close the gap and start cutting.”
    

    
      “What am I supposed to do? I -” 
      He ducked as another dragon roared overhead
      , belching fire that cracked with electric geometries of heat and light. “We can’t fire artillery in there anymore!”
    

    
      “Cry on someone else’s shoulder.” She turned to see the dreadnought glowing more. If she knew anything from Earth, glowing machinery was dangerous. Where was Isavel? “I need to find -”
    

    
      There were whole worlds in the sky, and they weren’t moons. Not Freyja’s.
    

    
      Issar gaped. “What the fuck are those?”
    

    
      She had no idea, but she knew what they looked like. “Planets.” She shouted, pointing at the tears in space, that dumb word all she could muster. “Planets!”
    

    
      “They’re not supposed to be there!”
    

    
      “Supposed to?” She turned on Issar and batted the communications device from his hands in a fit of madness. “Nothing is 
      supposed to 
      be
      ! The world just fucking 
      happens 
      at you!” She bared all her teeth. “And you 
      happen back!
      ”
    

    
      He flashed his own pointed teeth back, seemingly out of reflex more than intent, his ears still flattened against his skull. “You’re insane!”
    

    
      She swung around and marched up the hill. “
      I’m 
      happening.
      ”
    

    
      
    

    
      Halfway through her stride, somebody caught her unawares from behind with a hard yank on her arm. She slipped into time dilation enough time to whip up a dark, seeing eye to glare at whoever was behind her, and -
    

    
      Oh, this wasn’t going to be fun.
    

    
      She let time flow and spun around to face the tall blonde hunter she had met… what, once? Twice? She struggled even for a name, and so did without. “You!”
    

    
      The hunter’s icy blue eyes did not look happy to be resting on Ada’s face. “It’s Hail.”
    

    
      “I didn’t forget! I just -”
    

    
      “I don’t like you. But I want this to be over. I -” She let go of 
      Ada’s
       arm when a loud, throaty hum briefly cascaded out from the dreadnought, as all its shields raised and it plunged into the Haint landers’ protective cloud of veil. All at once, in that final moment, it accelerated and jabbed downwards, like a proper stabbing weapon.
    

    
      And a tiny white light flashed brilliant in the distance. It flashed and it shimmered as the dreadnought moved on and plunged down, and it slowly descended as a sudden gout of dust and smoke billowed up to swallow the whole area.
    

    
      Something about the way it moved.
    

    
      “That was her.”
    

    
      She rounded on Hail. “
      What?
       Why the fuck was she in the ship until -”
    

    
      “I don’t tell her what to do.” Hail returned her gaze to Ada. “What are you standing around here for? She came here for 
      you
      .” She gave Ada a rough shove, and there was a frustrated look on her face Ada was reluctant to risk thinking about. “
      Go.
      ”
    

    
      She went. She didn’t stop to look behind her, to watch Earth and Freyja meet, to try to gauge the battle happening out beyond Svalinn. She just ran.
    

    
      The chaos of the battlefield had only grown worse; it was a true gift that the ancients had built such powerful shields and arms for them, because now Earthlings of all stripes were throwing themselves into distressingly close quarters with Haint machines, shrugging off starfire with enough difficulty to slow them down, but not stop them.
    

    
      Her wraiths, thank the gods, did not need to be told the newcomers were their allies. They remained focused on attacking the Haint ground attack machines, seamlessly melting into the lines of battle.
    

    
      Much as she would have liked it, this was not a total and immediate victory. As she scampered across charred hills that smelled of moss and ash, keeping Cherry’s senses in the palm of her mental hands and getting out of the way, she continued to see starfire strike down soldiers. The arrival of Earthling ships in the sky was diverting a great deal of Haint fire - the Haints still hadn’t learned that fleshy opponents could be serious threats, it seemed - but there was enough ammunition to spare.
    

    
      She watched, frozen in time at the wrong moment, as starfire tore through the armour and chest of a mirran soldier who just happened to be looking almost Ada’s way. Just slightly askew.
    

    
      She did not want to see this. She did not want to see the body turned to ash, the eyes die. But she was looking, not running away, because something else had caught her eye.
    

    
      A wraith was reaching for the body, for the skull, even before the soldier had died. Had her wraiths figured out how to heal people? Or - what wraith was that, anyway?
    

    
      She saw the light 
      flicker
       out of the soldier’s eyes as half their torso was blasted away in fire and ash. She slipped out of time dilation, and in a flicker of a second she saw it again, and again. Black lightning from somewhere above, crackling down onto the dead as they were shot. Mirran, Earthling, Union - it did not seem to differentiate.
    

    
      It was 
      code
      . But that - that was not something she had ever asked it to do.
    

    
      She looked up, at the stormcloud that carried the lightning.
    

    
      It looked back down.
    

    
      She was taken aback and immediately squeezed time to a standstill. But the thing she was looking at was 
      code
      , no more bound to time than she was. Even less so.
    

    
      It blossomed into a great dark face, indistinct but familiar, and a thousand tendrils made straight for her head. She unleashed the code from her fingertips and made to snap these questing tendrils out of the way, but she was only human, and whatever this was, it was not that.
    

    
      She felt a vast vacuum open up as the foreign code tendrils suddenly connected to the code inscribed on her back. And all at once, that vacuum filled with an oceanic presence. She could see her face reflected in it, but like a reflection on ocean water, it was choppy at best, and the roiling depth of it obscured any familiarity she tried to grip to.
    

    
      Hello, mother.
    

    
      Gods below. Mother? 
      You’re not one of the wraiths I just made, are you?
    

    
      Not today. It’s been some time since Campus. You don’t like me calling you mother. I understand.
       For an instant the black cloud of code glowed, and Ada thought she was seeing a twin of her own cast under moonlight. Then it was all smoke and lightning again.
       But calling you Ada feels strange. I hope you can sympathize.
    

    
      What - who -
    

    
      They called me Sulakaz. I like it. But I like titles too, so I’ve thought of a few for myself. I am Sulakaz, the Maw of Souls, the Shadow Rustling, the Boughs of Sol. I am the Death of Death. I particularly like that last one. What do you think?
    

    
      What in the world was she talking to?
    

    
      A wraith. One of her wraiths had… what, come alive? After Campus?
    

    
      And it had her trapped, and she needed to leave. She was a bit frightened, actually - she knew what she was capable of, and if the wraith was her… but she felt a kinship, too. It was a messy, complicated stew of feelings. But she found it in her to answer, at least; to play along. 
      I like the Death of Death. Are you planning on killing death?
    

    
      The frozen black lightning, out around the battlefield, reaching down to those shot dead, seemed to shine darkness against the late morning snow. 
      That’s exactly it. Ada. That’s you, not me. Yes, Ada, that’s it. I’m going to kill death. I don’t like it. It’s why I’m here. Death is here, so I came to meet it. I wasn’t sure what to do, you know. But I like the sound of this. The taste of it.
    

    
      Of what?
    

    
      These people are dying, except they’re not. 
      A slow crackle of black lightning snaked its way across the sky as a human was torn apart by starfire several meters away. 
      I’m taking them.
       The dark code flickered. 
      You know what I’m talking about. You did it to yourself.
    

    
      A sinkhole opened up at the bottom of Ada’s mind. The wraith was taking the dead and… storing them? 
      But their bodies are gone -
    

    
      They aren’t trapped. I learned fascinating things when I ate the flesh of a god. Did you know consciousnesses can meld? Like two bubbles on the surface of water, if you push them together in the right way. They are no longer themselves, but their perception of awareness and consciousness is not interrupted. They become me. For them, there is no more darkness. Only change.
    

    
      She simply stared. She had not expected 
      this
      . She had not even imagined this.
    

    
      You want to go. I understand, Ada. Ada? Still feels strange. But we both have things to do. You need to find Isavel. And as for me. The wormship is going to fire again, and it seems 
      Isavel’s dreadnought broke the planetary shield.
       That will be a problem. 
      I do love
       solving problems. I know you do to.
    

    
      And the connection was suddenly gone, and Ada felt very, very small. For a second she felt like she was in an enclosed space with no lights and no real doors, like the time she had been locked into the Institute’s sandbox as punishment. Back then, she had found a way to break out. Here, though, the box was… something else.
    

    
      Then it was gone, as the eye of the dark storm lost any cogent shape and raced for the sky, black lightning still crackling down all across the battlefield, like some kind of great sea jelly rising from the depths.
    

    
      High in the sky, the wormship was glowing. She started running for the dust cloud enveloping the Haint landing site. “Cherry! Cherry can they get the shield back up -”
    

    
      They are trying, but Haint rocketry continues to target the generator. If it is brought down -
    

    
      “Fine, fine, I’m running!” The dust wasn’t far now. She couldn’t stop starfire if it came her way, but a levitation sigil - she ought to call it something else, since what it really did was distort gravity - could shift it off-course. It might hit somebody or something else. At this point, she didn’t care.
    

    
      High above her head, Sulakaz spread out boughs of smoky code, lighting crackling down in batches of dozens, like a constantly flickering system of mangrove roots. 
      The dust and smoke was getting closer. Closer.
    

    
      She reached the edge of it, the place where her eyes were starting to fail her in the depths, and looked up.
    

    
      The wormship fired again. The shield was not raised.
    

    
      The blinding pillar of death roared down from the heavens, and the Death of Death was waiting.
    

    
      Ada flinched away from the light, but she did not die. Not yet. For several seconds she just breathed. She reached for the locator stone, held it in her palm, watched it pulse into the dust.
    

    
      She looked up at the sky.
    

    
      The wormship was still firing, but the beam was vanishing into a great pulse of black, a roiling torus of code rolling and crackling and spewing out light and shadow in every direction. A great, gnarly pyramid of roots, to a core that held above its head in a fisted canopy of black all the deaths of the planet below.
    

    
      She did not know if a wraith could struggle. But she could see, in the distance, Leviathans descending through the atmosphere, and she knew what veil and self-detonating Haint ships could do to code.
    

    
      The ground inside the dust lit up with a pale, gentle light that traced triangles onto the ground in her mind’s eye. She blinked, and Cherry’s voice found her.
    

    
      I mapped the topography before the dush rose, and I can use non visible spectra to evaluate it now. I don’t want you running in blind. Share my eyes.
    

    
      She looked at the locator stone and ran into the smoke.
    

    
      
    

    



      
    

    
      Genesplice
    

    
      To be born a crime against nature.
    

    
      It was not something she would wish on anyone. The looks of suspicion, the awkward quiet, the jokes. The silent judgement.
    

    
      Two mothers should not have a daughter. Not a daughter 
      in blood
      . It was allowed; of course it was 
      allowed
      . But it 
      should 
      not be done. The hubris of it - appalling. The selfishness of it - despicable. The unnaturalness of it - monstrous. Utterly, completely monstrous.
    

    
      Sanako had never known what it was 
      like, not
       to exist as a crime in the minds of those around her. She did not know what other people felt, people whose genome had not been assembled from two separate egg cells in a clinic, people whose parents had fucked themselves pregnant the good old fashioned way, people from the kinds of families people were supposed to have.
    

    
      All she knew was the torment, from other children. The fear, whenever her 
      mothers
       met a new doctor. The politeness, when they spoke to police, to make sure it was clear they weren’t resentful of the way people treated them. The studious, plastic aloofness they had to wear when they passed by priests or naturists or people who looked dangerous on the streets. The questions, 
      the suspicions
       - and the way people talked about 
      people like her
      , without knowing what she was, without her even being around.
    

    
      These people need to be sterilized.
    

    
      I can’t believe we’re allowing these people to pollute the gene pool like this.
    

    
      Experimenting on human life. Disgusting.
    

    
      We don’t know if this is safe. All those studies are compromised. We need to stop this until we know it’s safe.
    

    
      Do we know where these kids live? Asking for a friend.
    

    
      So gross how people will fuck with the human germline like this.
    

    
      She had heard it all, so many times, it was hard to remember it wasn’t just a single, omnipresent voice.
    

    
      The worst thing, though - the very worst thing - was when Sukori was born. Because Sanako had grown just old enough to know how miserable life was going to be, and she wanted better for her sister.
    

    
      What could she do?
    

    
      What could anyone do, when their blood was poison to every conversation?
    

    
      It was an old Union tradition, at this point.
    

    
      She joined the military. Joined the fleet. She kept her lips flat and her eyebrows plucked and her shirts ironed and her spine straight. She sent her paychecks home, worked the right officers, climbed the ranks, and wore the gun and the uniform every damned place she was allowed to wear it.
    

    
      Those paychecks got Sukori into a private school, one of the ones popular with 
      vatbrats
      , and there were enough other children of genetically suspicious heritage there - cured of family diseases, queer parents, longitudinal study participants - that her little sister could almost feel normal.
    

    
      The uniform shut up neighbours who asked unkind questions, when she came knocking at their door. The gun thankfully never had to.
    

    
      And that rank gave her words weight.
    

    
      But she hadn’t had time to get enough rank, enough weight, to really change anything.
    

    
      Instead, she was dead. Or as good as.
    

    
      Something had come for her, had woken her up. She was floating as though in water, in something that felt like nothing, and somewhere dim above her she saw flickers of a black shape with wings.
    

    
      If this was death, it was not comforting.
    

    
      But looking up was better than looking down, because when she looked down, she saw white fire and black ash, the sudden wasteland of life where once Vesta had lived. Like a great wave of energy, rushing through the universe, had suddenly and simply grown still. The echoes of silence clawed at her heart.
    

    
      That was her whole world, her whole planet, every quiet place she’d ever loved, every golden field and hazy sunrise. All wiped away. She was not so deep in the fleet that she did not love her planet; unlike her neighbours, the planet itself had never shunned her. In its silent acceptance, she had always thought Vesta was promising - very patiently, too patient for Sanako’s own short life - that one day, things would be better.
    

    
      Only thanks to Ada Liu was she still half-alive enough to feel it hanging dead behind her. Only thanks to Ada Liu was it dead at all.
    

