
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chapter One

	Down­falls

	I was on the Glory of Day when she fell out of the sky. I rode the flames and shattered gears down into the cold, dark Reine, sur­vived be­cause I was only half-alive to be­gin with. Two times I’ve been dragged out of the wreck­age of a zepliner, two times I’ve walked away. This time I was just a pas­sen­ger. The first time I was cap­tain, Pi­lot, and only sur­vivor. The sky doesn’t like me much.

	I boarded in Havreach, paid for a day cabin one way and sat quietly un­til din­ner. No lug­gage be­cause I’d been in town on busi­ness, hav­ing a talk with one of Valentine’s way­ward con­tacts, a guy try­ing to do a little busi­ness be­hind our backs. It was sup­posed to be a day trip that had stretched into an overnight when the guy tried hid­ing clever and earned him­self some ex­tra at­ten­tion and con­vin­cing. Make sure he didn’t hide next time I came look­ing for him, make double-sure there’s no next time. So it had been a long day and I was still in yes­ter­day’s clothes, my eyes were tired and my hands hurt. So I got sloppy, okay. So I wasn’t pay­ing at­ten­tion like I should.

	Din­ner was an af­fair on a trip like this, es­pe­cially the night be­fore Veridon, the last night of the cruise. There were two kinds of trav­el­ers on the zep. First are the daytrip­pers, like me. Took some other ship down­falls just to see the wa­ter, or for a little ad­ven­ture on the plains. Not that Havreach was really ad­ven­ture-land, but the shop­keeps made a good busi­ness of it. Havreach was just new enough that you could feel the wild out­side, the un­tamed spaces prowl­ing the edges of the street­plan. There were parts of Veridon like that too, but dif­fer­ent. Not that Veridon was old. Just the danger was dif­fer­ent up there, more per­sonal. Less mar­ket­able.

	Other than the daytrip­pers, there were the long haul folks. People who boarded in Veridon and stayed on un­til there weren’t any more stops, un­til the Glory was just drift­ing over pure wil­der­ness, the towns get­ting smal­ler and smal­ler un­til they just dis­ap­peared into the wind­ing river and for­es­ted banks, or the wild, wind-stitched grassplains of the Ar­barra Rare. An ex­pens­ive trip, and as dan­ger­ous as any­thing that came with a lux­ury suite and cloth nap­kins.

	There’s a third kind of pas­sen­ger, I sup­pose. Those com­ing in. Tick­ets pur­chased one way, for the re­turn voy­age only, people get­ting on in Red Sim­mons or little Bon­ner­Well. Them you could pick out at din­ner. They looked un­com­fort­able with the cloth nap­kins, and hadn’t ex­actly brought formal at­tire through the bush. It was one of them, caused our trouble. Guy I knew. Mar­cus Some­thing. Couldn’t re­mem­ber his name, at the time.

	I saw him cir­cu­lat­ing dur­ing the ap­pet­izers. The din­ing room was cleared and the glass doors that led to the ob­ser­va­tion deck had been fol­ded back and tucked away. One whole wall of the room was open to the night sky. The air was cool, the stars bright white and clear. A quar­tet played quietly in one corner, just mask­ing the busy kit­chen. I took a glass of white wine from a passing waiter and walked out onto the deck. A right civ­il­ized night, the kind that re­minded me of home and fam­ily. Easy to for­get trouble on a night like this. I went to stand by the rail­ing. The wa­ter be­low was a shattered field of light, the moon on tiny waves far un­der us.

	Most of the folks, eat­ing del­ic­ate little things and sip­ping wine and mur­mur­ing, were dressed to the nines. Top hats and vest coats, ladies in fur, waiters in white coats. Mar­cus stood out like a lump of mud on marble, stand­ing nervously by the far door. He was bar­rel-wide and a full head taller than any­one else here, his beard brush­ing the care­ful hair­piles of the lux­ury suite ladies. His coat was brown and dirty, and there were two feet of empty space all around him, while the rest of the deck was shoulder to cuff.

	I was about to go talk to him, try to fig­ure out where I knew him from, if he was one of Valentine’s boys or someone from one of the other in­terests, when one of the pas­sen­gers stepped in front of me.

	“We’ll be there after din­ner then?” he asked. He was a short man, round in the shoulders and hands. A trim cres­cent of mus­tache clasped his lip.

	“Sorry, I’m not crew,” I said, and tipped my glass at one of the gray-tu­nicked mates stand­ing along the rail. “Not clean enough, prob­ably.”

	The man blinked and then chuckled. “Oh, oh, sorry. Sorry, it’s just your eyes. You know.”

	I knew. My eyes, the im­plants, part of what made me a Pi­lot back be­fore I wasn’t a Pi­lot any­more. Not many visual signs of who’s had that par­tic­u­lar op­er­a­tion. Just the eyes, the dull gray ir­ises like pew­ter rubbed clean of its shine. I still had the eyes.

	“Com­mon mis­take. Now, if you’ll ex­cuse me.”

	“Hm. So, uh.” He plucked my sleeve. “You’ve made this trip be­fore, though. Of course you have.” I turned away, put my el­bows on the rail­ing and leaned for­ward. We’d been over wa­ter all day, ever since we’d left Havreach, and the Cusp Sea stretched out be­low us as far as I could see. The Break­ing Wall was a gentle roar, still out of sight on the other side of the zep. The Glory was ap­proach­ing the falls at an angle, keep­ing it out of sight un­til the last mo­ment. The cap­tain liked a bit of the drama, it seemed.

	“Yeah, sure. Is there some­thing you’re get­ting at?”

	“Sorry, no. It’s just… I no­ticed you when you got on, earlier. Not many people got on and I saw… well, your eyes made me think you were maybe a Pi­lot. And I haven’t had a chance to talk to our own Pi­lot, haven’t even seen him since we boarded in Veridon some months ago. I thought you might…” he trailed off, flush­ing.

	“Have some stor­ies?”

	“Well. Yes. Some stor­ies.”

	I sat quietly for a minute, smelled the air and let the breeze flow over my face. Fly­ing wasn’t like this, not from the in­side. I shivered and drained my glass.

	“Yes, mis­ter. I’ve made this trip be­fore.” I flipped the wine­glass out into the air, watched it sparkle as it fell far, far down. “But I’ve got no stor­ies. Okay?”

	He went away, even­tu­ally. People usu­ally do, if you’re quiet enough and don’t look at them. I waited un­til I was sure, then turned back to look for Mar­cus. Noth­ing but pressed tuxedos and fur scarves, far as I could see. Mar­cus had moved on.

	“Ex­cuse me folks, par­don me,” someone said over the mixed con­ver­sa­tion and wine. “If I could, please, have your at­ten­tion. A mo­ment of your at­ten­tion.”

	I turned. There was a tiny plat­form, clamped onto the side of the ob­ser­va­tion deck and slightly el­ev­ated. An Over­Mate stood there, hold­ing up his hands like a maes­tro. He laughed as someone dropped a glass. People quietened, the cham­ber mu­sic stopped. He smiled.

	“Thank you, thank you. Just a mo­ment of your time be­fore din­ner.” He kept smil­ing while the last of the con­ver­sa­tion died. “The cap­tain and I would like to thank you for join­ing us on this trip, es­pe­cially those of you who have been on board since the start. Quite a trip.” His voice changed, shift­ing into the deep bass of a storyteller. “We’ve seen the winter flower of Empress, the song trees of the Jangalla. The massive grassplains of the Guar­ana, their mad fires and the smoke that car­ries them into the next life. We’ve fol­lowed the Lower Reine from the foot of Veridon, wind­ing through the heart of a wil­der­ness few of you dared be­lieve ex­is­ted. Yes,” he smiled at those nearest him, in­clud­ing them in his story. “Yes, quite a trip. Our road has been long, and now we re­turn.”

	He pro­duced a wine glass and held it up in a grand toast, sweep­ing his arm out to sea. The Glory tacked hard. Pas­sen­gers mur­mured and shuffled to keep their feet. A wo­man giggled. He con­tin­ued, his voice rising with every word un­til by the end he was boom­ing, like a be­ne­dic­tion, like a war cry. “With weary hearts and heads up­lif­ted, we re­turn, to hearth and home, to our fam­il­ies, our friends, we re­turn to the Shin­ing City above the world. We re­turn to Veridon.”

	Glory of Day swept around, wooden spars groan­ing, and came broad­side to the Break­ing Wall. The wa­ter­fall was enorm­ous, miles wide and just as tall. With the zepliner out of the way, the wa­ter­fall’s crash roared over us in misty waves. And high atop, al­most lost in the starry sky, the lights of Veridon.

	It was a pretty show, and the Mate was beam­ing proudly at his de­liv­ery. The crowd ap­plauded, toasts were lif­ted. Someone star­ted to sing quietly. The cap­tain must have had one of the deck vox­or­at­ors open, to time the man­euver. I went in­side.

	The din­ing room was empty, save a couple strag­glers, groups of men in whispered con­ver­sa­tion. The quar­tet had star­ted again, pick­ing care­fully through a piece from Teromi’s Sun Cycle. Stripped down to fit in the quar­tet’s range, and a lot was lost in the pro­cess. Mar­cus was nowhere to be seen.

	I had it now. Between my de­par­ture from the Academy and my em­ploy­ment with Valentine, I had gone through a rough period. Vi­ol­ent. The kind of trouble I had never got­ten into as a youth, the kind of things the son of a Coun­cilor couldn’t get away with. Mar­cus had been part of that so­cial circle, someone who ex­is­ted at the peri­phery of bar fights and brothels, a face and a name and not much more. What was he do­ing on a fine zep like Glory?

	Our storyteller, the Over­Mate, squeezed out of the press of bod­ies on the ob­ser­va­tion deck, shak­ing hands and clap­ping backs, laugh­ing as he went. Once clear of the crowd he shot his cuffs and got a drink from one of the waiters. He saw me look­ing at him and nod­ded.

	“Pretty good, huh?” he asked. I nod­ded. “We do that every time. Busi­ness guys love it, all the glory of Veridon stuff.” He drank some of his wine, still smil­ing. “Your first time down­falls?”

	I shook my head. “I’ve been.”

	“Oh.” He squin­ted, look­ing at my eyes. “Oh, sure. Maybe your next flight, give that a try. What’s your zep?”

	“No zep.”

	“Still in the Academy, eh? They let you boys out some­times?” I took a glass of wine, drank it all, put the empty glass back on the tray be­fore the waiter had a chance to glide away.

	“Good night,” I said, and turned to go. Be­neath my feet the floor bucked, and the zepliner began to rise. We had star­ted our as­cent to Veridon.

	I was at the door to the pas­sen­ger cor­ridors when the vox­or­ator clacked open. The cap­tain’s voice was a dead metal­lic croak, like the taste of blood in your mouth.

	“All crew, re­port to lastrites sta­tions. Alert to lastrites.” The voice cut out, and the hood to the vox fluttered, like a fish gasp­ing for breath. There was a si­lence, ex­cept for the quiet tinkle of glass from the ob­ser­va­tion deck. Glory of Day lurched, moan­ing un­der sud­den un­seen stress, then jumped up. The quar­tet scattered, their in­stru­ments clat­ter­ing to the floor in an atonal ca­co­phony. There were a couple of screams on the ob­ser­va­tion deck, some of them startled, some of them des­per­ate. Glass broke in a long suc­ces­sion of pops. The rate of our as­cent doubled, then doubled again. I heard gun­fire.

	The Over­Mate was white-faced, on one knee. The thin glass of wine in his hand snapped in his fin­gers, blood leak­ing from his knuckle. I went over and shook him.

	“What’s your name?” I asked.

	“Hig­gins. Over­Mate Hig­gins, First Rank.” His voice was a ghost, just auto­matic re­flex on a tide of panic.

	“Get your legs, Mate. You’ve been called to lastrites.” Hig­gins stood. The pas­sen­gers were boil­ing back into the din­ing room, flee­ing the danger of the open deck as we rose faster and faster. Some of them were cut up pretty bad. The ship was groan­ing un­der the strain of the sud­den as­cent.

	“Why are we go­ing up?” Hig­gins whispered, his voice not yet his own. “If we’re go­ing to lastrites… crash­ing… should we be…”

	“Lost con­trol, maybe,” I snapped. I looked around at the crowd of pas­sen­gers, at the couple of con­fused look­ing crew­men who had dropped their wine trays. The floor was rock­ing back and forth. I grabbed Hig­gins by both shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Listen. Gather what crew you can and get those doors se­cured. Then try to calm these folks down.”

	“Yes, yes. I can do that. I can…” the man seemed to settle, his eyes fo­cus­ing tightly. There were more screams from the pas­sen­ger cab­ins aft and the ser­vice cor­ridors above. “What the hell is go­ing on?”

	“Se­cur­ity to the Primary Cham­ber. Get to manual con­trol all sec­tions, all hands to lastrites.” The vox­or­ator again, the cap­tain’s voice a dull echo in the pipes. While the cap­tain could talk any­where on the ship through the vox, Corps prac­tice was to only speak in the pres­ence of crew, away from the pas­sen­gers. Most people found the dull groan of the voxed voice dis­turb­ing, like some­thing out of night­mares. That the cap­tain was do­ing a gen­eral broad­cast was wor­ry­ing.

	“We’re closest,” I said. Glory was a Hestes­class zepliner, sim­ilar enough to the train­ers I had flown. The Primary Cham­ber was above us three levels, perched by it­self on top of the zepliner’s main hull, deep in the anti-bal­lasts.

	Ac­cess was from the ser­vice cor­ridors, but there was also a dir­ect lad­der­way from the pas­sen­ger cabin that doubled as an emer­gency exit to the open decks. The din­ing room served as a muster point for the pas­sen­gers, so the evac­u­ation route star­ted here. “If the cap­tain’s guard can’t re­spond, then we’re the closest.” I grabbed Hig­gins’s arm and hauled him for­ward. “Come on.”

	“But the pas­sen­gers…”

	“If the cap­tain’s in danger, if he’s in mor­tal-about-to-die danger, it doesn’t mat­ter one holy hell what hap­pens to these pas­sen­gers. He dies, we all die. Now come on.”

	The evac lad­der­way was be­hind a con­cealed door, re­cessed into the wood­work of the din­ing room. There was a body at the lad­der’s base, a se­cur­ity en­sign, his face and hands bloody. It looked like he’d fallen down the lad­der.

	“Oh, my Gods,” Hig­gins said. He bent over the body, check­ing for a pulse, “It’s Tehr. He’s been… he’s dead!”

	“Yeah,” I said. I leaned over and looked up the lad­der­way. There was blood spattered on the rungs and the sides of the ‘way, enough to see that the guy had been bleed­ing be­fore he fell. I turned and closed the pas­sage­way to the din­ing hall.

	“I’m go­ing to move him,” I said, look­ing around the tiny space at the base of the lad­der. There was a ready­box just in­side the evac door, still locked. I poin­ted at it. “Open that.”

	“Why?”

	“Be­cause your crew wouldn’t let me bring a pis­tol on board.” Over­Mate Hig­gins hes­it­ated, his hand still on the dead en­sign’s chest. “I should take the weapon, sir. It’s my re­spons­ib­il­ity to see to the cap­tain.”

	“Sure,” I said, mo­tion­ing to the body at his feet. “And be­fore that it was his re­spons­ib­il­ity. Think you’re up for the job?” He looked down at the dead man, at the ruin of his face. He closed his eyes and went to open the ready­box. I took the en­sign by the arms and dragged him clear of the rungs. His chest groaned like a bag of marbles as he slid across the floor. Hig­gins gave a startled sob, not turn­ing around, his hands shak­ing as he tumbled the lock on the ready­box. Soon as it was open he handed me the ser­vice re­volver and the card­board box of ex­tra rounds, then leaned against the metal wall.

	“Fol­low me up.” I pock­eted the ammo. “Gonna need someone to vouch for me, if I run into se­cur­ity.”

	“I don’t think that’s go­ing to hap­pen,” he said.

	“Yeah. Me neither.”

	He nod­ded once, still not look­ing at the dead man at his feet. I checked to make sure the re­volver had been main­tained, spun the cycle and sighted the bar­rel. It was spot­less, the grip and cyl­in­der en­graved with the city’s seal and the Glory of Day crest in shiny brass. Tuck­ing the weapon into my belt, I hopped onto the lad­der and began the long climb to the Primary Cham­ber. Be­hind me I heard Hig­gins slowly start the same climb.

	The rungs were slick with blood, an aw­ful lot of it. The walls were smeared, too. It was like crawl­ing across the floor of a butcher’s shop. Halfway up I stopped at a door. It was un­locked. The lad­der­way kept go­ing up, I as­sumed to the Primary.

	“This leads to the open deck?” I yelled down to Hig­gins.

	“Yes. This is the main ac­cess, though there are other ways, ob­vi­ously.”

	“It’s open.”

	“Shouldn’t be. Should be se­cured at all times, un­til we go to lastrites.”

	“We’re at lastrites,” I re­minded him. “Maybe someone already opened it?” He shrugged. “Maybe.”

	I looked up at the blood-stained walls of the lad­der­way. The plat­form for the Primary Cham­ber was close. Es­tab­lish con­trol of the ship, I thought, or find out why the door was open, what was bey­ond it. I couldn’t do both. My de­cision was made for me. There was a vox at the top of the lad­der. It clacked open and the cap­tain spoke.

	“Im­pact,” he groaned.

	There was a tear­ing scream, metal and wood pushed bey­ond their limit, and the whole ship tumbled in a slow roll nose­ward. I banged against the wall, then the lad­der, grabbing tight as the ship began to cork­screw up­wards. Be­low me Hig­gins screamed, his feet be­com­ing en­tangled in the rungs as he pitched back­wards. That was all that kept him from fall­ing, his knees looped over a rung as he hung up­side down, blood pour­ing from his mouth.

	“We hit the falls!” he sputtered. “We hit the cogs­damn falls!”

	“We did,” I said. Above us wood con­tin­ued to groan, spars pop­ping as they ex­ceeded their tol­er­ances. The anti-bal­lasts would be crump­ling, bleed­ing lift. No time for mys­ter­ies. Con­trol had to be re-es­tab­lished or the whole zepliner was go­ing down. I climbed up to the Primary Cham­ber.