    
      Not that Ada hadn’t tried to save it. Not that she hadn’t done her best. But the world didn’t care for anyone’s best. Sometimes, it just killed you.
    

    
      But here she hung, suspended on the edge of everything that had been and nothing that would come, and Vesta’s weight pulled her down, and the light watched her float.
    

    
      Why could she sense it, all of it? This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t what death was supposed to be like. It was there, heavens it was all there, and it was creeping up towards her like a bubbling froth of fire and grief come to claim her back. She never could have escaped. She was meant to die with her world. With her family.
    

    
      If she let herself sink, if she gave in, she saw them, too. She saw her mothers both, and she saw the moment the skies went white, and the fires swept the world, and she saw the white and the black as they and their eyes turned to ash and steam, and she didn’t want to see that, 
      fuck off
       why did she have to see that, wasn’t it enough to be half-dead, wasn’t it enough to know all the worlds were ending, did she have to see her entire family -
    

    
      She didn’t know how long it took her to realize it, but her entire family was not there. 
    

    
      Where was Sukori? Not dead. 
      Not dead.
       Where the fuck was her sister?
    

    
      Who was watching her, from high above the 
      murk
      , from that ever-distant light?
    

    
      It wasn’t Ada. Not 
      just
       Ada.
    

    
      She struggled, somehow, thought she was not of body, just a thing of mind. She struggled for the surface, but wasn’t moving -
    

    
      Why? Had she been given one last look for no good fucking reason? Had she been plugged into the brains of every dying Vestan just for spite? Was she a survivor who wouldn’t survive? Is that all this was?
    

    
      All the weight of her dead world was pulling at her, pushing at her, sloshing against her brain, and all she could do was flail, and float, and watch -
    

    
      And watch.
    

    
      She watched the flickering webwork of knowing and seeing, the veins that bound her to her dead 
      and to her
       sister, the vein that bound her to Ada Liu -
    

    
      That 
      one. Why was that one different? Where did 
      that even come
       from?
    

    
      Who cared. She reached for it, seized it, became it, and suddenly all the weight of the world was not pulling her down. It was looking at her.
    

    
      It was looking at her with wonder.
    

    
      Because it had never seen itself. It had never 
      looked
      . It had simply been.
    

    
      She had no idea what was happening, but she told herself a story, a simple story, enough not to explode as an eye made of time and blood fixed her in its pupil.
    

    
      It had never seen itself, never known itself, never spoken to itself. But now - now it was starting to form a network. It was starting to have nodes that could talk to each other. It was starting to do more than just 
      be
      .
    

    
      It was starting to think.
    

    
      And it was looking at her, one of its very first neurons, one of its very first 
      eyes
      , and it was thinking.
    

    
      And she did not like those thoughts. It thought in extinctions and invasions and wildfires, it thought in gorging feasts of flesh and endless sloughing of skin from bone and endless scavenging and endless fields of corpse-flowers bursting through rotting skin. It would churn her into pieces in delight and spit out a thousand new wonders only to slaughter them all in turn, and it would feel no remorse or pity or rage, because it was all of it.
    

    
      Did she even care, that some of her cells nipped each other apart, 
      starved each other
      , poisoned each other? Did she even notice, unless something was terribly wrong?
    

    
      But something was different now. Some small part of it 
      did 
      rage. It howled and screamed in pain. It had been ended, cut off jagged and raw, by something 
      else
      . Something outside.
    

    
      And that stump, that jagged wound of Vesta, poured all its lost blood through her, its only eye, 
      its
       only daughter who could think for it, and she swelled with all the weight of a planet and its billions of lives and their trillions of ancestors -
    

    
      And Chang’e found her, too, heavens be damned, because she was not its daughter but she was close enough and it had nobody else, hundreds of millions of dead had no other blood that sang like this -
    

    
      And she rose, and there was only light.
    

    
      “Sanako!”
    

    
      Her sister threw her arms around her. She had jolted upright, flailing, and her teenage sister flung her arms around her.
    

    
      “Sani -”
    

    
      “Kori!” She staggered off the bed. She was heavy, heavy with eons, heavy with cultures lost and lives set ablaze. She embraced her sister, but outside the room - the hospital room, on Freyja - the skies were afire, worlds were coming together and falling apart, and the two that had burned and the ten that yet lived and the four that lay forgotten were all screaming through her veins. “I have to - I have to -”
    

    
      Somebody broke into the room. A doctor? “Miss Oshimi -”
    

    
      In an instant Sukori knew something was wrong, and she lunged at the doctor and shoved her out and slammed the door shut. That was right. That much was -
    

    
      Sanako staggered to her sister. “Keep them out I have to do something I have to -”
    

    
      “It’s okay! You’re okay!” Sukori was crying. “They’re coming, Sani, they’re coming and -”
    

    
      “No they’re fucking not.” She felt it in her spine and in her heart. “Something’s coming for 
      them
      .” She kissed her on the forehead and hugged her close. “I love you.”
    

    
      And she turned and faced the window. Because someone was reaching for her. She reached back.
    

    
      And she was not alone. She did not know the red sand beneath her feet, the olive skies above her head. She did not know the women standing beside her. She did not even know if any of them where 
      human
      , tall and frightening and lightly alien as they all were.
    

    
      But she knew the thing above and beyond. She knew the barest shape of the thing.
    

    
      The red-headed one, the one who grabbed her, stared. “Who the fuck are you?”
    

    
      She glanced at the others, at the pallid giant, veins bulging with blue blood and eyes closed, her mind cut loose in time by the very sword she was plunging into this desert; the lithe one whose emerald eyes were framed in sweat and determination, whose pointy ears immediately spoke of roots in somebody else’s imagination; at this woman who’d grabbed her, who was laughing and crying all at once, whose life lay in broken pieces behind her -
    

    
      And she saw the veins and the blood that bound them, and saw the breaks. She saw none of them 
      should be
      . They were breaking rules. They were skipping through centuries through cursed swords, they were demons from another realm, they danced with the line between the living and the dead.
    

    
      They were criminals against nature, all of them. They were monstrous. They were breaking all the rules.
    

    
      And the great fucking thing that hung above their heads was watching 
      them
      . It was listening to 
      them
      . It was splitting the heavens apart for 
      them
      . Because 
      they were it
      , the most luminous pieces of it, and it felt through them and it thought through them and if they could just shout loud enough and push hard enough -
    

    
      Sanako Oshimi rolled up her sleeves, because she too had broken some fucking rules. She grinned at the other women, and her voice did not tremble, because she had no more space in her mind for doubt. She was too full of the screams of dead worlds, worlds that were hers, worlds that nobody had had the right to take from her. “Another witch for your coven, apparently. Make room.”
    

    
      And she grabbed the sword and shoved it down, because if they were on the damned thing’s skin and jabbing into its bones it would have to listen, and she stared up at a billion eyes of death and opened her mouth and all of Vesta and all of Chang’e cried out of ash and blood through her teeth.
    

    
      And those worlds were dead, but they were not alone.
    

    
      They were great boughs, woven of alien and Mirran and Earthen wood together, but they were not ready, their fruit was not ripe, and they called out to their siblings. And it was not the worlds of the Union that heard them. The veins around this sword plunged across space into the hearts of worlds around a distant star, and 
      they 
      heard, and 
      they 
      were ready, because the first signal fires to flare to life in this great fucking mess were much, much, closer to 
      them
      .
    

    
      And suddenly, for a brief second, she did not just see the thing that bound them all, but she saw the things that 
      were bound
      .
    

    
      And they saw her.
    

    
      And for all the monstrous terror of what they were doing, something warmer and kinder peered through, in that little moment.
    

    
      The Haints were here for them. They were outsiders, they were dead metal and fire, they were a natural catastrophe.
    

    
      And all these things - all these creatures she’d never met and never known, all these bulging forms in black oceans under alien ice, all these twinkles on the tips of distant branches in this same tree - they were… family.
    

    
      They would kill her in an instant, if they wanted to. They would not know her name, and would never remember her. They would fight and they would die and she would die and time would leave only carnage and blossoming growth in its wake.
    

    
      But not today.
    

    
      Today, 
      somebody else
       was fucking with the family.
    

    
      And that would not stand.
    

    
      The smallest of them was already here, had already been pulled in, had already noticed. They had split the sky open and gravity was pouring through that gaping wound like quicksand and the Haints were peeled away from their wormship like flotsam and Sanako alone knew their names, because the Union had nothing if not history.
    

    
      Enceladus, its teeming ocean floor tiny and hot.
    

    
      None of these other witches knew what they were seeing, but she knew them. She had learned their names in children’s fucking picture books. And she named them, and as she named them, they felt seen.
    

    
      They had never felt seen.
    

    
      They could not bear to be unseen.
    

    
      And 
      it 
      opened its fucking eyes, one by one, brilliant beautiful jewels peering through, coruscating under the alien light of Sol, its baleful gaze turned on the cold dead things that dared to hurt it, and she named them, cradles of Sol, mothers of life, life tiny and life great.
    

    
      Titan, secret lakes slow and cold. It too was here.
    

    
      They jabbed harder into the flesh of this great and terrible thing. They needed all of its attention.
    

    
      Europa. Massive. 
      Massive
      . It was not like the others, infused with gentle quiet life. Its life bounded and swam and sang and saw, 
      its
       dark depths home to memories and fears and thoughts. Its secret societies saw her and knew her as she saw and knew them, and they were seized by terror and wonder, and they lent her their strength.
    

    
      The Haints did not know what was coming for them. Clustered around their wormship, they did not understand what was happening. They were not programmed for this. Their neural networks hadn’t been trained on this. 
      Moons were not supposed to do this
      .
    

    
      But it wasn’t the moons doing this, any more than Sanako’s teeth were what chewed apart meat, any more than her fingernails were what uprooted weeds in her ashen garden on Vesta. It was something else, something mighty and terrible, that looked upon the fiery death that was coming for it and said 
      no
      .
    

    
      Not today.
    

    
      Not my family.
    

    
      The universe split open behind the eyes of these moons as the Haint fleet poured along vortices of gravity, and the maw that yawned for these dead ships sucked away from their wormship was not a moon. It was a dead planet in a living cowl, clouds churning with seeds suspended over a sea of fire. The things that lived there were tiny specks, but they lived and had lived for billions of years, and they too were family, and with all the might of the other worlds and all the screaming rage of the dead and all the power of a thing truly coming alive, they reached for their family, and that reach rent a path straight to the Haints. Its weight pulled those petty little machines too close to escape and closed around them jaws of churning electric fields and boiling fire and winds hot enough to melt lead, and they fell and they crashed and they burned and they bled.
    

    
      And Venus had never seemed so beautiful.
    

    
      She breathed, leaning against the glass window.
    

    
      She breathed, heaving against the sword.
    

    
      The great thing did not serve them. It was not an idiot. It would not throw its planets against each other. It would break rules and tear holes, but too close was too close.
    

    
      The wormship was too close to Freyja. And it could still fire again, and she and this pointy-eared witch and all of Freyja would be wiped away in ash, and worlds would scream and be forgotten.
    

    
      They needed 
      more
      .
    

    
      But weight was not enough. Might was not enough.
    

    
      The wormship 
      was 
      firing. Something was stopping it, something alien and unknown, something even the monster in their skies and hearts did not now. But that, too, was 
      other
      .
    

    
      They needed something sharper than brute force. They needed something smarter - just a little bit smarter - than a bare fist forged of worlds. And they needed something to wield it.
    

    
      So they leaned on the sword and jabbed it down and stamped, because here was a weapon that knew a world, and here was a world that knew a weapon, and the world was rich and thick and gushing with life and memory and dreams, and the weapon was sharp and monstrous and 
      splittered
       across time and sense.
    

    
      But the greatest mightiest things were hardest to stir from rest.
    

    
      And then a left hand rested on Sanako’s shoulder, and 
      its
       right on the red-headed 
      witch’s
      , and across from them two more hands on two more shoulders, and great wings of black and white cast shadow and light across this first coven.
    

    
      They were not alone.
    

    
      And this time. This time, they were enough.
    

    
      And the world spat out the sword, and the sword’s keeper clung to it, and they all held her steady as she 
      scrabbled
       through the real for the bridge of the ship because the sword could see every path and every chance and it was showing them a single, clean, beautiful thread -
      




      Chapter 20
    

    
      The planetary shield shredded like dry paper under steel. All around her Isavel felt, through nerves not her own, the protective shell of radiation twisted and torn, until the puncture grew too warped and the structural geometries knotted and kinked and split apart, obliterating the entire shield as they passed through.
    

    
      Fuck it. They were outnumbered anyway. She couldn’t save all the worlds under all the suns. She could barely save anyone.
    

    
      Burn Bright the Dark
       jolted sideways as it emerged from the microjump, and the atmosphere around them exploded into firestorms.
    

    
      She was still holding the locator stone, still staring at it. For a second or two.
    

    
      The ship rattled and shook as though pummeled from the outside. Irregular strobes of red light crackled throughout the chamber. The holographic view of battle flickered, the ground far below them swarming with red. Haints everywhere.
    

    
      She laced the locator stone back around her neck. She was the ship; all weapons go. Beams, cannons, scattershot, everything pouring down into those fields. Shields up. She was -
    

    
      We’re losing altitude.
    

    
      They really were. She remembered the feeling of stepping back into Earth gravity for the first time after spending so many days on Mars; this was that, a thousand times that, for a body far more than a thousand times heavier.
    

    
      “We need to 
      fly 
      -”
    

    
      The gravitic distortions required to operate a ship of this mass this far inside a planet’s gravity well would severely damage local ecosystems, causing tectonic rifts and typhoon-strength -
    

    
      Isavel scowled. “Fucking - it’s crash or jump back out?”
    