	The plat­form out­side the cabin was wet with blood. There was an­other body, the other guard. His chest had been opened, the ribs grin­ning through. He was on his back, fa­cing the door to the Cham­ber, like he had turned and died be­fore draw­ing his weapon. The door to the Cham­ber was ajar. I could see blood bey­ond.

	Hig­gins reached the plat­form, limp­ing. Stand­ing up was dif­fi­cult for both of us, the Glory was rising in wide cork­screws, spin­ning and shud­der­ing as con­trol sys­tems failed. It was like a car­ni­val ride, only slick with blood. Hig­gins and I braced ourselves on the rail­ing, sur­vey­ing the scene.

	“Where’s fuck­ing se­cur­ity?” Hig­gins whispered.

	“We’re it,” I said. I mo­tioned to the body on the floor. “Take his pis­tol and fol­low me.”

	I waited un­til Hig­gins had the re­volver, hold­ing it in both hands, his el­bows stiff at his hips. I put my boot against the door and pushed it open, slowly. The room bey­ond was a slaughter­house, a night­mare of gore and broken ma­chines. I crept in­side.

	The Primary Cham­ber, when fully func­tional, is a room of grim ef­fi­ciency and noise. The cap­tain has no need for lux­ury or com­fort when he’s buttoned in, so the Cham­ber is stuffed with the ma­chinery of the zepliner. Pipes and gears that serve as the con­trol man­i­fold for the zep covered the walls, chok­ing out all other sound. Burn­ers roared nearby, feed­ing the anti-bal­lasts, guid­ing the zep on its flight. The Cham­ber is the zepliner’s burst­ing heart; loud, hot and clam­or­ing with vigor.

	The room was quiet. The gear­work stood si­lent, the burn­ers gut­ter­ing, the pipes sweat­ing con­dens­a­tion and blood. Blood, every­where there was blood and si­lence. Hig­gins gasped.

	“The man­i­fold is idle. Coghell, how are we… how is the cap­tain keep­ing us up?”

	I shook my head and crossed to the In­ter­face. It was a steel cyl­in­der in the middle of the floor, held in place by a net­work of pipes in the floor. I stepped over the idled ma­chinery and cycled the Cham­ber.

	The cap­tain’s body was a puzzle­box that had been un­done and strewn about the cap­sule. He was still plugged in to the zepliner, the cables sock­eted into the pew­ter eyes, the heart mech­an­ism sprout­ing from his ori­gamitrick chest, gear­work mesh­ing with the in­ter­face of the Cham­ber, pipes and tubes dig­ging smoothly into his skin to plug into the con­duits of his bones. To the un­trained eye it looked hor­rible, like a dis­sec­tion half done. I had seen this be­fore, though. I had been this be­fore.

	But bey­ond the usual vi­ol­ence of the Cham­ber, a greater bru­tal­ity had been done. His belly had been laid open, burst and hacked apart, re­veal­ing the hid­den in­ner mech­an­isms of his chest. The oil slick black­ness of his sec­ond­ary blood trickled in with the red and white of his dy­ing body. There was a lot of blood in this room, and most of it be­longed to this man.

	Hig­gins stumbled up next to me, took one look at the cap­tain, and turned away from the In­ter­face to vomit. There was a fire­axe wedged between the body and the Cham­ber’s gears, prob­ably taken from a nearby ready sta­tion.

	“Re­port,” the cap­tain groaned from the room’s vox. We both jumped to hear the voice of the dead man at our feet. “Can con­trol be es­tab­lished?”

	Hig­gins coughed and spat. He straightened up and looked at the ceil­ing. His eyes were glazed. “No, sir. I’m – I’m afraid to re­port, sir, that you are dead. You’ve been killed.”

	The room was si­lent. Whatever re­mained of this man was simply an echo, a splinter of con­scious­ness, wan­der­ing the soul-man­i­fold that gave the cap­tain con­trol of the ship. What must it be like: dead and still fly­ing, dead and talk­ing.

	“No mat­ter. Get the man­i­fold go­ing. We’ve risen too far to take it down in the Cusp. I’m go­ing to try to get us over the falls, ditch it in the Reine. Veridon will save you.”

	“Sir, there’s no way. Did you hear me, you’re dead. Whatever con­trol you have, whatever re­mains… you’ll never be able to get us-”

	“Start the man­i­fold. Leave the rest to me.” I closed the In­ter­face, the coffin, and turned to the man­i­fold. The axe had been used here, as well, though in­ex­pertly. Mostly smashed gauges and severed vents. I slipped the manual over­rides and began wind­ing the primary soul-cog.

	“You’re a Pi­lot,” Hig­gins hissed. “You have the im­plants.” He grabbed me by the shoulder, his eyes wild. “You can fly us. You can save us.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Why not! Even if you haven’t fin­ished your train­ing, for Cog’s sake, you can keep us from… from dy­ing.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Why! Please, please, why?” he sputtered.

	I shrugged him off and threw the cog into mo­tion. The Cham­ber boomed to life, the burn­ers en­ga­ging with hell-bent fury. Glory of Day sta­bil­ized, stopped its lazy cork­screw and star­ted rising more rap­idly, lev­el­ing off into a smooth as­cent.

	“Be­cause I can’t, be­cause that part of me is dead,” I said. I picked up the fire­axe and star­ted to leave.

	“It’s bad,” the cap­tain said. Even through the metal­lic flat­ness of the vox, his des­pair was heavy. “Get the pas­sen­gers to the glide­boats. Soon as we’re clear of the falls and a little up­river, evac­u­ate. Veridon will send ships.”

	Just as I reached the door there was a cycle of thumps, the zep shud­der­ing a little with each re­port. I looked up, then at Hig­gins.

	“Those were the glides,” I said. “Too soon.”

	“I couldn’t… I don’t know. Someone re­leased them.” The cap­tain’s voice was get­ting faint. “I’m sorry.”

	“Just get us to the Reine, sir. We’ll swim, or we’ll die.”

	“We’ll die,” Hig­gins said. His face was slack, the re­volver hanging limply in his hand, rest­ing against his knee. I shrugged and left the Cham­ber.

	Scram­bling down the lad­der, I took a second to think things through. There were other en­trances to the Primary Cham­ber, mostly ser­vice cor­ridors that led from the crew cham­bers or main­ten­ance shafts. Who­ever had done for the cap­tain prob­ably came in that way, then left this way, killing the guards as he went. Prob­ably those gun­shots I heard, just as the ship began to lose con­trol. Either way, the killer hadn’t come out into the din­ing hall. I stopped by the door to the open decks, still un­locked, and pulled my re­volver. Killed the guard, climbed down this lad­der and gone through this door. I cleared my mind and opened the door.

	The open decks were really little more than a railed walk­way that circled the zepliner just un­der the anti-bal­lasts. Only used for main­ten­ance and ac­cess to the glide­boats in the event of an emer­gency. Only the glide­boats were gone and the anti-bal­last was dam­aged. Tat­ters of it fluttered in the tear­ing wind, trail­ing wooden spars. The only light was the dull red roar of the burn­ers, bur­ied deep in the anti-bal­lasts. It was a peace­ful color, everything warm like candle­light. To the front of the zep was the wa­ter­fall, slate gray and churn­ing.

	I braced my­self against the rail­ing and crept for­ward. There was blood here, not as much, a wet trail lead­ing to­wards the empty glide berths. Maybe our mur­derer had got­ten away clean, though he’d have to be a clever hand with the con­trols to land a glide safely from this height without crash­ing into the falls.

	Was the crew still pre­par­ing the ship for lastrites, even though the glides were gone? They had to know. I was about to give up, to go in­side and wait for grav­ity to take over when I heard a quiet sob, a strangled gasp.

	I saw a boot, a leg, stick­ing out into the walk­way. I snuck up and swung around the corner with the pis­tol at shoulder height. It was Mar­cus.

	He sat in a heap on the floor, wedged between two of the joists for the anti-bal­lasts above. He was hold­ing a pis­tol weakly in one hand and his guts in place with the other. A wide tear in his belly was leak­ing out between his fin­gers. His face was white and his eyes were fever hot and fad­ing.

	“Won’t die,” he said, just loud enough to hear. “Won’t fuck­ing die.” I cas­u­ally kicked the pis­tol out of his hand and put my gun in his face. “Yes, I think you might.” His eyes re­fo­cused, as if he hadn’t seen me un­til that mo­ment. He was far gone, shiv­er­ing and sweat­ing. He put his hand on the gun, touch­ing it lightly like a child in a dream.

	“I thought I was free. On the ship, but he fol­lowed. Saw him on the deck. Ran. In the pas­sage, I laid him out. I laid him open.”

	“The cap­tain, you mean? That’s who you laid out, man. No one else.” Mar­cus chuckled and spit blood. “Later. That was later. But it wasn’t enough. Kept get­ting up, so I ran. Killed the ship and tried to get off. He got to the glides be­fore me though.” He shuddered and sank into him­self, his hand to his face. “Oh, well.”

	“Who did? The guy who killed the cap­tain, did he get into one of the glide­boats? Is that what happened?”

	“No, man. Glides were empty. He just over­rode them and re­leased. I was go­ing to do the same thing, make sure he didn’t fol­low.” He fo­cused on me again, maybe fi­nally see­ing me as some­thing other than a dream. “You’re a Pi­lot? I know you.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “You do.”

	He fumbled in his coat and I pressed the bar­rel into his fore­head. He ig­nored the metal and pro­duced some­thing round and shiny. He pressed it into my free hand and smiled redly.

	“Jacob, right? Take this. Take it to the city.”

	“Sure,” I said, and glanced at it. It was the most com­plic­ated Cog I’d ever seen. Hard to make out any de­tail, but it was about the size of my palm and seemed to be slither­ing in­side it­self, or­bits within or­bits, gears slid­ing beau­ti­fully into gears and around. Mar­cus coughed and I looked up, put­ting the Cog into my in­ner vest pocket. “Soon as we land, I’ll take it to the city. So, what happened? Did you kill our cap­tain?” Mar­cus closed his eyes and balled up his fists, then star­ted to sob. He col­lapsed on him­self like a moun­tain with a hol­low core. “Every­body. I killed every­body.”

	“Okay. That’s okay. I’ll take care of it.” Then I shot him, just above the eyes.

	“Who was that?”

	I swung the pis­tol around, then lowered it. Hig­gins was stand­ing about ten feet be­hind me, his hands up. When he saw that I wasn’t about to put a bul­let in him, he nod­ded to Mar­cus. “Was it him? Did he do it?”

	“Sure.” I looked bey­ond Hig­gins. Pas­sen­gers were boil­ing up out of the evac­u­ation cor­ridor, lurch­ing down the walk­way in their dainty clothes, star­ing emptily at where the glide­boats should have been. “What are they do­ing?”

	Hig­gins looked back, shrugged. “We thought out here, maybe they have a chance to swim clear of the wreck­age. Maybe.” He turned to me, walked past where I was kneel­ing next to the still form of Mar­cus, then went to stand by the rail. He nod­ded to the wide white wall of the wa­ter­fall, gnash­ing closer and closer.

	“Do you think we’re go­ing to clear that?” he asked.

	“No,” I said, and then we did.

	The wa­ter­fall be­came open air, the tu­mult slid­ing away to be re­placed by the lights of Veridon. At night, the city looked like a ti­tan’s jeweled shawl cas­u­ally dis­carded, spill­ing out from the river in ripples of street and cut-stone wall. It was built into broad ter­races, each level rising higher above the river, fric­tion­lamps along the streets re­flect­ing off the canals and dec­or­at­ive wa­ter­falls that cris­scrossed Veridon. The city was stitched in canals and av­en­ues, tiny lights and broad domes, black lines mark­ing where the Ebd and Dunje rivers cut through the ar­chi­tec­ture, step­ping down in oc­ca­sional wa­ter­falls and con­trol locks to even­tu­ally empty into the enorm­ous Reine. The roar of the falls faded, to be re­placed by wind rip­ping by, and the grind­ing of the dam­aged spars in the anti-bal­last above.

	Glory of Day tipped for­ward, clear­ing the pre­cip­ice and slid­ing over the river. Dis­tant klax­ons soun­ded, echo­ing down the slopes of the Torch­light and in the har­bor be­low. The pas­sen­gers be­hind me cheered, and then the anti-bal­last col­lapsed and caught on fire. Cheers be­came cries of ter­ror. I turned to them, to see if there was a way out of this.

	They were mostly still in their formal at­tire, a couple in reg­u­lar clothes. They stared down at the wa­ter be­low. Their screams echoed in my head, match­ing the ter­ror in my dreams, my memor­ies, the screams I felt through my ship as I struggled to keep aloft. I was lost again, fall­ing down. The screams be­came more des­per­ate, and I opened my eyes.

	Sev­eral people had gone over, one old lady trail­ing a ban­ner of white fur as she fell. A man was for­cing his way to the front, shov­ing oth­ers out of his way, heed­less of what be­came of them af­ter­wards. He cleared the crowd and knelt over the ruined hulk of Mar­cus. Ran his hands over the dead man’s chest, ig­nor­ing the blood, ig­nor­ing the guts that slithered un­der his fin­gers. Look­ing for some­thing. Not find­ing it, he looked around the deck in a very in­hu­man man­ner, like an in­sect. He stood, pay­ing us no mind, and began to run to the front of the zep. He glanced at me as he passed, our eyes meet­ing. His face was com­pletely slack, not with fear or calm. Just empty. Eyes like bleached sum­mer sky, blue al­most white. He went by be­fore I could stop him, got to the prow of the zep and vaul­ted over the edge like a swim­mer. He was wear­ing a long cloak, and it fluttered like wings as he dis­ap­peared over the rail­ing.

	“That’s all,” the cap­tain said, the closest vox­or­ator barely flut­ter­ing open. “That’s all.”

	The Glory burst, the burn­ers scream­ing to claw one last bit of lift out of the sky, the anti-bal­last blos­som­ing and col­lapsing. The river Reine was be­fore us, flat and black, rush­ing at us like an ava­lanche.

	I closed my eyes and waited for the cold. 



	

Chapter Two 

	The Sum­mer Girl

	I hold to old gods. My fam­ily is faith­ful to the Celestes, though their wor­ship has fallen out of fa­vor among the city’s elite. As a child I re­mem­ber my father sneak­ing off to the holy dome of the Singer, or the Noble, to pay his re­spects be­fore dawn, be­fore the streets were crowded with com­mon folk and their new, com­mon God of the Al­gorithm. Now it was al­most il­legal to wor­ship in the domes of the Celestes. The Church of the Al­gorithm had such power, such in­flu­ence. Even­tu­ally, my par­ents hid their icons of the Celestes, stopped risk­ing even early morn­ing ser­vices. We took ser­vice at the Church of the Al­gorithm, like good Veridi­ans. But at night, in closed rooms, in our secret hearts, we held to the old gods.

	Not that I ex­pect much of them, either in this world or the next. I get by with my own help, by my own hand. And when I die, I ex­pect a long, empty black­ness. The Celestes teach noth­ing of an af­ter­life. Not like the Al­gorithm, with its in­fin­ite pat­tern, its eternal cal­cu­la­tions and the in­tric­a­cies of their met­ro­nomic proph­ecies. Their lives are a soul­less pat­tern, and their deaths are as well. The holy Wrights of the Al­gorithm teach of an af­ter­life of clock­work, the hid­den en­gines of the world swept back to re­veal the cal­cu­la­tion at the middle, the equa­tion that is God.

	I hold to old gods. Ima­gine my dis­ap­point­ment, then, when the dark­ness that took me after the Glory of Day shattered against the cold wa­ter of the river Reine lingered only for a while. Light came, and noise. I opened my eyes to a world of pat­tern, of en­gine. The world of the Al­gorithm.

	“Ah, fuck,” I muttered. My voice was husky, like I’d been yelling. The ceil­ing above me was a twitch­ing tableau of clock­work pre­ci­sion, cogs and es­cape­ments and coil­ing springs that slipped and ticked and groaned loudly. Metal crashed against metal. Not my idea of heaven. I tried to sit up and found my­self weak and na­ked. I looked down and saw that I was bound to a bed, covered only by a thin sheet of white linen. I spat, and a wad of dried leaves scattered across my chest. The taste in my mouth was of dry earth.

	Em­balm­ing herbs. They meant to bury me. I looked around. There were other bod­ies, lined up neatly on either side. Lots of bod­ies. About as many as you would ex­pect to re­cover from an air­ship crash­ing into a river. I struggled free from my ce­re­mo­nial bonds and stood up. Be­hind me, someone screamed.

	There was a door, and a crowd of Wrights of the Al­gorithm clustered in­side it. They shook un­der their grease-lined brown robes. I wrapped the linen around my waist.

	“Can I have my clothes back?”

	They were quick to ob­lige. I walked out of the Church of the Al­gorithm with most of my pos­ses­sions. The pis­tol was gone, along with my boots. My shirt had been cut off me, but they had been care­ful with my pants. They were nice pants. Prob­ably some eye-wise Wright saw some qual­ity he could sell, later on. My jacket was in­tact, too. And, sur­pris­ingly, I still had the Cog Mar­cus had pressed into my hand mo­ments be­fore he died, tucked into the in­ner pocket of my jacket, the lin­ing still cold and damp from the river. Thank the Celestes.

	“He didn’t seem like someone on his way to die,” I said. I held the thing Mar­cus had given me in the palm of my hand. The slight­est move­ment of my arm set off its in­ternal mach­in­a­tions, spin­ning gears and flex­ing cogs in the cent­ral com­plex. I turned it slowly un­der the light on Emily’s desk. “He just seemed like someone who was on his way some­where. Like he knew where he was go­ing.”

	She shrugged. She wasn’t really pay­ing at­ten­tion to me yet, not at this stage of the con­ver­sa­tion. This is how it was with us. She was bent over a ledger, mark­ing de­liv­er­ies and bal­an­cing columns. Her fin­gers were inky. She had her hair up in a bun, but strands had fallen out, and her face was framed in a wispy nim­bus of gold, re­flec­ted light from the in­can­des­cent on her desk. She looked pretty.

	“Maybe he did. Maybe he didn’t want to stick around to get burned up like every­one else.” She glanced up. “Maybe he just wanted a quick end. Maybe he was just anxious to join the Fehn.”