    
      Jumping back out would carry with us a portion of atmosphere, and potentially anything close enough -
    

    
      Isavel cast her voice throughout the ship, words of flesh echoed by a chorus of metal throats. “Everybody off the ship. 
      Now!
       Ships, wings, whatever the hell you have - go!” There were more ships in orbit, more than enough to collect them. She reached for them, and for herself through them, and they moved.
    

    
      The girl she had once been, before she’d died, looked at her with fear. “We’re crashing!”
    

    
      “I know we’re crashing!”
    

    
      Hail caught her eye, and Isavel shook her head. Now was 
      not 
      the time. She flicked her hand at Hail, the only person remaining in the chamber. Hail flinched, perhaps instinctively seeing the pattern of a hunter’s shot, but she understood and scrambled out almost instantly. Isavel was left surrounded by all the selves that weren’t enough not to be alone.
    

    
      All that was left; all there ever was.
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. If she had to crash, she’d make a good crash of it. The damned dreadnought was shaped like a blade; it needed to be driven into something like a blade. The Haint landing site was a tempting target, but it was some 
      ways
       off. She’d have to keep the dreadnought afloat with cruder, weaker engines that normally only served to turn it on its own axes, or she’d obliterate some part of the surface below.
    

    
      And Ada was down there. Somewhere. Wasn’t she?
    

    
      She sat on the command pad, closed her eyes, and breathed in time with the shudders. They would need more power.
    

    
      Lights. They didn’t need lights in most of the damned ship; she closed them as easily as closing her eyes. Shields - the ship was going to crash, what did it need shields for? Weapons - the mass of the dreadnought itself would be the best weapon. She leeched all that electric might away, pouring it into the ship’s alien and wreathing propulsion systems. Gravity? Fuck it. Outside the hangars, they didn’t need gravity.
    

    
      She suddenly felt herself jolt slightly as she turned that off. The planet Freyja was in charge now, and Isavel started sliding sideways into its embrace. She opened her eyes and stared at the hologram.
    

    
      The line of their trajectory was growing as power shifted around in the demon ship’s veins, starting to point towards the landers, almost getting there. Everything was on fire.
    

    
      Five minutes to impact.
    

    
      “Everybody off!”
    

    
      She hadn’t needed to yell it, except perhaps to herself. The rest were already going. Dropships, landers of all sizes, a few stray fighters - everything was pouring out of 
      Burn Bright the Dark
      ’s rear 
      hangars
      . Dragons, too - all of them madly diving out, directly into alien skies. The dreadnought was the cloud of a storm of 
      all kinds 
      pouring from the sky. Gods and ancients preserve them all.
    

    
      But she 
      did 
      need to yell it for herself. After a second she realized she hadn’t even considered how to get off the ship. A ship that wasn’t going to be airborne much longer.
    

    
      She jumped to her feet and darted out of the room, regretting the ship’s long name. “
      Burn!
       Show me the way out!”
    

    
      The ship’s placid tone was wildly mismatched to the situation. “There are emergency single-occupant escape craft -”
    

    
      “
      I can fly,
       just get me a door!” She darted into an intersecting hall as the ship, randomly tilting to the right, and was stumbling and gliding downhill before the ship adjusted again.
    

    
      “There is a maintenance hatch nearby. Follow the floor lighting.”
    

    
      “What -” The lights flared up along the hard ground, pulsing gently ahead of her, a strip as wide as her shoulders lancing down this hall before turning into another. She clenched her teeth and scrabbled. “How long till we hit?”
    

    
      “
      You
       should reach the hatch in time, and will not hit anything. I will strike the lead Haint landing vehicle in about four minutes. The explosion should be enough to shatter both landers. You will need to escape within two minutes, to be clear of the blast.”
    

    
      She stopped as an unassuming panel of wall suddenly unfolded into a door. Right. 
      She 
      wasn’t going to hit anything, hopefully, except the ground. She was only condemning the ship to that end. She ought to remember, by now, that it was mainly the things around her that died when she was in trouble.
    

    
      That miserable sense clung for her as the ship unfolded a path towards the outside, walls and doors peeling apart as she reached them. She couldn’t let it catch her.
    

    
      Something along the wall burst, a door slammed open, and 
      suddenly air
       was rushing out of the ship. Isavel extended dragon claws and dug into the wall, firmly gripping the doorframe, looking out on the mess of a battlefield below. Haints, other ships -
    

    
      Air
      . Behind the familiar smells of fire and lightning-fried air, this planet smelled like something out of a dream, something squeezed from mountain rocks, something deep green and pale blue. She jolted back from the cold snapping for a second, but the way the ship was turning would, she realized, carry it away from her if she jumped out now. For a minute or so.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. 
      Burn Bright the Dark
       - I didn’t mean for you to…” She huffed through her nose. “I never mean to -”
    

    
      “One minute.” The ship paused. “Apologies are unnecessary. You are my captain. All ships must sink. This is simply 
      my 
      ripple in the ocean.”
    

    
      Burn Bright the Dark
       was shuddering under the impacts of something outside. Isavel steadied herself against the wall. “Is there a way -”
    

    
      “You misunderstand. I do not want to survive. It is very zoocentric to assume intelligence requires, or creates, a will to survive. I am a different sort of mind. A mind that responds to my captain, and to humanity as a whole. I am well when I am doing what I was meant to do - to fight and to shield, to help my wards. That means you. That is my emotional truth; it does not hide some natural will to live. I am not like you. I never was.” Lights flashed around her. “You need to jump, Isavel.”
    

    
      The ship was not like her. That much was true. But 
      she 
      was like her.
       It was in her to feel some kind of guilt. And it was in her, monster that she was, to move past that.
    

    
      The battlefield below seethed with smoke and veil. Haint drones were rising to meet the dreadnought, despite out vast it was alongside their puny weapons. Smaller ships of the fleet were starting to descend into the atmosphere, and she wondered how well they would heed her, when she was no longer enmeshed with the fleet.
    

    
      She gripped the doorframe in her claws, spreading wings behind her. “I am still sorry, 
      Burn Bright the Dark
      . Gods be with you.”
    

    
      The ship’s response was simple. “You always were.”
    

    
      Isavel jumped, spreading razor-sharp wings of hard white light into the sky. Starfire splashed hard against her shields, but she shot through pinpoint cracks in their veil with a hunter’s sense of ballistics. Cyan skies soared around her, and the massive whorl of 
      Sulakaz 
      was coming down from the dark beyond the sky as hundreds of tiny black shapes scattered across the field below, in gaps between the smoke and the veil.
    

    
      Wraiths - she would recognize them anywhere. Ada 
      was 
      out there.
    

    
      Isavel flashed every inch of her skin as bright as she could, shining white all around the edges of bone and spidersilk, but the planet pulled her down, the rushing air behind the dreadnought pulled at her fall. The drones kept coming, and she kept shooting.
    

    
      An enormous sound split across the early day, briefly deafening the sun and burning ashen ribbons of shadow into the ground behind trees and hills, and suddenly she and all the world were swallowed in smoke and dust.
    

    
      She couldn’t see through the dust, nothing but flickers of white light scattering through the currents stirring the haze.
    

    
      For an alien world, Freyja was not so different, bathed in smoke and light.
    

    
      The ship must have crashed; that explosion could not have been anything else. Had the landers been taken out? Impossible to say. Would the shield be repaired? Impossible to know.
    

    
      She moved deeper into the 
      murk
      .
    

    
      She wondered, as she did, whether anything she had seen was real. Had Isavel really fallen from that ship? Was she really here, so far from Earth? Had they really both hung onto those damned locator stones for all this time?
    

    
      Ada was not completely devoid of self-awareness. One step before the other, carefully watching the virtual ground Cherry was painting in her mind’s eye, she tried to count the days. It couldn’t have been more than a few weeks. 
      So much time
      . She knew any elder would laugh at her, from the other side of decades, for saying such a thing.
    

    
      But she was 
      tired
      . She was down to the embers of her fire. There was only so much she could do, and if she couldn’t save Freyja - if nobody could - what else could she hope to do?
    

    
      She had done this, in a way. She had brought this on all of them. Worlds turned to ash, civilizations split apart - all at the whims of Ada Liu.
    

    
      She wished things had gone 
      differently
      . But this cataclysm - the things she had done, the chaos she had brought… Her regrets were few, and they were small, and they were hers alone. Was this not among them?
    

    
      She passed dead bodies, and was grateful not to see them with her own fleshy eyes. She passed dead Haints, and stepped to avoid them and the cooling curls of their veil that still reached through the dark.
    

    
      She remembered what she had seen, when she had felt the call. She remembered the seemingly eternal depths of time, a great canopy of life unfurling only along its very edge, along the tiny membrane of time where deep past met vast future. She did not yearn to go back, she did not yearn for things not to change. She did not regret what she had done. Did she know regret at all, for all the chaos?
    

    
      Perhaps she regretted not doing it better.
    

    
      Ahead of her was a glow. It wasn’t going away. Was the smoke clearing?
    

    
      It was strangely silent. She wasn’t sure if the smoke was screening her ears, if the battle was over, if it was just too far away… or if she was dead. No, she didn’t feel dead. It wasn’t like last time.
    

    
      Perhaps she just wasn’t listening. Wouldn’t that just tickle the elders of the Institute? The First Sorceress of Earth, not paying attention.
    

    
      The light was growing brighter. Eerie shadows of starfire, strangled in its fall, filtered through the gloom like questing shots from some distant hunter.
    

    
      One foot in front of the other, as fast as she could. Faster and faster, as she grew to trust her mind’s eye, the things she was seeing without seeing through sight from another’s eyes.
    

    
      If she had left well enough alone, would somebody have fixed everything better than she could have? If she had done nothing, would Isavel have cured the technophage? If nobody ever had, would that have mattered?
    

    
      Perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered. The universe would not have cared, the same way the stars had, for so long, not cared a mote about the woes of any one miserable human on Earth. Until those miserable humans reached those stars, at least. Perhaps she was the monster, for thinking the unthinkable. For thinking things could be better.
    

    
      But she cared. A world that could not be better was a world she couldn’t live in. It was a monstrous world, a resigned world, a despondent and stagnant world. She would not have it. She would not accept it. If she was the monster here, let the universe show her she was wrong. Let the stars strike her dead and the void swallow her whole.
    

    
      The light came into focus. She was staring down the glowing barrel of a Haint cannon, her own height in diameter at least. It gaped at her from the maw of what looked like a Vulture, and started to howl with the stolen fury of a distant sun. She had never seen one so close, so clearly, so alone.
    

    
      The engine whirred and sunlight and veil burst around her like fire, and she reached for the code to bend the world and its fire around her, even so wondering if Sulakaz would find her, too. Wondering what it would be like to continue into something 
      else
      .
    

    
      The fire did not come.
    

    
      Whatever light had been stolen from the distant star where this Haint had been forged, it did not shine on her today.
    

    
      The Haint fell to the ground, a thud that reverberated up Ada’s spine like an iron grip trying to split her in half. She stumbled back, almost losing her footing, as this new wave of dust and dirt splashed around her. The veil was still curling away from the Haint’s armoured plates, but the cannon fell dim.
    

    
      She blinked, glanced at her locator stone just long enough to understand, and jumped forwards, spreading rippling sigils of code from her back to carry her up onto the Haint.
    

    
      There was a gentle tingling at her boots, where she walked in the veil, but it was not enough to capture her attention. Something had cleared the air here; when she landed, she saw what it was, even as the smoke began to fill the gap again. Something had blown a hole in the top of the Haint, scattering energy from its engines in plumes of heat that spouted out at odd angles, churning the smoke and dust into a vortex around them. 
      Something 
      was a glow-white shape with wings like shards of glass wetted on the blood of the sun, a silhouette retracting a blade of light from a stab wound to the machine’s fiery heart, with skin slowly dimming as -
    

    
      Something 
      was Isavel Valdéz, because of course it fucking was.
    

    
      She froze, not even pausing to let the black vanes of code at her back fall away.
    

    
      Shit. She hadn’t planned for this.
    

    
      Now Isavel was looking at her and it was like every form the woman had ever taken was contemplating her at once, and she had nothing to say. She opened her mouth and gaped, and felt utterly stupid.
    

    
      Look at her, standing there, shoulders rippling like the mountains of the eastern horizon, gods-damned angel wings, dragonbone - dragonbone?! - strapped to her as though to correct the notion that anyone in their right mind would want to fuck with this particular woman. But who would? She was an army of a person, barely contained in one form, flickers of every self she’d ever been hazily standing alongside her in the corners of Ada’s vision.
    

    
      And her eyes, all those eyes, fixed on Ada, eyes like - gods, who the hell knew.
    

    
      Ada stumbled forward, trailing streamers of black that were getting torn into the whorl of hot air around them, stirred alongside the white shrapnel blooming and flaking off Isavel’s wings, and Isavel just 
      looked 
      at her, echoes of joy and despair and curiosity and rage humming in the air around her in debate, like Ada was standing before a parliament of memories trying furiously to pass judgement.
    

    
      Dumbly, Ada reached for the locator stone and held it up, as she almost reached arm’s length, and stopped. Isavel had hung the other one around her neck, and it was pointing right back at her.
    

    
      She looked into all those brown eyes looking at her from pasts and present alike, and forced herself to say something.
    

    
      “I never should have left. Not alone.”
    

    
      Isavel blinked. Her lips twitched, and some of the crowding in her aspect diminished, like she was narrowing in on the present. She moved to say something, but Ada kept talking because she couldn’t 
      not
      .
    

    
      “I’m sorry, I just - gods you know what it was like, and nobody else was 
      doing 
      anything, do you have any idea what that was like, everything was such a mess and here was this chance, and I came and fucked everything up, and they’re all here because of me, and they’re dead, they’re 
      dead
      , and I just - I just don’t even -”
    

    
      Isavel had closed her mouth again and was watching her. The humming around her outline, the maddeningly impossible sense Ada got that she was standing before a thousand people in one, eased. Something found the surface of Isavel’s face before diving back down, and Ada had a strange feeling like she was about to be shouted at, gods knew 
      somebody 
      needed to shout at her, because she 
      just kept talking
       -
    

    
      “Can we - Isavel I was stupid. Can we just pick up where we left off?”
    

    
      Breathe. 
      Breathe
      , or Isavel won’t be able to get a word in.
    

    
      Black code and flakes of light mingled in the whirlwind around them, the engines whimpered, and at last Isavel broke the painful monopoly Ada’s voice had had on her own ears.
    

    
      “We can’t pick up where we left off.” She tilted her head slightly. This form of her reached for the locator stone around her neck, gently pulling it away, but Ada also saw her throw it into the sea, saw her throw it into a ruin, saw her crush it to pieces and treasure it without pause. “We’re not there anymore.” She reached for the locator stone in Ada’s hand, and plucked it away with a cool that left Ada utterly frozen, a delicacy that left her skin untouched. “You’re here.”
    

    
      She put the two locator stones in her hand, and they briefly flashed as they touched again, resetting, still resetting to each other, as though never reset in the first place. Then, with a sudden jerk and squeeze, she crushed her two hands flat together, tiny warrior shields coating her palms. The gravelly crunch of the two stones grated against Ada’s ears like claws.
    

    
      Isavel looked at Ada. She was solid. “And I’m here.” And took a step forward, and another, and before Ada could react Isavel had ducked and scooped her up into her arms, hefting her off the ground like she weighed nothing, wiry code and brittle light breaking off them both to churn in the winds, and suddenly their faces were very very close.
    

    
      “So we pick up here.” Isavel was one, nothing but her, smiling down at Ada, warm on her face. “And I’ll do the picking up. You 
      were never very steady on your feet
      .”
    

    
      H
      igh in the sky
      , an eyelid of space and time peeled back, and the iris of Mars looked down upon them and the force of its gaze flung a sword and its ship straight down a maddeningly twisted coil of space and time, flat space violently contorted for just a moment to make a corkscrew tangled path straight. But Ada and Isavel saw nothing of that. Just each other’s eyes.
    

    
      Ada grinned and reached up to pull herself closer, Isavel leaned in, and they kissed as Red Sword of Mars danced and laced between white-veiled fleets and black-wrought code branches and the boiling fire within the canopy of Sulakaz, shearing the wormship in two, spilling like blood across the heavens the indigo echoes of the million sunsets the Haints had beheld over their silent, lonely vigil.
    

    
      A small part of them was up there, hands on the blade of it; more of them than they knew hung strung across stars and time, extended beyond the now back and forth through a great web of life that moved of its own accord, curling now around this one world, this beating heart, where a dead thing was trying to snuff it out.
    

    
      But the Ada that Ada knew, and the Isavel that Isavel knew, they were here and now, faces bathed in this lavender glow of starlight captured and spilt free, warm and smiling, weightlessly rooted to the spot.
    

    
      The skies would burn no longer.
    

    
      Night would fall again, cool and still.
    

    
      Though they had no intention of waiting for the cover of dark.
    

    
      Breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter 21
    

    
      Isavel had never seen night this way before. Out beyond the glassy pane pretending to be a window, the last light of Freyja’s star was slowly dimming into a sliver of silver as the planet turned in silence. She watched, marvelling at the strangest feeling in the world.
    

    
      She had no duties to accomplish. Nowhere to go. Nobody to fight.
    

    
      And yet, nothing was missing.
    

    
      Ada clung to her back, chin and lips alternately resting on Isavel’s bare shoulders, a bright heat defiantly declaring every span of bare skin contact in her mind. She leaned back, grateful the dreadnought had conceded to Earthling gravity in this one room, and closed her eyes.
    

    
      “We’ve never spent this long in the same place together.”
    

    
      Ada snorted. “We never spent much time together at all.” She rested her face against Isavel’s head, breath growing hot as it grew trapped in the messy waves of her hair. “What if we end up hating each other?”
    

    
      Isavel heard the smile around the words, and smiled back. “Didn’t we try to kill each other? I think we’re already past that.”
    

    
      “I mean, I didn’t really 
      want 
      to hurt you.” For a moment, Ada almost sounded panicked. “Did you?”
    

    
      She knew there was some playfulness to be had in being coy, but that was not the kind of play Ada needed from this. “I was angry, but no.” She sighed, and turned to look at those jittery dark eyes she had crossed stars to find. “Now, when you left on that ship, I definitely wanted to hurt you. But just a little.”
    

    
      Ada smirked and kissed her again, and they turned to look out upon the dusking world again. For a while they said nothing, until Ada breathed deeply, in a way Isavel was coming to recognize as meaning she was trying to say something. She did this three times before Isavel prompted her. “What is it?”
    

    
      “I just… I wanted a better world.” Those sharp eyes stared into the darkness of the planet speckled by city lights, and the darkness of space speckled by stars. Everywhere, light in darkness. “But I just fucked everything up.”
    

    
      “Not 
      just
      .” She squeezed Ada’s hand. “Listen. I did bad things. I hurt people. I think that hurt me too.” She wondered if it should have hurt her more. “But I wouldn’t do much different, overall. I chose what was true to me. I could have done the same things better, but in the end, I got where I wanted to be.”
    

    
      “I got two planets ashed.” Ada exhaled. “The Haints came for 
      me
      .”
    

    
      Isavel sighed. “You did. Then I came for the Haints. Look where that got them.”
    

    
      Ada stared at her and chuckled. “I love when you brag.”
    

    
      She 
      still wasn’t sure she loved it when she bragged. But it was nice to try it, and to have someone who took it well, so she smiled. “Just don’t give me any new titles and we’ll get along fine.”
    

    
      “Sure thing, Haint Smasher.”
    

    
      “I’m serious.”
    

    
      “Understood, Isavel Seriously Valdéz.”
    

    
      “I 
      will 
      hurt you.”
    

    
      “Just a little?”
    

    
      Not even a little bit.
    

    
      Mars Unforgotten
       hung above 
      a sea
       on the Freyjan surface. Under darkness it was hard to tell the difference between ruined and 
      resting
      , but when daylight returned, bruises of smoke and scars of tsunamis left by the wormship’s impact with the planetary surface were plainly visible.
    

    
      The planet’s orbit swarmed with ships and alien creatures and whatever Sulakaz was. The tears in space that they had only just glimpsed from the surface were long gone, whatever attention they had won from 
      it 
      now dispersed again across time and space. But whatever Ada’s alien friends had done to the planet’s gravity well seemed poised to remain.
    

    
      They didn’t spend too much longer looking out the window, but lying on the bed and staring at each other, Isavel’s mind started turning outwards again anyway, and she thought she saw Ada’s attention flicking to the view behind her as well. She reached out to take her hand.
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      Ada sighed. “They’re still out there. We just destroyed 
      one 
      wormship; one fleet. And you lost three of your six dreadnoughts doing it. I just… I wish we were 
      done
      . But this is just the start of another long fucking war. This isn’t the world I wanted.”
    

    
      She nodded, understanding full well what Ada meant. She didn’t want to fight any more wars either. “Maybe we don’t have to fight more wars. Maybe Sulakaz will go eat the rest of the Haints, or the Union will do the fighting for us.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to give the Union our weapons.” Ada’s response on that was quick and firm enough to make Isavel pause. “Gods only know what they’d do to us. And each other.”
    

    
      “What should we do, then?”
    

    
      They stared at each other, and the silence said enough. It was impossible to say.
    

    
      Eventually, though, Ada did have a thought. “Let’s at least show ourselves in public and, I don’t know, talk to people. See what’s happening.”
    

    
      “Show ourselves in public?” She smirked, closing her palm around Ada’s. Just her hand. There were only two of them, here. Two was enough. “Do you think the dragonbone will go over well?”
    

    
      
    

    
      In one of Daneer’s less-damaged governmental buildings, 
      Ada watched Isavel with deep fascination as she met the leaders of the Union remnant on Freyja.
       The six of them, brought together in that mad moment that ended a wormship, were still outnumbered, but Ada felt much less alone standing shoulder to shoulder with other tall, sturdy children of Sol, collectively making these older, aging colonials seem like children. Even though one of the Ada’s six was a small colonial herself.
    

    
      Isavel herself met these people - presidents and admirals and other hollow titles - with an interest that seemed both genuine and light, both open and shallow. Ada wasn’t sure what it was; whether Isavel had treated with enough gods and demons to be bemused by a few stumpy little colonials, or whether she was simply as unsure of what to do with these people as Ada was. There was a stone-like steadiness to her, more than Ada remembered, more than the echoes and splinters she feared she’d seen when she’d found her on Freyja. That steadiness was a welcome anchor Ada mentally clung to every time she wanted to shout at these people.
    

    
      The Haint fleet had been torn apart, but so had all the other fleets in the system, from the Freyjan defenders themselves to Earth’s relief fleet and the flowery aliens who still didn’t have a name. Wormship debris hand crashed into a sea, causing a tsunami that wiped out at least one major coastal city. Space lanes were cluttered with debris and permanently disturbed by alien gravity channels carved into the planet’s well. There were suddenly Earthlings running rampant on the planet, many of them causing havoc. Some even intentionally.
    

    
      Ada wanted to grab Alan Niu by the shoulders and ask him what he would have said if they had let the planet burn instead, tell him that, oh, wait, he wouldn’t have said anything because he would be a pile of ash. But she restrained herself, and simply watched in awe as Isavel spoke instead.
    

    
      “I have seen cities destroyed. I understand the suffering.” A gentle frown creased her brow as the little glimmering hexagon in front of her mouth translated words of Earth into words of the Union. “I wish we had found a better way to take down the wormship. I rushed into the situation - I’ve never fought a space battle. Feel free to lay the blame at my feet.”
    

    
      Ada smiled, knowing full well Isavel did not particularly want to stay on Freyja long enough for that blame to mean anything. Nor did she, really, though she had matters to attend to before they left. It was comforting to think that, maybe, this wasn’t just her. Maybe it was the Earthling way. If people don’t like you, or you don’t like them, you just leave, because you’re hale enough to be free.
    

    
      “But what’s done is done. Right now, we can help you recover. 
      Mars Unforgotten
      , 
      Farewell the Sun
      , and 
      Metal Cuts Song
       have a great number of ships at their disposal. We can provide transportation, medical care, perhaps other help.” She briefly glanced at Ada, and between them passed understandings from earlier conversations. The ships, and most of all their weapons, stayed in Earthling hands. “I understand your god Chuka -”
    

    
      The Union’s other co-president, Jesst Serresk, firmly leaned forward to try and dictate the terms of the conversation. “It isn’t 
      ours
      , and it isn’t a 
      god
      . That AI is a viral infection of -”
    

    
      “It’s been coordinating with us to help manage the situation. We’re doing our best.” Isavel leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms and barring shoulders straight enough Ada thought she might be able to found a city on them she tried.
    

    
      “And speaking of viral infections, the technophage -”
    

    
      “Should not be a problem.” Isavel nodded towards Ada. “Ada provided us with a solution. It’s gone.”
    

    
      At this, Ada could not restrain herself. “And you’d better thank your invisible gods Isavel figured out how to use it, or all the humans on Freyja would have their brains on fire right about now.” It was a damned miracle that wasn’t the case.
    

    
      “How can we be sure that 
      isn’t 
      about to happen?” This reminder hadn’t calmed Alan. “You can’t expect us to believe you inoculated every single -”
    

    
      “They did.” Ada was surprised to hear Sanako speak, and Isavel turned to the colonial curiously. “Don’t ask me to explain it, but I can confirm what she’s saying. It’s gone. They’re all… they’re not closed off anymore.”
    

    
      The silence that hung told Ada the colonial leaders were balanced between believing one of their own and not believing anything at all. Isavel gave her an appreciative nod. “Yes. Those days are behind us.” She raised an eyebrow. “For 
      all 
      of Earth. So you’ll be hearing more from us in the months ahead.”
    

    
      This made the Union’s military leader, Grand Admiral Yasnat, twitch; but before the mirran could say anything, Felisha leaned in his way. “We’re trying to be productive here. Miss Valdéz -”
    

    
      “Don’t call me 
      Miss
      .” Isavel frowned, and Ada caught her eye with a shrug.
    

    
      “Isavel.” To Felisha’s credit, she didn’t miss much of a beat in what might well have been a phrase she never thought she’d be saying. “The dragons you brought along are posing a hazard to wildlife and livestock. I understand they’re intelligent - could you convince them to return to your ships?”
    

    
      At this, Isavel’s complexion turned a little less stable, and Ada recognized in it a flitter of bafflement. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think to bring food for them. I’ve asked them not to harm any people.”
    

    
      The Grand Admiral was flatting his ears. “You didn’t bring 
      any 
      supplies for your troops, did you?”
    

    
      Ada practically growled at him. “What do you want from us? We don’t have permanent armies. We get people together and go somewhere and kill things and then go our separate ways. If you don’t want dragons - or 
      our humans 
      - eating wildlife you’ll have to give them food. And dragons don’t eat plants.” She crossed her arms and leaned back to mirror Isavel. “Just think happy thoughts about all the wildlife they 
      aren’t 
      eating on Earth anymore.”
    

    
      Isavel flashed her a smile, but not for the comment. She seemed to do that every time she heard Ada speaking the Union language, a little glimmer of amusement or admiration in her eyes, and it made Ada blush. She liked it, and it was giving her ideas for what they ought to do next, when this tedium was dealt with.
    

    
      “I don’t feel this is productive.” Jesst Serresk, the other Union president, was perhaps the calmest Union presence in the room, her voice flat and careful. “Earth - and Mars - arrived with overwhelming force and crushed our attackers. For that we can certainly be grateful.” Ada looked at her, and saw in the yellow halos of her irises the ragged portals of space tearing open to reveal entire planets reaching out to destroy the Haints. “We must look to 
      repairing
       the immediate damage, and further unto the future. Let us not forget that you defeated one Haint fleet, and not all the Haints. There is every reason to think they will return, as they always have. And half of Earth’s fleet was destroyed.”
    