	I shuddered. The river folk, the Fehn, were little more than an­im­ated corpses, pos­sessed by some sort of flat worm that haunted the deep cur­rents of the Reine. They talked like the people they had been be­fore they died, but they were some­thing else com­pletely.

	“I heard the Fehn are help­ing out with the re­cov­ery,” I said. “The Coun­cil’s gath­er­ing the Glory up, go­ing to use the parts to make some kind of me­morial.”

	“Fit­ting,” she said. “Some­thing to re­mem­ber it by, I sup­pose. You have to do that sort of thing, when an air­ship crashes and kills every­one on board.”

	“Not every­one,” I said. She sighed.

	“Every­one who hasn’t had half their body re­placed with foetal metal, every­one with flesh and blood hearts and eyes that don’t look like dirty dishes.” She set down her pen. “Reg­u­lar people.”

	“You’re just jeal­ous,” I said. “You wish you had eyes like mine. Any­thing’s bet­ter than those mud bogs.” I nod­ded to­ward her deep brown eyes, eyes that were wet and warm and sparkled in the light. She smiled and looked down.

	“Jacob Burn, the most charm­ing man to ever sur­vive two zepliner crashes, one of which he caused. Why, you must have to drive the ladies away with a stick.”

	I smiled. “You know I carry a gun.”

	She snorted. “Jacob, Jacob. Why are you here again? Not to show me souven­irs, no.” She closed her ledger and packed away the ink kit. She did things like that very pre­cisely, very neatly. Her whole apart­ment was like that. The plaster walls were clean, the dark wooden floor never hin­ted at dust. Once her desk was clear, she opened a dif­fer­ent drawer and set three things on the desk. Two of them were en­vel­opes, and the third was an in­laid wooden box, about the size of a short book.

	“We need you to meet a man.”

	“We?”

	She nod­ded. “This one comes from Valentine. You’re okay with that?”

	“Sure. He knows I do good work, and he pays well.” I try to bal­ance my ob­lig­a­tions in the un­der­world, but Valentine was my main em­ployer. I owed him a lot.

	“A Corps­man. Re­gister Prescott, of the City Rampant. Give him this.” She pushed the first en­vel­ope a little closer. It was cheap butcher’s pa­per, hand-fol­ded over some­thing thick. I picked it up. Felt like river clay, dense and cold in my hand.

	“It’s cas­siopia, right? Pure.”

	She shrugged. “It’s an en­vel­ope. You give it to Prescott.” I nod­ded and put it into my coat pocket.

	“The name’s fa­mil­iar, but I’ll have to do a little re­search. Most of my con­tacts are Academy. Pi­lots and Mates, not the desk crew.”

	“Won’t be ne­ces­sary. There’s a formal din­ner be­ing held, to honor the Corps. One of those polit­ical things. It’s be­ing thrown by the Fam­ily Tomb at their es­tate on the Heights. Many Corps­men will be there, in­clud­ing Prescott.”

	“It’s not a good place to make a deal. Too many curi­ous eyes at a party like that, too many of­fi­cials. I can make con­tact there, but the deal will have to hap­pen some­where else.”

	“It will have to hap­pen there. Prescott has in­sisted. Doesn’t trust us, I sup­pose.”

	I shrugged.

	“I’ll need an in­vit­a­tion.”

	She pushed the second en­vel­ope to­wards me. “There will be a ce­re­mony, in re­mem­brance of the Glory of Day. Nat­ur­ally, as the sole sur­vivor, you’re ex­pec­ted.”

	“Nat­ur­ally.” I took the en­vel­ope. “Any­thing else?” She presen­ted the wooden box, turn­ing it so I could see the clasp that opened it and slid it in front of me. “The party is be­ing hos­ted by the Coun­cilor-in-Stand­ing for the Fam­ily Tomb. You know her? An­gela Tomb?”

	“I know her.”

	“Her fam­ily has been mak­ing… let’s call them over­tures in force. I’d like you to de­liver that. Dis­creetly.”

	She opened the box, and a quiet song tinkled out. A mu­sic box.

	“Is this go­ing to get me in trouble with the Lady Tomb?” Emily smiled and shrugged. “I hear you carry a gun.” She put the box into a leather folder and handed it to me. It fit nicely in the outer pocket of my coat.

	When I looked up, Emily was hold­ing the cog-wheel. She was weigh­ing it in her hands, shift­ing it slightly to watch the in­ner gears spin and cycle.

	I hadn’t thought much about the thing when Mar­cus handed it to me on the Glory. Other things on my mind at the time. I as­sumed it was some memento, some­thing he wanted to get back to fam­ily in Veridon. Second looks made it clear that it was no sen­ti­mental bauble.

	“Mar­cus had this?” she asked.

	“Yeah. Wanted me to get it back to the city. Gave it to me, then went on about how he had killed the cap­tain, wrecked the ship.”

	“It looks like a Church thing.”

	I shrugged. The Church of the Al­gorithm was a strange group. That be­ing said, they were the dom­in­ant re­li­gious or­gan­iz­a­tion in the city. Veridon was blessed with many mys­ter­ies, but the most prof­it­able mys­ter­ies were the strange ves­sels that floated down the river at reg­u­lar in­ter­vals. No one knew where they came from, or who sent them. They con­tained ran­dom col­lec­tions of cog, half-built ma­chines and en­ig­matic auto­nomic art­work. The Church of the Al­gorithm was built on the be­lief that these ves­sels were mes­sages from a hid­den God far up­river. They lived their lives try­ing to re­as­semble the ma­chines, to re­veal the nature of their deity. They wor­shipped a hid­den pat­tern. We owed them a lot, sadly. Their divin­a­tions led to many of the tech­no­lo­gical dis­cov­er­ies that kept Veridon the dom­in­ant power on this edge of the world.

	“Maybe,” I said. “I’d rather not go to them. They’ll saint me.”

	“I doubt that. No one’s go­ing to mis­take you for a holy prophet.”

	“Stranger things have happened. Be­sides, this came from down­river. Their god is up­river, right?”

	“So maybe the devil sent this?”

	“Then the devil can have it back. I just want to know why Mar­cus had it.”

	“He gave it to you and told you to take it to the city?”

	“He did. Hell if I know why.”

	“Hm. I have to ask, Jacob. Why’d you shoot Mar­cus?” I shrugged. The de­tails weren’t im­port­ant, but I felt like I’d done him a fa­vor. I had offered fi­nal­ity, a clear judg­ment on his ac­tions and a clean end. Lots of my fel­low pas­sen­gers lingered on for days be­fore they passed. My friend­ship with Mar­cus had bought him some­thing easier, even if he was re­spons­ible for the dis­aster to be­gin with.

	“I won­der,” she said. She set the device on the table. “Why did he do that? Give it to you, for one thing, but everything be­fore? Why he took an axe to the Cap­tain, and killed all those people by proxy? It seems he got off a little easy, dy­ing at your hand.”

	“Maybe. He seemed to think someone was fol­low­ing him, someone he couldn’t kill. Some­thing wrong with his head, maybe.” I cleared my throat. “I think wreck­ing the ship was his way of es­cap­ing, en­sur­ing that no one could fol­low him, wherever he was go­ing. He meant to get off. He was mak­ing for the glide­boats when someone jet­tisoned them.”

	“Well, he cer­tainly made sure no one fol­lowed him.” She held the Cog out to me, held it between her hands like a plate. “Every­one who could fol­low him on that ship died, sure as fire burns and wa­ter drowns.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “I re­mem­ber.” I took the Cog from her, placed my palm un­der it and lif­ted. My thumb brushed the in­side of her wrist, and I hes­it­ated. Felt her pulse through my hand, the warmth of her skin on my cal­lused knuckle. We stayed there a second longer than we should have.

	“Cacher’s on the way,” she said. “He’s com­ing by to pick up these ledgers. Valentine wants monthly re­ports, now.”

	“He’ll be here,” I said, “sooner or later.”

	“Sooner.”

	I took the Cog and held it up, block­ing her face from my view. “Sure,” I said. “Soon enough.”

	She shuffled pa­pers, re­trieved the ledger and star­ted check­ing it again. I stood still for a mo­ment, look­ing at her between the work­ings of the Cog.

	“Look, if you’d like, I could hold on to that. Ask Cacher about it, or maybe Valentine, later on. They might know some­thing.”

	I hes­it­ated again. She was a good job-boss, good as any in the city. Like me, she was in­de­pend­ent. Like me, she was in this for her­self. Any­thing she did with the Cog would be in her best in­terest, not mine. But she had a wider base of con­tacts, and a bet­ter chance of get­ting Valentine’s at­ten­tion, through Cacher.

	“Sure, thanks.” I held out the Cog again, wait­ing for her to take it. She didn’t look up, just nod­ded and mo­tioned to the desk. I set it down and left.

	Tomb had set up a private zep shuttle from the city up to their es­tate on the heights. There was a road, but it left the city and traveled twenty miles up the Ebd be­fore cross­ing at the port town of Toth and wind­ing up into the Thalleon Heights that over­looked the city of Veridon. It was a half-day’s jour­ney in most cases, and the zep was simply quicker and more glam­or­ous. Ex­pens­ive, too.