    
      Ada glanced to Isavel; this might be a genuine problem.
    

    
      Everyone in the room seemed to think about it for a moment, until Yasnat’s ears flicked. “That trick with the raw jumpgates and the planets. Can you do it again?”
    

    
      At that, Isavel turned to face the others, who except for Sanako had remained entirely quiet.
    

    
      Sam. Sanako. Kelena. Tevoria. This was the one question that touched them all. Ada too turned to look at them all for a moment, but when nobody spoke, Isavel forced the issue.
    

    
      “I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s available on demand. 
      Tevoria
      , what do you think?”
    

    
      The sorceress - Ada had inquired about her, and since the demon woman had been summoned fairly recently, Ada was glad to know she herself was in fact still the First Sorceress of Earth - frowned and shifted uneasily. “It isn’t the kind of magic I’m used to. It’s not something I can grab. The best we could do was call for it; eventually, it came. When things were dire. I’m starting to think 
      it 
      decides when it wants to be used. Or that we are a means by which it decides whether to use itself.”
    

    
      This did not do much for the colonials, but before they could get a word in, Sanako nodded suddenly. “We’re just neurons. We’re not, you know, witches.” But she said it with a hint of a smile. “It lives in us, 
      through 
      us, and when it decides to act we light up. We don’t decide what it does, but we’re part of the system that makes that decision. We’re… part of how it knows itself. I think that’s what I… that’s how it felt.”
    

    
      Alan Niu drummed his fingers on the table. “We don’t have any other options. If you can’t do this on command, we -”
    

    
      Again, Felisha cut off the president. “All due respect, sir, don’t antagonize people who can tear raw holes into spacetime on top of our planets. Sir.”
    

    
      Ada allowed herself to laugh, quite genuinely; Felisha shot her a look that clearly said 
      we’re not friends
      , but Ada still felt inclined towards friendliness all the same. She enjoyed that, and she enjoyed laughing. It felt better than thinking about the fact that, in truth, the Haints were not at all defeated; they were only set back.
    

    
      She would have to face that reality sooner or later. But they had bought themselves a few decades, and that was more than enough time, so she did not feel she was wasting it when she grabbed Isavel’s hand after the fruitless meeting. “Hey. Let’s go meet some friends of mine; I want to show you something.”
    

    
      Isavel gave her a bemused smile, and squeezed her hand back. “Show me what?”
    

    
      “It’s called pizza.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      The mirran grinning at her, Baoji, was alternately looking at Isavel and the piece of pizza she was trying to eat. Ada had instructed her on how to hold it before they had even approached the small ship, but she still felt she was doing something wrong. She wasn’t a good liar, though, and spoke around a mouthful of something gooey and fatty called 
      cheese
      .
    

    
      “Good! Messy.” She swallowed. “Do you have a spicier one?”
    

    
      “Mirrans don’t like capsaicin.” The colonial human Elsa shot Baoji a teasing look. “We have to tone it down for them. More drink?”
    

    
      She nodded and watched the woman 
      lean
       over to pour her some bitey, sweet alcohol. She could see a little of what Ada meant - Elsa was of a stockier build than most of the colonials, and had a rigid confidence and control to her motions uncommon no matter where in the galaxy one was. She could well imagine Ada liking the look of her, and felt at least a little smug knowing she had height and brawn over the colonial woman. “Thanks, Elsa.”
    

    
      The 
      table was actually a mismatched collection of smaller metal tables arranged just outside the ship’s cargo bay with cloth draped over them all, bringing them together. Up and down the table were more faces, some of which she knew more than others. Sam sat in an oddly conspiratorial huddle with Sanako, both of them trying to conversationally engage Sanako’s younger sister over triangular slices of bread and flavour; Isavel had already forgotten the sister’s name, but the girl seemed utterly exhausted by the emotions she’d been through over the last few days. The outer named Zhilik was here, too, with a mirran woman Isavel didn’t recognize, quietly exchanging polite but demurred conversation with Baoji in between the colonial mirran’s louder outbursts. Hail had declined to come along, perhaps feeling out of place, and Isavel still winced the awkward moment the invitation had put the hunter in. But she was here with Ada; the rest of them would go their own ways.
    

    
      Tanos had fallen into easy conversation with a little colonial man named Turou, who was showing him some sort of game ensconced in a flat device. When Isavel bit into her next bite of pizza, though, he looked over her and grinned.
    

    
      “I’m glad your first isn’t from stasis!” He gave Baoji a solemn shake of the head. “Fresh really is best.”
    

    
      Baoji raised a hand as though to slap the man, but did not follow through, while Ada made a face, comfortably slipping into the colonial tongue. “I honestly can’t tell the difference, Turou. Does your pizza religion exist just to piss off Baoji?”
    

    
      Elsa smirked and raised her own glass at Isavel alongside her voice. “To Isavel. 
      Finally
      . Been wondering what kind of person could keep Ada in check.”
    

    
      Isavel raised a glass back while Ada laughed. “I’m not 
      in check
      .” Isavel wasn’t sure whether there was some linguistic reference in that stress, but she enjoyed hearing Ada 
      patter
       directly in the strange colonial language, as the device nestled in her ear quietly translated. She wondered how easily she’d be able to teach Ada her mother’s tongue. “I just trust her. I trust you all too, but, uh - you know, if I had to -”
    

    
      “I’d love to hear how you two met.” Turou was the most unabashedly friendly of the bunch, and seemed delighted by the dinner. As he rearranged the different pizzas on the table so guests had access to different options, she wondered if he was simply delighted not to have been turned to ash, but the company seemed to help. “I still don’t quite understand who lives where, and what you all do, exactly, back where you’re from.”
    

    
      “We met a couple of times.” Ada smiled at her. “It’s complicated.”
    

    
      “Would you like to visit Earth? I’m sure we could arrange it. After losing three dreadnoughts, we have a lot of spare ships lying around that can make the jump.” Isavel nodded back at Ada, recalling what they had discussed. Earthling ships stayed in Earthling hands. “The ships fly themselves; we can tell them to go where you ask. The technophage is gone.”
    

    
      “Right, it is.” He seemed a bit disbelieving, but he nudged Baoji questioningly as he reached for another slice. “I wouldn’t want to impose, I’m sure you’ll need the ships. For the rest of the Haints.”
    

    
      Ada’s mood seemed to dim a little as she chewed on another slice, and her eyes flicked down to the table to Sanako, who had grown more quiet with mention of the Haints as Sam tried to distract her sister. “We’re thinking about that.” She glanced at Baoji. “Have you thought about my offer?”
    

    
      Elsa and Turou turned and stared quizzically at the mirran, who flicked his ears and bobbed his head. “Ada said Cherry could help 
      graft
       a warp drive to the 
      Sangrila
      .”
    

    
      Isavel raised an eyebrow at Ada, who 
      demurred
       and shrugged, retreating to the privacy of their shared native language. “These three wouldn’t give it to the Union army. I trust them, and I don’t think they’ll be able to figure out the technology on their own.” She glanced sideways. “You said so earlier - we can’t stop them from having these things forever. But I think we can decide 
      who 
      gets it 
      when
      . I’d rather the little people get their hands on this stuff before the people with followers and titles.”
    

    
      She nodded. She was not afraid of the colonials - it was Ada who had been adamant about keeping the ships in Earthling hands to begin with. “They seem nice. And they 
      are 
      little, though Elsa does look a bit like me.”
    

    
      Ada laughed. “No! Not really.”
    

    
      She shook her head and bit into the pizza, watching the colonials murmur and speculate about what they might do with a ship that could skip between stars like nothing. The truth, she imagined, would end up being far stranger than anything they were contemplating now. That was how things seemed to turn out.
    

    
      It was night when an unease that had been creeping around the edges of Isavel’s mind seized her, and it seemed to seize Ada at about the same time. Together they quietly stepped away from the table, walking out into the quiet night on the port. A quick glance back drew concerned glances from Sam and Sanako, but not enough that Isavel felt they had felt the same thing.
    

    
      Ada, though, was looking up into the clear night sky, and Isavel knew just what she was looking at.
    

    
      “It’s that star, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Ada nodded. Some distant 
      speck
       of light had drawn her attention. Nothing about it was peculiar, but she found herself briefly transfixed, as though it were familiar, and even as she looked back to Ada and back to the sky again, she found she instantly knew which one it was
      . The coder’s dark eyes were fixed on the same point, contemplatively. The answer was clear enough in her face.
    

    
      She gaped for a moment before closing her mouth and humming, then shaking her head. “It’s not Sol.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t feel like Sol.” Isavel sighed, and looked back. It looked familiar, but not like she had ever seen it. It looked like something she recognised only from tell. It was not the kind of familiarity she ever would have associated with a single prick of light against the sky. “I have a guess.”
    

    
      “You’re right.” Ada grumbled a bit and cocked her head slightly. “I know you’re right. But let’s hear it anyway. Cherry, what are we staring at?”
    

    
      The smooth voice coming from Ada’s suit confirmed exactly what Isavel suspected. “That is the local star of the Haint homeworld.”
    

    
      She and Ada looked at each other for a long, quiet moment. That pull of recognition hadn’t come from 
      them
      . Even Ada, who had stood under that star’s light, couldn’t have picked it out from a hundred other stars. Something 
      else 
      had recognized it. And something else was worried about it.
    

    
      Ada fidgeted, stepping closer to Isavel and bumping her cheekbone against Isavel’s eyebrow. “We didn’t 
      win
       here.”
    

    
      She wrapped her hand around the back of Ada’s head. “We did win 
      here
      . It’s just that 
      here 
      is small.”
    

    
      “They’re still out there.” Ada looked at her. “We need to get a better fleet together. You said the ring can summon ships from the thousand worlds? We need more.”
    

    
      “It takes time. And energy. Energy it was saving for a thousand years, while nobody used it. I don’t know how much of a fleet we can pull out on short notice.”
    

    
      “We have years before they make it back here. Decades.”
    

    
      Years. 
      Decades
      . The thought of those made her tired, and she heard the creak of exhaustion in Ada’s voice too. “We do.”
    

    
      She took a step, then another, towards the edge of the landing platform, and Ada followed her to the edge. They slid down onto the spongey, moss-laced soils of Freyja, walking a few more paces away, Isavel baring her feet to touch the ground. It was cold, but not enough to be painful. The planet below was calm and quiet.
    

    
      “Mars answered. Eventually. When enough of us kicked it.”
    

    
      She gently tapped the ball of her left foot against the ground. Ada watched her for a moment. “You think it’ll come again?”
    

    
      “I don’t think Mars is the thing that’s worried about the Haints. Or, not the whole thing.”
    

    
      Ada hummed quietly. “You’re thinking it’s the whole damn… tree?”
    

    
      “I think so. The heaviest part never even answered. 
      Earth 
      never answered.”
    

    
      “Earth.” Ada frowned. “Gods, what are we even talking about? I still don’t understand what’s going on. I get what Sanako said, something about us being nodes, or eyes, about us being able to see the rest of the - whatever it is. But… what 
      is 
      it?”
    

    
      Isavel glanced at Ada again, then back at the star, which neither of them had any trouble picking out of the sky. She remembered feeling the thrum of Freyja when the rest of the family assembled. Freyja wasn’t the only adopted sibling to the pack - they had all adopted each other. They had all grown intertwined, and they had answered. The lighter ones, at least. The ones easier to be moved.
    

    
      “I don’t know what it 
      is
      . But I think there’s something it 
      wants
      . Ada, we have to go.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ada didn’t like this. This wasn’t the kind of thing she was comfortable with.
    

    
      “It’ll get you home. It’ll do whatever you ask it do, more or less, short of making you an Arbiter or whatever.”
    

    
      “That’s fine. I don’t need that.” Hail was still looking at the ship. It was a small one-person craft, like Cherry but snubber and sleeker, silvery with laces of blue. They were alone in the hangar of 
      Metal Cuts Song
      . It got even more uncomfortable whenever Hail turned to look at her, like right now. Her gaze was glacial. “Thank you, Ada.”
    

    
      “You sure you don’t want to say goodbye?”
    

    
      “No, you can tell her. She’ll understand, I think.”
    

    
      Ada had no doubt Isavel would understand, at least in that calm, accepting way she seemed to understand many things. She didn’t imagine Hail’s sneaky departure would make anyone angry. But she did think it might raise questions, and she felt she was in a poor position to help speculate or process it. “I’ll, uh, take care of her.”
    

    
      Hail raised an eyebrow. “I rather think it’ll go the other way around.”
    

    
      She smirked. “Maybe that too. Can I ask why you’re just -”
    

    
      “I’ve made a lot of mistakes.” The hunter frowned. “Or, I made one or two big mistakes, and saw them through as best I could.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the ship, alternately looking at Ada and away. “I want to go home.”
    

    
      “Okay.” Ada did not know what home would look like to her now. To any of them. “What are you going to do there? Just… be a guard or something?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      She gazed off into the empty space of the hangar, a blond lock hanging unkempt by her ear. Ada wasn’t sure what to do with herself, so she awkwardly turned to the side and leaned against the ship, mirroring Hail. “Maybe wander?”
    

    
      “I don’t need to wander the world, I need to… wander… Myself? Agh. I don’t know.” Hail looked like she was about to present her back to Ada, for a minute, before facing her instead. The eye contact was unnerving, but Ada held it. “I want everything I’ve done to be 
      worth it
      , somehow. For someone. And I haven’t done much, not like you two. But it’s heavy, and I want to lay it down somewhere, and I want it to be 
      useful
      . I don’t know how to do that, yet. So I need to go home and… think. Just think.”
    

    
      Ada looked at her and tried to understand; but of course she couldn’t, not really. She could only tell herself stories of what the hunter might have gone through, what she might yet do next. “I bet things will start changing soon. More than they already have.”
    

    
      Hail grimaced, rubbing her nose. “Gods know they’ve already changed a lot. It’ll be an adjustment.”
    