	The Tomb Es­tate was a grand place, perched on the side of the Heights that over­looked Veridon’s gentle slopes like a crown on a stony fore­head. There were many such es­tates on the Heights, though not all of them were as dra­mat­ic­ally situ­ated as the Tomb. Most of the found­ing Fam­il­ies had pre­ferred a little more pri­vacy, per­haps more of an es­cape from the city to their coun­try homes. Elizor Tomb wanted a view of the delta he had helped found, the wide arms of the Ebd and Dunje, the flat plain of the Reine, and all the build­ings in between. More build­ings now than when he set the first stone in this es­tate.

	Yes, a grand place, and prob­ably one of the last old hold­ings still in the hands that had built it. The rest of us were just glad to hold onto our seats on the Coun­cil and the pared down man­ors of the city. Most of the old es­tates that dot­ted this ridge now be­longed to fact­ory bosses and Guild cap­it­al­ists, along with a bare minor­ity of the Coun­cilor­ships. Old names weren’t worth much in Veridon any­more, not in the new city, the brave city of cogs hatched by the Church a couple gen­er­a­tions ago. The city of my father was passing, with its tra­di­tions and lin­eage, and a new city was break­ing through. Old names got you nos­tal­gia and the oc­ca­sional in­vit­a­tion to parties, and maybe a cer­tain amount of tol­er­ance with the Coun­cil and its agen­cies. And that was the product I sold, to Valentine, to Emily, to any­one who needed it. Someone else’s tol­er­ance, and a name people would re­cog­nize, maybe re­spect.

	The crown of the Tomb Es­tate glowed un­der us. Night had already fallen, the coun­tryside deep in vel­vet black­ness that hummed with wild in­sect life, but the es­tate was lit up like a torch. It was early spring, and the weather was still wildly vari­able in the city. It was usu­ally cooler up here on the Heights, but to­night was firmly in the grip of a prom­ised sum­mer. Most of the es­tates were still closed up, but Tomb had brought in the Sum­mer help early, to host to­night’s party. There were stepped bal­conies that crept down the rock face, and I could see people gathered, mu­si­cians play­ing. We passed over the es­tate to the land­ing square. A loose lad­der rolled down the zep, and En­signs clambered across to se­cure us. A more per­man­ent moor­ing gate was hauled up, and soon we were de­bark­ing.

	On my zep there was a cluster of Corps­men, young of­ficers, Academy-fresh and anxious to mingle with the city’s elite. They kept look­ing at me side­long, try­ing to see my eyes without hav­ing to make eye con­tact. Tricky. Did they know who I was, ex­actly? Did the in­struct­ors still tell my story, or did they leave it out to keep the young­sters from get­ting too nervous?

	An av­enue laid in river stone led from the moor­ing gate to the main hall. The stone crunched un­der my dress boots. The lawns were green and smooth, spot­ted with nat­ural rock gar­dens and al­coves of trees. The house seemed to emerge from the lawn, an­other rock form­a­tion fit­ted to­gether, smoothed in place by time. Like the lane, the walls of the es­tate were river rock, as smooth and black as night. It looked like dark­ness bub­bling up out of the earth, dark­ness riddled with laughter and light and wealth.

	The guests had been ar­riv­ing for a while. When I stepped in­side there was already a crowd in the grand hall, though most of the voices were com­ing from the bal­cony bey­ond. A man slipped up to give my in­vit­a­tion a glance and then take my coat and travel hat. The re­main­ing en­vel­ope fit com­fort­ably in my jacket, along with the trim wooden box I was to give An­gela. The man looked me in the eyes and smiled, nod­ded to­wards the hall, and dis­ap­peared. Ap­par­ently my best suit was good enough to ap­pear on the grounds of the Tomb Es­tate, or maybe it was my eyes that were good enough. Either way, I was in.

	The grand hall wasn’t packed, just a few clusters of men, some­times wo­men, hold­ing drinks and nod­ding to one an­other. There was a bar and a fire­place, both lively. The walls in­side were dif­fer­ent, though still beau­ti­ful. They were steel gloved in warm but­ter­wood, the gloss at once bril­liant and sooth­ing. The hall smelled like warm bread and linen, with a tinge of wood smoke that hin­ted at the coun­tryside around us.

	The broad length of the hall was all lat­tice­work win­dows and doors, lead­ing out to the ter­raced bal­cony. There was a lot of light out there, and mu­sic. I got a drink and went out­side.

	The night sky was crys­tal bright, thou­sands of stars and the sil­ver moon bear­ing down on the dark­ness. The city was far be­low, just as beau­ti­ful as it had been on the Glory of Day in the mo­ments after we cleared the falls. Veridon glittered across the slop­ing delta, laced in black­ness by canals and rivers, lights hunched up in av­en­ues and build­ings, a warm haze of street­lights and the il­lu­min­ated domes of the Holy Houses of the Celestes. They still looked bright, no mat­ter how dead their re­li­gion, how empty their shrines. I could even pick out their suc­cessor, the massive Church of the Al­gorithm, crouched near the Reine, shim­mer­ing with the flames of its deep en­gines of God. The whole city was like a stone broken open to re­veal a heart of pre­cious fire, washed up on the ri­verb­ank.

	Out here on the bal­conies there were a lot more people. Fric­tion­lamps hummed softly on sturdy tables, of­fer­ing a place to lean or set your drink while en­cour­aging ming­ling among the guests. A lot of the faces were younger than I ex­pec­ted, and un­fa­mil­iar. A lot of them were in uni­form, as well, test­a­ment to the feast’s honor. I walked among the crowd, nod­ding and smil­ing as ne­ces­sary. I paused at the rail­ing, lean­ing against the cold stone and look­ing out at the Tomb grounds. Be­low me and to one side there was an­other ter­race, and a third be­low it. There were oth­ers, I knew, smal­ler and more dis­creet, but they re­mained un­lit to­night. It was on these ter­races, vis­it­ing as a child and lean­ing dan­ger­ously far over the rail, that I first dreamed of fly­ing. A child’s dream.

	Laughter in­ter­rup­ted me. The Lady Tomb, hold­ing court on the ter­race be­low me. Her dress was trimmed in black and grey, the col­ors of the Corps. I found the stairs and went down to present my­self.

	The or­bit of people around here was tight, mostly young folks in nice suits and dresses. I couldn’t tell if they were the sons and daugh­ters of mer­chants, hop­ing to curry fa­vor among the Coun­cil’s Named Seats, or if these were the very cap­it­al­ists who had lever­aged away most of the old Fam­il­ies, bought up their named rights and prop­erty. Either way, it was un­usual to see their kind at a party of the Tomb. Tomb’s seat was bought out, too, but the debt hadn’t yet come due. Old man Tomb still lived, though barely. The Lady held the seat in his ab­sence, as had gen­er­a­tions of Tombs. When he died, the seat would go with him. Maybe to one of these young bucks.

	I couldn’t force my way to the Lady dir­ectly, so I joined the slow so­cial pro­gres­sion, drank and chat­ted, or listened to oth­ers go on about noth­ing. It took a while, but I was able to work my way in, slowly, circ­ling, shak­ing hands and pat­ting backs, then slip­ping for­ward a little more, a little closer. Even­tu­ally I found my­self in the pres­ence of the Lady Coun­cilor-in-Stand­ing An­gela Tomb. I nod­ded at her.

	“Coun­cilor Tomb.”

	She looked at me between long lashes. Her eyes were dusty, the faintest gray, and her hair was pulled back into a golden rope that trailed over her shoulder and down her back. She had a pretty chin and lips, but the smile she dressed them in didn’t make it to her eyes. She raised a hand, al­most of­fer­ing it to me but not quite, as though she was pre­pared to re­ceive a kiss or de­flect a blow.

	“Pi­lot Burn. The hero of Glory. Good of you to come.”

	“Al­ways a pleas­ure to see the old es­tate, Coun­cilor. But I wouldn’t dare as­sume the name hero.”

	“No?” She raised a nearly empty glass to her mouth and let the ice clink against her teeth. She wasn’t drink­ing wine, I no­ticed. “I un­der­stand that you’re re­spons­ible for res­cuing every soul that sur­vived.” There was a brief, em­bar­rassed wave of laughter around us. I clutched my glass.

	“Yes, I sup­pose. As the only sur­vivor.”

	“Ah. I mis­un­der­stood. Still, I’m sure you did what you could. As a Pi­lot, I mean.”

	I didn’t like that. I wasn’t sure what she knew about my reas­ons for be­ing here, if she knew that I was stand­ing as a rep­res­ent­at­ive of Valentine, or if she thought I was just here in my role as dis­graced no­bil­ity and fallen Cap­tain, an ex­ample to oth­ers. Whatever she knew or be­lieved she knew, I didn’t like this.

	The uni­form stand­ing next to Tomb leaned for­ward, a little smile on his face. He was older, wear­ing the plat­ing of a Com­modore. I didn’t re­cog­nize his face, but by his age and rank it was a fair bet I had re­por­ted to him at some point.

	“Let’s not throw that title around, my Lady. Pi­lots, as you know, can fly. Can you fly, Mr. Burn?”

	I was si­lent, awk­wardly aware of my eyes and the hum of the dead ma­chine in my heart.

	“You know I can’t.”