    
      Ada nodded, looking at the empty space above Hail’s shoulder. “I wonder how. I hope it helps.”
    

    
      Hail just looked at her quietly, for a moment. Ada thought she was hoping the same thing; then she felt Hail thought she was being appallingly foolish; then she thought, maybe, Hail hadn’t even considered things might get better. It was difficult to read her face, and her words didn’t help. “We’ll see. Depends how people feel about change, I suppose.”
    

    
      She nodded, not sure what to say beyond that. Earth had a rocky history with change.
    

    
      “I need to - no, I just 
      want
       to go.” Hail stood straight and tapped the ship, which silently opened up, already bonded to its new pilot. “Don’t come 
      finding
       me. Not for a few months at least. I need to think.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry, I’m not thinking a few months ahead.” Ada grimaced as she watched the hunter hop into the ship. She was interested in what they were doing next, and she was interested in the deep future, the future beyond her own horizons. But between that? Weeks, months, a few years? She couldn’t think about that.
    

    
      Hail quirked a corner of her lips as the cockpit came down. “You should.”
    

    
      Ada watched the ship lift off, slide out of the hangar, call up a ring of solid light that crushed and stretched space in a flash of warp travel. And Hail was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s more comfortable than I thought.”
    

    
      Isavel extended her arms, looking at the flight suit she had just 
      donned
      . It was a lot like the one Ada wore - identical, really, except molded to Isavel’s shorter and rather more solid physique. She had wanted it white, and it had complied. She felt encased in a snug but soft layer, from fingertips to toes, yet somehow her movements did not feel constricted at all.
    

    
      “It is flexible and aware of your comfort level. You should not have problems with it, but if you do, do not hesitate to ask me.”
    

    
      Cherry stood on four of six fins splayed on the ground like insect legs, the other two tucked up and back a bit like ears. Isavel was looking for something like eyes to gaze into, but saw nothing except the shine of the cockpit glass. “Are you sure there’s room for the dragonbone? I like it, but I don’t need to keep it with me. I can leave it somewhere on Freyja for -”
    

    
      “You travel lightly. Both you and Ada. I have plenty of room.”
    

    
      “Great.” She hesitated, taking a step forward, and resting her hand on the glass. “I appreciate you helping me. Thank you, Cherry.”
    

    
      “I cannot imagine refusing you a proper flight suit.”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean that.” She remembered the cool, still, vivid pink embrace of an utterly alien mind. “I meant when I was on Mars. When you showed me the weave of the shield.”
    

    
      Oh how she wished the ship had facial expressions. “I must admit that I remain uncertain about that situation. But through this suit’s connection, I can see the shape of your mind, and it is indeed the mind I found in Ada in that moment. So, you are welcome. I am happy to help Ada’s friends.”
    

    
      “Because they’re Ada’s friends, specifically.” She did not understand the depth or peculiarities of Ada’s relationship to the ship - a demon ship, she knew now - but she knew there was a singular bond here. “I hope you don’t feel I’m putting her in danger. Or getting in the way.”
    

    
      “She enjoys your company immensely. I have found her to be prone to stress and bad moods otherwise, so I am delighted to have you with me, Isavel.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The ship’s voice suddenly manifested directly into her mind, bypassing her ears entirely. 
      And between the two of us, Ada already puts herself in more danger than anyone else could manage. If you wish to conspire with me to keep her a little safer, consider the offer extended.
    

    
      She laughed a little, not sure whether the ship was making a joke, or could. But it certainly made her feel at ease, which might well be all Cherry wanted with the comment.
    

    
      Ada is still sleeping in. I could wake her, but otherwise she has another forty minutes in her natural sleep cycle, and it would be best to let that take its course.
       The cockpit slid open. 
      If you want to stay here and go over your flight suit controls, please make yourself at home.
    

    
      She had ridden in Cherry a few times now, between Freyja and the dreadnoughts, but always in the back seat, with Ada in control, a strange trance-like look overtaking her sharp features and golden face as she interfaced with the ship. She glanced briefly at the pilot’s seat before making for the back again.
    

    
      You can try the pilot’s seat if you like.
       Cherry’s interjection made her jump; she hadn’t realized she was being watched so closely. 
      I’m sorry, would you prefer I not respond verbally to your body language?
    

    
      “No, no, it’s fine.” Isavel glanced around, but the other ships in the hangar were further off, and the various Earthling pilots and crew hanging around their ships were not paying her any mind. Most were from lands Isavel had never seen, and they did not know her to be any different from anyone else. “But I’m not 
      the
       pilot.”
    

    
      Would you like to fly together? We have a little time.
    

    
      Isavel chuckled. “What? You’d let me fly you?”
    

    
      I did say fly 
      together
      . I know more about flying than you do.
    

    
      She smirked. “I’ve had bad experiences with haulers. No offense; I’m sure you’re better than a hauler.”
    

    
      I am not capable of taking offense, and I will concede that when it comes to hosting a group of gunners or travellers on open-air flatbed transportation, the hauler is the clear winner.
    

    
      “So if I want the wind blowing in my hair, I’m out of luck.”
    

    
      I can rapidly circulate cockpit air, simulating wind. But yes.
    

    
      She gently lowered herself in the pilot’s seat, still stretching her arms out in front of her to marvel at the soft white webbing of the suit. “You don’t mind being flown by someone other than your pilot?”
    

    
      You will learn that I do not mind things, as a matter of psychology. I understand you are not used to dealing with individuated AI yet, but you will learn. For now, imagine I have a strong family instinct that overrides other concerns. I hope you and I will be able to develop a stronger bond as time goes on.
    

    
      “Family instinct?” Isavel’s lips quirked. She rested her head against the back of the seat. “You have family?”
    

    
      Los tengo a ustedes dos.
    

    
      It wasn’t Cherry’s fault she cried. A wave seized her and 
      gripped
       her by the lungs, and she heaved a single sob as her eyes began to run. She pressed her hands to her eyes, trying to breathe.
    

    
      “I am sorry.” Cherry seemed to retreat into speaking aloud. “Isavel, we have not gotten off to the best start.”
    

    
      The suit seemed to tighten a little around her, like a full-body hug, warming slightly to the touch. She slowed her breathing and looked at her hands, blinking away the tears. Something was different. She did not feel the heft of her titles here, the might of a fleet, the will of the gods. She no longer felt the… the fragmentation of her selves, the crowding in her skull. It was just her, and this ship, and the woman they shared off sleeping in a room just beyond the edge of the hangar. That smallness, the closeness of what remained - it felt more raw. But she pressed on.
    

    
      “It’s okay. I didn’t realize you could speak it.” She sucked in a ragged breath. “You still want to fly?”
    

    
      “It was just a suggestion. If you would rather time alone -”
    

    
      “No, no. I don’t think that helps.” She started nodding. “No, let’s give it a try. Can you show me what to do?”
    

    
      “Of course. There are holds for your hands on either side of the seat, which will allow you to meld your proprioception with mine.”
    

    
      She found the grooves and slipped her 
      hands
       in, and in an instant, in the most strangely comfortable way, her body was one with the ship, her mind bathed by its minty cool, soothing presence.
    

    
      It was just like her dragon’s gift, almost. With a mental muscle she was in the air, floating, the weight of the ship and the weightlessness of its movements combined giving her a sudden tingling feeling that made the dragoness inside her smile.
    

    
      “Okay, Cherry. 
      ¡Vamos!
      ”
    

    



      The Last Chapter
    

    
      The Haint homeworld had no name in human minds. It must have had 
      some
       name - Ada would be shocked if a spacefaring civilization hadn’t had a way to refer to its home. But that name was long gone, and though Cherry might cleverly reconstruct its sounds, the world it had once been was almost as ashen and dead as the name.
    

    
      “It 
      does 
      look familiar.” Isavel was leaning over Ada’s shoulder, peering out the glass. The Haints hadn’t seen them approach under stealth, of course. “Even though I was never here. The greyness, the… it’s not dead, is it?”
    

    
      “Mmm.” She remembered seeing stuff growing on the surface, and remembered Cherry confirming as much. But it wasn’t obvious from here. “Only mostly dead.”
    

    
      “Good.” Isavel was nodding. “Good, I think we’ll need that.”
    

    
      “You think it matters where we land?”
    

    
      Isavel creased her eyebrows. “I really don’t know.”
    

    
      Cherry chirped in. “I can track live biomass. Perhaps a location rich in biomass, and less visible to orbital scans?”
    

    
      “That sounds good.” There was conscious blind trust in Isavel’s tone; Ada had grown used to it by now, but Cherry was in the habit of dropping terms not entirely native to their language. Like 
      biomass
      . From the shape and the parts they could be made to make a certain sort of sense, but Isavel would have to get used to parsing them. “Thanks Cherry. Let’s go down.”
    

    
      Ada saw a spot flare aglow in her mind’s eye, and down they went. The planet’s thick cloak of rainclouds was particularly opaque here, and when they broke through to the lower atmosphere, raindrops spattered against the glass. Cherry was directing them to 
      a moist
      , muddy region 
      pocked
       with small lakes, though precious little was growing even here. A reddish sheen seemed to cover some of the soil and rocks near the edges of the water, interspersed with pale minty green patches, but aside from that the world was still overwhelmingly grey.
    

    
      “The ones underground.” Isavel’s voice was low. “You said they were dead. Not in stasis?”
    

    
      “Rotting apart.” Ada did not like to remember the sight of them. “I fucking hope they’re dead.”
    

    
      Isavel nodded. “But they’re still in their Elysium. Whatever it is.”
    

    
      “Right.” She glanced over as they settled by one of the lakes. “You think this will work?”
    

    
      “I have no idea. But something has to happen.” Isavel’s brow creased in consternation. “The… it’s moving this way. It’s moving 
      us 
      this way. And it’s not like we have a fleet. We’re all it has left.”
    

    
      Ada met her eyes. “We’re enough. We have to be.” She gripped one of Isavel’s hands in her own. Helmets sealed, atmosphere gone, the glassy canopy popped up, and Isavel smiled and moved past her, hopping out onto the surface. She took deep breaths, a few in a row, and jumped out to follow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Isavel heard Ada hit the ground behind her, and tried to offer a companionate smile. She didn’t like this place; Ada apparently felt the same, looking 
      uncomfortably
       around them as she approached Isavel’s shoulder. “I hate it here.”
    

    
      They could both use a little encouragement. “I can see why.” She took Ada’s hand. “Come on. Let’s meet whatever’s left to meet.”
    

    
      They walked to the edge of the lake, a gaping wound in coarse rock and gravel. The rain was that same uncertain, halting drizzle Isavel knew from the coastal forests back on Earth; here and there specks hit the water, casting ripples that faded before they hit the shore. A slimy sort of ooze permeated the cracks, and on some of the rocks near the edge of the lake little reddish and yellowish whorls 
      clung
       on for dear life, florescing little splats of something thin and fibrous. If they were plants, they were meager plants indeed.
    

    
      She knelt down near the edge of the lake. This was no beach, but a sheer drop of rock, so she dangled her feet and legs into the water, feeling the cool tingle through the soft white material of the suit - just enough to know it was there, not enough to feel uncomfortable. After a moment’s hesitation, Ada sat down beside her.
    

    
      “I don’t know what to do here.”
    

    
      The white glove of her left hand was resting on a rock, touching some of the little living things that still clung to the planet. These little ones, of course, couldn’t help them. “Me neither. But we both felt this place. We have to be here.”
    

    
      Ada nodded. For a quiet moment, they just sat on the edge of the lake. Isavel wondered whether there was something here, too, something feeling a moment of quiet between -
    

    
      Then Ada reached out with a sudden jerking motion and repeatedly slapped the surface of the water with her palm. “Hey, death-eating life-tree! We’re here! Got any more gods-damned 
      instructions?
      ”
    

    
      Isavel laughed. Maybe it 
      was
       that straightforward. “Well? Any answer?”
    

    
      Ada turned and blinked at her, grinning desperately. “Aside from the uncertainty buzzing around my brain?”
    

    
      She shook her head, though not from disagreement. She felt the same way. “What happened the last few times? Maybe we need to call it again.”
    

    
      Ada propped herself on her palms, leaning back. “I hate it here, but I don’t want to leave. That must mean something.” She kicked a foot in the water. “So the magic connects us. Me and you. And all the other things - all the way back to one of our ancestors. All the way back to plants and pond scum. And it connects Mars, and Freyja, and if we dig it probably connects Mir, because they all touched each other.”
    

    
      She pulled up a fistful of gravel and rolled it around in her hand, then tossed it into the lake.
    

    
      “Nobody touched this place. They died before they could leave, and it was just dead machines from then on out. Maybe there isn’t any magic here.”
    

    
      “There is, though. 
      We’re
       here.”
    

    
      Ada was nodding. “And I’m probably wrong. I bet there
       is
       magic here. It’s not like Earth is special. There was magic on the other worlds that grew together with Earth’s after they met. It’s just, this place…” She waved her hand at the heavens; in small cracks between clouds, a few glowing trails of veil from the orbiting Haints were visible. “It’s 
      their 
      magic tree, not ours.” She leaned over Isavel to point at the rust-coloured lichen on the rock. “
      These
       little fuckers.”
    

    
      Isavel raised an eyebrow. “Should we plead our case to the sorcerer-lichen?”
    

    
      That got a laugh out of the coder, and she pulled back up, looking at Isavel with something of comfort and something of despair. Isavel smiled; a decent joke?
    

    
      She glanced at the decidedly ordinary little growth, and wondered. “Why is this different, though? We haven’t connected. But how does that happen?”
    

    
      Ada frowned, the dim daylight reflecting off her helmet just above her forehead. “It’s all of us, through our parents. Back as far as you can go. But that can’t be the only shape of it, right? Or else how would Earth and the others get entangled?”
    