	“Ah. Then we have mis­named you twice. Hero and Pi­lot. It’s too bad so much blood has been wasted on you, Jacob Burn.” The man seemed sat­is­fied to have used my full name, as though the ab­sence of titles was in­sult enough. I put my hand on his shoulder and dropped my glass to the stone floor. It popped, and the crowd be­came quiet.

	“Can you, Com­modore?” I flicked my eyes to the nearby rail­ing and the empty space bey­ond. “Fly?”

	No one moved. No one said any­thing, the tight suits and uni­forms all around held their glasses and their tongues and just stared. The Lady was look­ing at me cau­tiously, but made no call for help. The Com­modore was white. I could feel his heart ham­mer­ing un­der his skin. I liked this bet­ter. I laughed.

	“Nev­er­mind. It’s a good party, My Lady. We should have more like this.” I pat­ted the Com­modore on the chest. “I like your friends.”

	I left, and con­ver­sa­tion re­sumed. I took a drink from a passing waiter, found a smal­ler stair­case that led to the third, and low­est, ter­race and found a quiet spot. There was a garden here, a ledge that had been built up and land­scaped, an un­nat­ur­ally smooth bit of grass and tree dangling over the ridge’s height. There was a zepliner drift­ing in from Veridon, per­haps the last of the night. Up­river, far up the Reine, an ac­cu­mu­la­tion of storm clouds was pil­ing up. Light­ning flashed deep in its heart, pink flick­er­ing into white. A breeze lif­ted from the delta val­ley, bring­ing a smell of wet­ness and growth and hot metal. Storms rolling in.

	I thought about my little en­counter. If Lady Tomb knew my pur­pose, knew I was there on be­half of Valentine, she might have just been try­ing my steel. Test­ing the lim­its of Valentine’s broken mon­ster. Then again, if she was just be­ing a bitch. Well. Maybe I should have thrown her friend off the bal­cony.

	I fin­ished my drink and went to get an­other. The sky was chan­ging, clouds steal­ing away the stars, get­ting dark.

	The Zepliner brought the girl, rid­ing hard against the gath­er­ing storm. They docked at the same moor­ing gate we had used and hur­ried her down the cobble walk­way while the zep jerked and bobbed. She was beau­ti­ful in the non-spe­cific way com­mon to en­gram-sing­ers. She was wrapped tight in a black shawl and dress, sur­roun­ded by the blue tu­nics of the Ar­ti­ficer’s Guild.

	To­night’s per­form­ance was to be The Sum­mer Girl. It was an old song, a fa­vor­ite of the Corps. The ori­ginal per­form­ance had been at the christen­ing of the first zepliner, the awk­wardly-named Lady of the Sum­mer Skies. The later ex­ploits of this ves­sel, near­myth in the Corps circles, had so­lid­i­fied the song’s place as the un­of­fi­cial an­them of the Corps. That it was also one of the old­est re­cor­ded en­gram-songs, per­formed at the earli­est cusp of that still-shady tech­no­logy, ad­ded to the mys­tique.

	From the bal­cony I watched the zep flee the Heights. Most every­one else had already moved in­side. The com­ing weather gave the air a heavy damp­ness tinged with elec­tric fire. I went in­side be­fore the real rain star­ted. I only had the one suit to my name, and didn’t want it ruined. Be­hind me the zep dropped rap­idly into the val­ley.

	There was a crowd of Corps­men at the bar. Their con­ver­sa­tion was bois­ter­ous, full of laughter and stern opin­ions. A few of them eyed me, prob­ably be­cause of my earlier out­burst with the Com­modore. I eyed them back, peace­ful-like. When I sat at the bar they made room but ig­nored me. I got my drink and looked around. Maybe I could find this Prescott guy, or have a word with the Lady that wasn’t quite so full of con­front­a­tion. One of the young tight uni­forms be­side me set his glass care­fully on the bar and, just as care­fully, knocked it over with his el­bow.

	It was clumsy. A clumsy way to start a fight, like he was try­ing to be clever with his pals. The li­quor slithered across the wood, to­wards me. He turned in mock sur­prise.

	“What was that about?” I asked.

	“Oh, oh. So sorry, sir.” The boy feigned shock. Just a boy, his En­sign clasp very shiny. “I hope no of­fense…”

	“Push someone else, kid.” I stood up be­fore the spill got to me, let it cas­cade onto the empty stool and picked up my glass. “You’ve messed up the Lady’s fur­niture. Go get a mop and put that Academy train­ing to some use.”

	I went some­where else, across the room. Heavy walls of wa­ter were beat­ing against the glass, the rain mixed with light­ning and a ham­mer­ing wind. I stood by the fire­place and warmed up. My lungs got cold in this kind of weather, I could feel the pis­tons creak­ing, the metal chill where it touched bone and skin. I flexed my hands, al­tern­at­ing as I switched the glass from one hand to the next, try­ing to burn off the an­ger. I had lost my tem­per with the Com­modore, and that was stu­pid. I couldn’t af­ford stu­pid out here, in this ter­rit­ory.

	“Don’t mind them,” a voice said near me. I turned to find an of­ficer, Over­Mate, lean­ing com­fort­ably on the hearth near me. Gray dus­ted his temples, and his fin­gers were ex­cep­tion­ally bony. “The young. They’re full of wine and blinded by the pol­ish of their shoes.”

	I shrugged. “You shouldn’t be talk­ing to me.”

	“Par­don?” He be­came even more cas­ual, al­most sleepy.

	I looked him over close. The care­ful ease of his stance, the re­mark­able non­chal­ance of his char­ac­ter.

	“Re­gister Prescott, right?” I asked. He seemed a little sur­prised, but covered it well. “You shouldn’t be talk­ing to me. Stu­pid chance.”

	“Like pick­ing a fight with the Com­modore. That kind of stu­pid?” He hissed, keep­ing his face per­fectly neut­ral. “Stu­pid, like ar­ran­ging the meet here?” He waved a hand at the hall of Corps­men, as though talk­ing about the weather or the crowds. “Half the people here are Corps. The other half are Coun­cilors or the in­stru­ments of some. Is that,” he smiled coldly, “the sort of stu­pid you mean?”

	I looked at him squarely. “I didn’t ar­range this.”

	“What?”

	“I didn’t ar­range this. It wasn’t my idea.” I took a drink, looked out over the uni­forms and even­ing dresses. “I as­sumed it was your idea. My con­tact said you were more com­fort­able on such neut­ral ground.”

	“My idea?” He leaned for­ward, for a mo­ment let­ting his cool mask slip. “My con­tact in­sisted it be here. Said it was the only place you could make the ex­change.”

	I snorted. “Fas­cin­at­ing. You prob­ably don’t want to ex­change con­tact names?” He shook his head sharply. “No, I didn’t think so. Fin­ish your drink, Re­gister. Get an­other and don’t talk to me again.” I met his eyes for a breath. “I’ll let you know when and where.”

	He straightened up, fin­ished his drink and walked away. His face looked like he’d been drink­ing piss. Maybe that was an act, so he could ig­nore me the rest of the even­ing. Maybe he just didn’t like the situ­ation. I didn’t like it, that’s for sure.

	Emily seemed plenty clear that this meet came from out­side. Whether that meant from higher in Valentine’s or­gan­iz­a­tion, or from someone on Prescott’s side of the deal didn’t mat­ter. It was a bad meet, but it was the meet we had to make. But now I knew it wasn’t the cli­ent. Prescott had been forced into this, not by his people but by Valentine’s. And they had told me it was on Prescott’s side. Mean­ing someone wasn’t be­ing hon­est, someone didn’t trust. I was be­ing put in a bad po­s­i­tion, and I didn’t like it.

	I drank and I waited, either for the show to start or some other part of this in­creas­ingly strange deal to fall into place. The show came first. A but­ler with high, thin hair and im­macu­late cuffs gathered us up and led us through a stone arch­way in the hall to the es­tate’s private theater.

	The place wasn’t big enough. Most es­tates had a theater, at least the good ones, but they were made for ex­ten­ded fam­il­ies get­ting to­gether for drinks and a light op­era. We were crowded in, the air was hot and even the quiet whis­per of such a crowd was nearly a roar in the pure acous­tics of the theater. The con­cert hall was a tight circle, con­cent­ric rings of vel­vet seats ter­raced around a pol­ished wooden stage. They led her to the cen­ter, the fric­tion­lamps bright on her white dress, then sev­eral of the at­tend­ants busied them­selves with the equip­ment that had been set up next to the stage. There was a young man seated next to me, a child really, the son of some Ad­miral. He leaned against me, strain­ing to see.

	“What are they do­ing? Is that the Sum­mer Girl?” I looked down at the thin white girl, alone on stage. “No, but it will be. You’ll see.” The boy’s mother pat­ted his arm. “His first so­cial af­fair,” she whispered. “He’s very ex­cited.” I nod­ded. “He un­der­stands, right? He won’t be frightened?” The boy looked at me with hot green eyes. He shook his head firmly. His mother smiled.

	“Oh,” said the boy, his at­ten­tion on the stage be­low. It had got­ten quiet around us. “Oh.”

	I turned to see. The Ar­ti­ficers ap­proached the girl with a jar. I leaned for­ward. The jar was glass, and the dark con­tents seemed to squirm. The girl closed her eyes and opened her mouth. I could see the furt­ive coil­ing of her ma­chine. She had beau­ti­ful lips, full and shiny like glass, and they were quiv­er­ing. I wondered if she was afraid.