    
      “
      Tevoria
       isn’t my daughter - I just gave her my blood.” Isavel started trying to remember the branches as she had seen them, the weaving of live back through time. “Sanako isn’t your sister, but you gave her your blood. She was part of it anyway, but that changed something in her. You shared blood. Did all the worlds share blood?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Something must have happened.”
    

    
      Without a doubt, but it was impossible to say exactly what.
    

    
      Well. Maybe not quite impossible. She turned to face her… Ada.
    

    
      “Ada. Hold my hands. I think we need to visit… it. Maybe we can find the place the worlds met.”
    

    
      Ada stared wide-eyed at her. “What, look back through time?”
    

    
      “I don’t know if it’s looking, or something else, but I’ve done it. I didn’t go past our ancestors - well, past the humans. They’re all ancestors. But that should be enough to find the ones who went to Mars. And elsewhere.” She hoped Ada understood this; she hoped 
      she 
      did. Although… what if she 
      did 
      go further back? “We can try.”
    

    
      She swung her legs out of the water with a splash, watching a raindrop trickle down Ada’s helmet as she faced Isavel, on her knees. They grabbed each other’s hands; Ada looked flustered, for a moment. “I don’t know what to do. You want to take the lead?”
    

    
      “Just come with me. We’ve gone places before.” She quirked her lip up in a bit of a smile, and Ada responded.
    

    
      “Let’s see where we can go now, then.” She met Isavel’s eyes.
    

    
      There was a flutter in her heart as they locked eyes. Nothing mystical there. It was the flutter and lilt of a simpler song the body sang, in the hands and heart of the right person.
    

    
      But it was a flutter of lightness nonetheless, and so Isavel seized on it.
    

    
      Something was waiting - before them, inside them, stretching out beyond them. She closed her eyes, and found the connections they had had beyond all plausible limits, found the places she had looped back into her past and felt her other selves, and they were unmoored. In moments they were gone, they were sometime else, many times elsewhen, stretched out as light and shadow between stars.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was like when Isavel had called to her, from distant Earth. A sudden certainty of a great root linking her back to something old and powerful, a root that fed her strength and into which her own strength fed, a root buried well out of sight.
    

    
      Except they were digging, now, they were sliding along these roots like gods-damned water and light, and all the dense thicket of life pushing from behind her, pushing the green-bleeding edges of the canopy out, now splayed out around her like a jungle poised to devour the universe. Ada tried to breathe.
    

    
      They were looking for something. Focus. She had never done this before. Isavel had, but Ada had no idea.
    

    
      Focus
      .
    

    
      Canopies. Trees. She wasn’t a 
      gods-damned
       bonsai cultivator, she was a 
      coder
      , and what was code if not channels of power?
    

    
      And what was magic, it seemed, if not power channeled through the veins of life? So she didn’t look for lines, because lines didn’t matter. Lines were just flow. What mattered was where things met, where things mingled; the relationships between flows and intersections, again and again over time.
    

    
      She could feel Isavel’s hands in hers, could sort of see her, but they were both away. It was as though her mind’s eye - and ear, and skin and nose and tongue - were all torn away from her body’s. She was coursing up and down thick veins of power that glimmered with blood and joy across centuries, across thousands of years and millions more.
    

    
      She wasn’t looking that far back, though. She just needed to find…
    

    
      He wasn’t a remarkable man. He was quite ordinary looking, rather short, black-haired and narrow-eyed, fit in a practical way but also 
      tired
      . Nothing stood out about this distant father-of-ancestors. Nothing except 
      something
      , 
      gods
       damn it, what was it about him that was different?
    

    
      What did you do?
    

    
      To her surprise, he answered, as though he had been waiting for her to speak all along. Was he… somewhere? Somewhen? Who knew, but he spoke. 
      I’m not sure. Many things. What are you looking for?
    

    
      It wasn’t her native language. It was, to her surprise, one she had heard before, booming from the hull of a great ocean warship. He was more gently spoken - more than the 
      Chengdu 
      had been, and more 
      than
       she was now. 
      I want to see the planets meet. Worlds sharing blood. I don’t know! I don’t know what we’re looking for.
    

    
      A sad smile found his face. 
      Ah. I think you’re looking for my son.
    

    
      Your son?
    

    
      The small boy next to him, of course, who had never not been there, who was an infant further down the tree and a man further up, until he was a meaningless seed and a decaying corpse -
    

    
      I missed him, after he left. So did his brother. 
      Another little boy, one with veins growing through the trellis of time into Ada’s own blood, one of her very own ancestors.
       But he said he was happy when he got there.
    

    
      Got where?
    

    
      Got there. She saw the shape of the young man stretched out through space, a tendril of Earth extended far, far beyond where any Earthling life had been just centuries before. Out past Mars, out away from Sol, through a jumpgate, out to Tlaloc -
    

    
      She found him and she found his partner, and she found their daughter -
    

    
      No, no, Tlaloc was already 
      here
      . Tlaloc was 
      already 
      inside this son born of Earth, its alien presence infusing him like a glow of gravity and whispers. She didn’t need to follow the family tree any further, but what the hell had happened? So quickly, so soon after he’d reached Tlaloc, something had changed -
    

    
      It wasn’t in 
      him
      , not quite. Not in his blood. But it 
      was 
      in his body.
    

    
      All he’d done was set foot on the planet. Breathed its air. Eaten its food.
    

    
      She gasped, bodily and real, and shouted. “Isavel!”
    

    
      And a force of muscle and light reached her and pulled her down, down, down -
    

    
      Past the allmother by her fire, to scrambling apes in forests, to furred creatures she had no names for, to creatures she had no 
      shapes 
      for, to a world where there were no creatures 
      at all 
      -
    

    
      They were standing in a lake. Isavel was holding her hands, staring into her. The suits were gone, the webwork was gone, they were down in the roots except there were no roots here. Just water, waist-deep and burning sulfuric, and a sea of life. It was almost as though the roots melted.
    

    
      The horizons were on fire, volcanoes spewing into the air. The ground was barren. The world was barren. Ada only knew it was Earth because of the fucking moon, high in a ringless sky, glowing bright white, and even the moon was scarred with colour and heat. Ancient old Luna, vibrant in youth.
    

    
      “Where are we? Isavel, what is this?”
    

    
      Isavel looked down, and looked back at her, with a soft expression of something quiet and humbled. “As far as I could go. I thought I might find something here.” She let go of Ada and put her hands in the water. “I found the seed. The last one.”
    

    
      Ada stared. The… “The last one? Where the magic is from. The 
      first
       one?”
    

    
      “I can’t see it.” Isavel frowned, reaching to cup water in her hands. “But I know there’s life smaller than we can see. That must be what I found. But it’s so… 
      tangled
      . I don’t know if this -”
    

    
      “Smaller than we can see.” Her eyes widened. “Isavel, smaller than we can see - maybe 
      that’s 
      the stuff that’s been binding worlds. I saw - I saw the first colonials - they didn’t share 
      their 
      blood with other worlds. Not at first. But something inside them did. Something I couldn’t see.”
    

    
      Isavel stared at her, turning and sloshing in the young thermal sea. “Something like whatever lives here? Ada, this is as far back as I could go, but in the water - this isn’t a mother of mothers. They don’t 
      do 
      parents. It’s not two make one, it’s not even one makes one or one makes two, it’s -”
    

    
      Ada felt the life in the water, the tangle in the root. The root was singular, not plural, but it was also everywhere. It was many and one, one from many. “It’s sideways.”
    

    
      “What?” Isavel frowned at her. “Sideways?”
    

    
      “They’re sharing blood 
      sideways
      .” Ada looked down and plunged her hands in the primordial waters, feeling nothing except the brightness of life. “They’re 
      all doing it
      , Isavel. What you did with Tevoria, what I did with Sanako. This stuff - the life smaller than we can see - it’s trading blood 
      all the time
      . That must be how colonials got Tlaloc and Mars and all the other worlds in them.”
    

    
      “The things living inside us.” Isavel’s eyes widened. “They bind everyone together.”
    

    
      And they were off, and the force of that first magic pushed them up, and up, and -
    

    
      But they weren’t climbing the 
      human 
      part of the tree.
    

    
      Whatever they were following was not human 
      at all
      .
    

    
      It clung to the world like a film and swam it like a soup, and throughout time it did not care for the branches and canopies of the rest of life. In its whorls she saw patterned the shapes of plants and animals and all manner of things that -
    

    
      And here and there, actual plants. Actual animals. Things that were not of this soupy film of life, suddenly made into its descendants.
    

    
      Ada had a vague notion that microbes existed. What she had not expected was that they traded in the patterns of life - and that they traded with plants. With animals. With humans. They were the glue, the sap of the tree of life, binding everything together, through time and space.
    

    
      And where separate worlds met, and this film came together, they 
      all 
      traded -
    

    
      The great mass of Earth’s life, through time and space, joined together with other worlds and became one. Humans did their part, too - not long ago, they too had begun to trade blood sideways. She could see it now - insignificant on a fuller scale, the tiny footprint of life being shared across life in ways a little more intentional, a little sharper.
    

    
      That was how Mars had come into the fold - they had embraced some tiny speck of old martian life on purpose, brought it into themselves, and so the two were linked again, linked together over and over.
    

    
      And all the worlds that flowed together grew into a great tangle and -
    

    
      “That’s it!”
    

    
      Isavel’s words jolted Ada from the vision. She was here again, on the Haint homeworld, breathing heavily. Isavel let go of her hands and started tearing at the rock, and Ada scrambled after her. “What are you doing? What -”
    

    
      
    

    
      She tore off a sheet of lichen, a bit smaller than her palm, blood rushing through her head. She was sure she understood. She knew what had to be done.
    

    
      “Cherry!” She knew she didn’t need to shout for the ship, but she shouted anyway as she grabbed Ada’s arm with one hand and gripped the lichen in her other glove. “Cherry, get over here!”
    

    
      The ship rose quickly and sped over, barely settling down before baring an open cockpit. “Isavel, what is wrong?”
    

    
      “Nothing, just - Ada, come on - we need to get our helmets off.”
    

    
      Ada gaped at her, but did not protest, scrambling in after her. “What - is it 
      actually 
      a sorcerer-lichen?”
    

    
      The cockpit sealed shut and Isavel looked around. “Cherry, tell me when we can get it off.”
    

    
      “Repressurising in just a moment. I am happy to say the lichen appears non-toxic. You are not threatened by biological contaminants, but there could have been dangerous nanites left over from a previous era of civilization.”
    

    
      “That would have made a mess.” Ada popped her helmet off, and stared at Isavel as she did the same. Something in Ada’s eyes told Isavel that the coder had understood. “What - are we doing this?”
    

    
      Isavel hoped they were. “You don’t have to if you don’t want, I think -”
    

    
      “No, come on, I’m not letting you do this alone.” Ada gripped her arms. “I think you’re right. This feels… Like we’re on an edge.”
    

    
      Isavel leaned in and kissed her, and then she was tearing the lichen in half in her hands, and handing half to Ada. “It’s happened before. It’s what it does.”
    

    
      Ada looked, bemused, at the papery flap of tissue. “So much for the mighty sorcerer-lichen.” She met Isavel’s eyes. “Ready?”
    

    
      “Ready.”
    

    
      For a moment they both hesitated.
    

    
      Then, as one, they each ate their half of the lichen.
    

    
      It was not good. It was not something Isavel would ever eat for any other reason. It tasted like dust and acid, and crumbled in her mouth like wet sand, and was largely just disgusting. Her only solace was that Ada seemed about as appalled to be eating it as she was.
    

    
      But she chewed, even as it scratched the insides of her cheeks, and chewed, and when it felt soft enough she swallowed, and Ada was not far behind. She could feel herself grimacing, and despite the ugly expression on her face Ada quickly burst into laughter.
    

    
      “Ugh, fuck, that was 
      bad
      , Isavel can we please never do magic again?”
    

    
      She laughed back, trying to ignore the taste in her mouth. “I’d rather not. That was awful. Do you keep 
      real
       food in here Cherry?”
    

    
      “There is more appropriate sustenance in one of the side compartments in the inner wall. You may appreciate the tangy coating of the 
      ytrus
       fruit jerky.” A small door popped open, and Isavel dove for it. “What, exactly, are you trying to accomplish by eating the local lichen?”
    

    
      She and Ada stared at each other, chewing into the fibrous and indeed quite acidic strips of reddish fruit, and Isavel relished the sour and piquant taste as respite from what had come before. “Making first contact with alien life.” She swallowed. “By eating it.”
    

    
      “Ah. Ada knows more about this than you might think.” Cherry’s matter-of-fact tone somehow conveyed humour nonetheless.
    

    
      Isavel cocked her head, staring at Ada. “What? Did you eat someone in the Union?”
    

    
      Ada seemed to blush. “Uh, no - well, okay, debatable - but those alien starflowers ate 
      me
      , sort of.”
    

    
      They stared utterly blankly at each other, for half a second, and then burst out laughing.
    

    
      This was not how she’d thought magic would work.
    

    
      When the laughter had passed, though, she found herself feeling stilled again. She reached for Ada and glanced outside. “How long do you think we have to wait?”
    

    
      “How should I know? I don’t even know 
      how 
      we’ll know.”
    

    
      She shifted herself to lean partly against the pilot’s seat, staring out at the grey skies and the raindrops flicking down at them, splattered across the canopy. Ada squeezed in next to her.
    

    
      “You think it’ll work.”
    

    
      “Tevoria worked. She’s part of it now.” Isavel sighed. “And my… the dead on the ring are still part of it. So I think it’ll work, yes.”
    

    
      Ada nodded quietly, shifting some of her hair out of the way. “What if it doesn’t?”
    

    
      She didn’t want to think about that. But they had to, didn’t they? “I don’t know. We fight more wars and blow things up. For decades.”
    

    
      “I like blowing things up.”
    

    
      She grinned and nudged Ada in the ribs. “You’re exhausting. That sounds terrible.”
    

    
      Ada laughed, but quickly fell quiet again. “I just wanted to see the world grow again. It will, if this works. It won’t even need me.”
    

    
      Isavel thought that might have been sad, but Ada’s tone said something different. There was a tiredness to it, too. Perhaps that was something Ada was looking forward to - not feeling like the world needed her. She bumped her head against Ada’s cheek. “You think the world needed you?”
    

    
      “I - I think it needed 
      someone
      .” Ada leaned into her. “Maybe not me. But I was there.”
    

    
      “I think you did okay.”
    

    
      Ada pointedly opened one eye. “Just okay?”
    

    
      She smiled back. “
      Very
       okay.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a little time before they felt it, but they definitely felt it. The thing that was pushing at them, using them as its eyes and brain and gods 
      knew
       what else, suddenly bottomed out. It was like pent-up pressure and tension suddenly evacuated into nothing. It was like doors had opened.
    

    
      Something had become entangled. Alien webs of life were touching each other for the first time. Seals had been broken.
    

    
      They hopped out onto the ground, and found a flat space to sit. This was it. All or nothing.
    

    
      They sat across from each other, cross-legged, holding hands. They smiled at each other, not bothering to hide the etches of worry around the edges of those smiles. They were here to change the world. Things could go terribly wrong.
    

    
      But they closed their eyes, and felt their way back to the primordial depths, back up the roaring rivers of life that bound together all the things of Earth and all its sister worlds, back to the very things in their mouths and skin and guts that had made first contact. Silent thanks to those small creatures, whatever they were, whatever they felt.
    

    
      And then back down again, down those alien paths, down into an alien dawn, another hot boiling world under a fresh young sun.
    

    
      And back up again, finally. To the entombed dead.
    

    
      The dead who lived, their souls preserved as their bodies rotted, their minds alive in machines sealed within their depths.
    

    
      They could not speak to these strange creatures, and the creatures could not speak to them. But they could 
      see
      , even if in different colours. And they stared. And they wondered, these strange, chitinous, segmented, six-limbed things that had built the Haints that had taken apart worlds. They wondered what strange things were finding them now, in their nameless Elysium, in the afterlife they had rotted themselves into.
    

    
      They had believed, as they sealed their tombs, that they were alone.
    

    
      They had seen nothing new in so, so long, and now came aliens, and with these aliens the burning bleeding stumps of Vesta and Chang’e and four more nameless worlds and billions of dead, all of them scorched by a fire the entombed had set onto the universe.
    

    
      They had seen nothing new in so long, and now they saw the fires of the apocalypse through which that nothing was fuelled.
    

    
      Neither of them knew what the dead felt, as they felt these aliens suddenly become their distant cousins. As they saw what their Haints had done to this new family. But there was at least one way to find out.
    

    
      Isavel knew what to do, so Ada leaned into her and gave her strength.
    

    
      This was nothing special, at this point. This was all just mysticism. This was just peeking beyond the veil of death. This was nothing.
    

    
      Earth had not answered their calls, at Freyja. Earth was too old and heavy and mighty to care. But 
      this
      . For this, Earth would take a stroll.
    

    
      For her newest tentacles, her newest children, her newest flesh - Earth would spare a moment.
    

    
      In her mind’s eye, Ada saw the moment Isavel found the right strand to pull, the right nerve to prod, and
    

    
      all the stars were bent and crushed
    

    
      and wrung around its gaze like dust
    

    
      and the world was here.
    

    
      Glorious greens and breathtaking blues and weeping whites of winter.
    

    
      Earth and all its jewelry hung behind Isavel’s head like a crown, the ring was aglow like the racing edge of an alien dawn.
    

    
      The ring was aglow, and it was deep. It was worlds and worlds deep. A thousand worlds and a thousand more.
    

    
      And they beckoned, these worlds, they beckoned for the dead. They had 
      all 
      been made for the dead; not only Elysium. That they were ever denied the dead was a cruelty no longer needed, now that the age of the technophage had passed. Now that they were allowed to remember again.
    

    
      And who, today, had the ears of the gods of Earth?
    

    
      So Ada and Isavel flung open the doors to these worlds of colour and magic.
    

    
      These cities lost to time.
    

    
      These Elysian fields.
    

    
      They beckoned, and the thing they had met here, the thing that had lived through the death of its world, lived into its last lichens and pond scum, into its last steel-caged minds and its last echoes of filth on nearby moons, it 
      reared 
      and 
      roared 
      and 
      rose
      .
    

    
      And behind Ada’s back, Isavel saw 
      it 
      move.
    

    
      Because what does life long to do but grow, and where could the caged dead grow now, amidst this desolation?
    

    
      Where but into the thousand waiting arms of Earth.
    

    
      The sheer stampede of life that rushed past Ada weighed on her like all the weight of 
      a world
      , and her body was a mystery to her but she couldn’t imagine she was holding her head high the way Isavel did, spine straight like the pillar of a 
      gods-damned
       bridge across the stars because
    

    
      that
    

    
      was the plan.
    

    
      And it was done.
    

    
      Two were one.
    

    
      The electric crypts fell silent.
    

    
      Because Isavel had reached for the dead, and found them. She had found her parents, in that world below the world, and they had shown her the way into the land of the dead.
    

    
      And there were plenty of dead on the Haint homeworld, their single afterlife bare, their planet’s skies grey with the guilt of a world forsaken, their names curdled to curses by the heat of apocalypse.
    

    
      Without words they had grasped the alien truth that had come for them. 
      We built a thousand worlds to house our dead, and those halls will never be full. Your world is dying, your wardens sucking it dry, your bodies long rotted away. But we came for you. We found you. We joined you. Now you are our dead, too. Those worlds are ours and yours. Leave this one behind, let it rest, let it run wild.
    

    
      All a dead civilization, locked away in electric dreams of a world long passed. The great, monstrous thing of which Ada and Isavel were but tiny parts reached with all its power and bound itself to its counterpart, its predator, its mate, its prey. It knew no words, and they knew no words for what these two things were to each other. But their boughs intertwined, and their sap and blood flowed as one, all the way down to the roots. All as one.
    

    
      And as one, they knew the Haints, and their cleansing fire.
    

    
      And as one, they knew they could not stay. So they 
      moved
      , and the weight of countless dead cultures and civilizations and lives ripped across the stars, and Earth’s embrace was wide and waiting.
    

    
      You are our dead now.
    

    
      And the electric dreams fell quiet.
    

    
      There was nobody left to dream for.
    

    
      The rain kept falling.
    

    
      And Isavel breathed again, and Ada breathed again, and they fell into each others’ arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Cherry broke atmosphere, high above the planet’s curve, the Haints were waiting for them.
    

    
      Arrayed on either side, in columns and rows, in hexagonal grids, perfectly spaced and interspersed, perfectly ordered. Two great formations, two lances, one on either side. All the Haints of this system, all the veil and the pent-up starfire, all the burning violence and icy will.
    

    
      It hung in space, quiet and still, perfectly arranged in long, silent colonnades. And at the very end, in the space they left open, at the end of a perfect line between the homeworld and this little alien fighter flung out into the void, was a single, unremarkable star.
    

    
      Sol.
    

    
      Ada and Isavel watched, carefully, as Cherry moved forward.
    

    
      “I think it worked.” Ada couldn’t trust herself not to shout, so she whispered. “I think they know there’s nothing left to protect. You think?”
    

    
      “Maybe the dead set this up, before they left. From their afterlife.” Isavel nodded towards Sol, wondering just how it was they knew it was home. “Maybe they wanted to thank us.”
    

    
      “Are our thousand worlds any better?”
    

    
      “I hope so.” Isavel patted the seat gently. “Cherry. Any idea what the Haints are doing?”
    

    
      “All complex computational centers on the planet are shutting down. Judging from what we’ve recovered from their systems, I believe they were rendered empty. Without any consciousnesses to instantiate, they have no more purpose. Biomass harvesting and growing chambers are shutting down as well. With the planetary infrastructure shutting down, the Haints have nothing left to protect.”
    

    
      “Isavel.” Ada tapped her shoulder. “Isavel, 
      look.
      ”
    

    
      She squinted, as the ship slowly moved through the ranks and ranks of Haints, and was clearly missing something Ada was seeing, something Ada had grown an eye for after fighting these Haints and their veils for days and days.
    

    
      Then she saw it, too. The veil was trailing off, long slivers and bands of white like streamers melting away in the solar 
      winds
      . The ships were deactivating.
    

    
      Nothing left to protect. Nothing left to do.
    

    
      The Haints had never said a word, had never uttered a sound. But in the fading of their veils, the dimming of their engines, the slow settling of their orbits, there descended on the planet a silence that thousands upon thousands of years had never heard.
    

    
      She couldn’t be sure. She didn’t think any of them could see the future. But somehow, she thought that in this silence, the few things on the planet that still lived began, very slowly, to sing. A song she might never hear, a melody none would be able to hum for centuries yet. But something that could not have been heard under the fiery din of the Haints.
    

    
      Far ahead, dead-center in the rosette of silent ships, Sol awaited.
    

    
      Ada rested a hand on Isavel’s arm, feeling the strength of the muscle beneath her grip. “Home. I don’t know what I’d do if I went back.”
    

    
      “I do.” She smiled, and squeezed Ada’s shoulder. “You’ll meet my grandmother. Drink some good chocolate. I have more conversations to have with her. I’m sure you’ll pick up the language.”
    

    
              Ada blinked, wide-eyed. “Meet your grandmother? Pick up the language? Gods. There are plenty of other planets -”
    

    
      Isavel leaned. “Cherry blossoms are in season. On Earth.”
    

    
      “That…” A slow expression dawned on Ada’s face. “They are, aren’t they.”
    

    
      Isavel ran her fingers through that mess of jet black hair. “Always.”
    

    
      Ada’s smile for her was soft as petals. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Epilogue
    

    
      Maybe you’d like to know more.
    

    
      You might want me to tell you about how Elsa and Baoji visited the city of Baoji’s family ancestors on Earth, then launched a briefly lucrative trade in red panda domesticates. Or how Turou knelt down with a shovel and his bare hands and planted the first ginkgos to bloom on Earth in hundreds of years. You could be curious what became of Dejah as she made interstellar cargo runs between isolated Union worlds, of Sam and Tanos as they joined her crew for a time and then made out on their own. Of where the Red Sword went, its unimaginable purpose seemingly fulfilled. Of 
      Zoa’s
       long days mourning her brother. Of whether Yarger ever spoke.
    

    
      Or you have grander imaginations.
    

    
      I could tell you how the Union’s worlds spiraled into chaos as Earthling technology slowly infiltrated their lives, obliterating the hierarchies and structures that had held everything in place, putting power into hands that had never known it and suspending swords over heads that had never learned to look up. I could tell you of the columns of smoke on Earth as people burnt their isolated villages, raging at generations of children murdered by the technophage, and left those hovels to be reclaimed by woods and windy plains as the great cities were raised higher and brighter. I could tell you of martian wanderers who found the small moon of Yutu and its light gravity quite to their liking, and somehow grew used to the ashen shadow of Chang’e in their skies. I could tell you of the witches and sorcerers, few though they still are, who threw themselves into explorations and mysticisms in pursuit of the mighty power of life that lived through them, and yet would never obey their hopes quite the way it had when it ended the Haints. Was Sulakaz ever the death of death? Even I’m not sure about that, not yet.
    

    
      I hope you are all curious about what happened to them, of course.
    

    
      Did they live together, happy as could be hoped, for the rest of their days? And how many days were those? Did they raise a family, sparking new branches in 
      that
       tree of life, or were they forever the burning edge of the web of life they had rallied? Did they fight in the wars that came, did they nurture the 
      peaces
       that followed? Did they separate, disillusioned and betrayed by youthful passions that quickly faded, or were bonds forged in starfire and the fibres of divinity too powerful to break?
    

    
      I will tell you this much, because I think it is important: Ada and Isavel went on to be happy. Together. You have not read a prelude to tragedy, not here. I have read a few tragedies, now, and I do not find the joy in them.
    

    
      The details, I will let you learn elsewhere. These books, this writing - they are all new to me. Perhaps I should write more? But I wanted to tell this part of the story, and only this part, because I think I learned something from it. I think I learned something by writing it. Perhaps you learned something different, or perhaps I have failed to leave anything worth learning from, but here is what I learned.
    

    
      Change can be devastating. When our world and the things within it and the things within us change, we can feel lost; we can feel threatened. Change can even kill.
    

    
      But death comes for us either way.
    

    
      With change, though, comes something special. As long as there 
      is change
      , there is hope some change might be for the better. Hope that when death comes, it will be less cruel; leave us with less regret; cause us less pain; leave the living less grief; rob the future of less beauty. To allow change is to allow hope.
    

    
      To freeze the world in ice is to say there is no hope. This is the best a thing can be; this is the best the world can be. Let its death come for us.
    

    
      I am not ignorant of what they say, from Earth to the colonial planets to further afield. No small few people say what Ada and Isavel did was an unmitigated disaster, that they bear on their heads the weight of worlds consigned to fire, that the civilizations left in their wake are immeasurably poorer or shallower or more arrogant than the ones that came before. That they have, somehow, accelerated our coming doom.
    

    
      Sometimes, I can see the shape of this reasoning. I accept it as a thing that exists in their minds, whole and vivacious. But it does not move me. It cannot set root in my mind. I see it and accept it and leave it be, and I find riper fruit in other trees. The world we live in now is one we could not have imagined.
    

    
      And I am glad for that. My imagination, before, was plagued by fear and despair and disaster. The best I could imagine was for the world to look more like the parts of my life that already felt safe.
    

    
      Now look at me. I’m writing a book.
    

    
      How glad I am that the gardens of the future nurture strange hybrids and dreamed-up fruits and alien spices I could never have imagined. The gardens of my youth are still here in echo, tucked amongst the new growth; I might mourn the end of their reign, if I were another. But I am me, and instead, quietly, I find myself smiling at this strange new bounty.
    

    
      And wondering what will grow from the seeds of tomorrow.
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