	The Mas­ter Ar­ti­ficer was a tall man with arms that moved flu­idly, like they were noth­ing but joints. He dipped his hands into the jar and brought out some­thing shiny. The queen foetus. He placed it on the girl’s tongue and then stepped back, along with the rest of the Guilds­men. The girl’s hands fluttered to her throat and she opened her eyes, wide and white. A second later she made a cough­ing, gasp­ing sound. The boy’s mother tut­ted and turned her face. The rest of the audi­ence shif­ted un­com­fort­ably.

	It happened sud­denly. The Ar­ti­ficers set down the jar and tipped it over. The swarm spilled out like glit­ter­ing, jeweled honey, their tiny legs click­ing against the wood as they washed across the stage. They climbed the girl and began to nest with her, be­come her, en­ter­ing the secret ma­chines that made up the en­gram. They were seek­ing their queen and her pat­tern, the song stitched into her shell and her memory, await­ing birth and cre­ation. The girl shivered, and she be­came.

	She straightened up, look­ing out across the audi­ence. I hadn’t seen The Sum­mer Girl per­formed in some time, since my Academy days, in fact. But there she was, un­mis­tak­able. She stood in front of the audi­ence like she ruled it, like these people didn’t ex­ist when she wasn’t on stage, and when she was on stage they ex­is­ted only to ap­pre­ci­ate her. The girl had that stance, her back and chin and shoulders lay­ing claim to the Manor Tomb. The swarm fed on her, re­built her be­fore our quiet eyes. Her skin leaked white, her cheekbones flattened and rose, the per­fect lips be­came more, writh­ing as they changed. She stood taller, her hair shimmered and changed color, cas­caded down her shoulders. She was older now, fuller, her hips and breasts those of a wo­man. The audi­ence was si­lent, stunned.

	The Sum­mer Girl stood be­fore us, more per­fect than she had ac­tu­ally been on that long dis­tant day. She raised an arm to us, nod­ded to the Lady Tomb in her seat of honor, and then she sang. Per­fectly, beau­ti­fully, her voice was a warm ham­mer in my head. This tiny hall could not con­tain her, the very bones of the moun­tain around us thrummed with her song. I re­mem­ber noth­ing of words or themes, as it al­ways is with The Sum­mer Girl. Just warm glory and peace re­mak­ing my heart, flow­ing through my bones, filling the cramped metal of my heart like slow light­ning in my blood.

	When it was over, there was si­lence. I ima­gine we would have clapped if she had left any­thing in us, if we hadn’t been drained by the beauty of her voice. The Girl nod­ded, again, con­tent with our awe. And then she fell apart, her hair and face crum­bling and tum­bling down the girl, bits and pieces clat­ter­ing against the wooden stage. The girl col­lapsed, trail­ing thin lines of blood from her proxy body as the shell of the Sum­mer Girl left her. The Guilds­men scur­ried for­ward, sweep­ing up the scraps of mir­acle, the slowly squirm­ing rem­nants of the Maker Beetles, help­ing the girl to her feet. They es­cor­ted her off the stage, her hand to her head, her legs drag­ging between two strong Ar­ti­ficers. Only when she was gone, when the last bit of the Sum­mer Girl had been swept away, could we bring ourselves to stand and ap­plaud the empty stage.

	In stand­ing, my eyes slid across the stage and settled on the dark­ness, where they had led the girl. There was a man stand­ing there, dressed in the deep blue of the Ar­ti­ficers, though he was pay­ing no at­ten­tion to the other Guilds­men busy in their art all around him. He had his arms crossed, and seemed to hover in the shadow of the bright lights. His head turned slowly, look­ing out at the audi­ence. As his gaze passed me I felt a deep shiver of re­cog­ni­tion. Cold eyes, the light­est blue, like snow over wa­ter. He looked bey­ond me, paused, then turned his face to­wards me again.

	He looked right at me. His face was empty, com­pletely slack. Without a word he dis­ap­peared from the stage.

	Around me the crowd was still ap­plaud­ing. Just a mo­ment earlier I had been sweat­ing in the close heat of the theater. Now that sweat froze against my skin. I looked around for an exit.

	Lady Tomb was wait­ing at the end of my row. She was look­ing dir­ectly at me. She nod­ded and dis­ap­peared among the un­end­ing ova­tion. I turned and left the hall. 



	

Chapter Three 

	Words in Metal

	A man was wait­ing for me, one of the ser­vants. He in­tro­duced him­self as Har­old, per­sonal at­tend­ant to the Lady Tomb. He had high white hair, thin on the sides. He nod­ded to me as I stepped out of the roar­ing ap­plause and turned, walk­ing down a hall­way, deeper into the es­tate. I looked around, but no one else left the theater. There must be other exits, though, some­place for the per­formers to rest and re­tire without troub­ling the guests. Har­old got ahead of me, so I hur­ried to catch up.

	Though there were no win­dows this deep, I could tell it was still rain­ing. The air smelled like wa­ter and light­ning. The light­ning might have been the fric­tion­lamps that glowed along the tight, im­macu­late hall­way, but who knows. The whole place smelled like bad weather. The pol­ish of the dark wood flashed as I walked along it, shi­nier than sil­ver.

	High and White led me to a par­lor, a room car­peted in deep blue with walls of dark wood and old metal fit­tings. The Lady was wait­ing, faced away from me. She was still in her black and gray, but in this empty room the get-up looked un­ne­ces­sar­ily fancy. The room might have once been a lib­rary or shrine. There were walls of shelves and glass dis­play cases on three sides, but they were all bare. Noth­ing but dust and the Lady. She held a glass of wine and gazed at a plaque on the wall. There was an­other glass on a shelf by the door, con­dens­a­tion bead­ing on its side and run­ning down the fra­gile stem. The ser­vant nod­ded to Tomb and left, clos­ing the door be­hind him. I took the wine and went to stand by her.

	“Did you en­joy our show, Mr. Burn?” she asked. Her voice was soft, none of the mock­ing form­al­ity from earlier.

	“I did. It was chosen well.”

	She nod­ded ab­sently. “I thought Mr. Valentine might send someone, even­tu­ally. When I saw your name on the guest list, I thought it might be you.” She took a drink of wine and turned to face me. “Is it?”

	“I can’t visit my child­hood haunts? Have din­ner with some of my old Corps mates? See a show? You offered me an in­vit­a­tion. I ac­cep­ted.”

	She snorted and looked back to the plaque. It was old brass, set in a stone that had prob­ably been hauled here from Veridon in secret. It was the Tomb Writ of Name. We had one too, some­where. I hadn’t seen it in years.

	“It doesn’t seem like much, does it? Just metal and words.”

	“Metal, words, and power, my Lady.” I put my hand on her shoulder. “We do many things for that, An­gela. We do what we must.” She turned her head to me. “So why are you here then, Jacob Burn? Here to visit old friends?” For a mo­ment I wished it was true, that my visit was just so­cial, that my in­vit­a­tion had come from her, rather than Valentine. I gave her the mu­sic box. She opened it, glanced over at me as the mu­sic filled the room. She set her wine down.

	“Well,” she said, quietly. She placed the mu­sic box on the shelf by her head and stared at it ab­sently. “Such a thing. Not what I was ex­pect­ing. I sup­pose I see why they sent you.”

	“Par­don?”

	“Oh… it’s noth­ing. A bit of nos­tal­gia. Someone is play­ing a bit of a trick on me.” She closed the box al­most sadly, then turned to me.

	“It is good to see you again, Jacob. Even in these cir­cum­stances.” She leaned cas­u­ally against the plaque, her fin­gers brush­ing the an­cient metal. “Even if you are on the job.”

	“Good to see you, too. How are things in the Coun­cil?”

	“More in­ter­est­ing than they’ve any right to be. You should visit more of­ten. The Fam­il­ies, I mean.” She giggled quietly. “I can’t ima­gine you want­ing to visit the Coun­cil ses­sions.”

	“Not some­place I’d be wel­comed, any­way.” I smiled. An­gela and I had never been that close, but it was nice to be re­membered.

	“Yes, your father. And those hor­rid fact­ory people, buy­ing out so many of the Fam­il­ies. But I’m glad the Burns have stayed with us.”

	“Well. None of my do­ing,” I said. She shrugged.

	“Per­haps. Will you be stay­ing the night?”

	“What, here? I hadn’t known it was that sort of party.” She laughed again, and years fell away. She sud­denly looked over­dressed, like a noble daugh­ter in her mother’s finest, awk­ward.

	“It’s not, not yet. We’ll see how things end.”

	“I can’t stay. Busi­ness in the city. But per­haps some other time. It’d be good to spend some time in the coun­try again.”

	“Hm. Yes, per­haps.” She closed the mu­sic box and took up her glass of wine. “You’ll for­give me, but I have a party to at­tend. Um.” She paused as she crossed to the door. “Per­haps you should stay here for a bit. You know, for pro­pri­ety.”

	“Of course.” I drank from my glass of wine and nod­ded.

	She left the room by the same door I had entered. I waited, listen­ing to her tromp down the hall­way. I looked again at the mu­sic box, shrugged, and drank my wine. When it soun­ded as though the Lady Tomb had left the im­me­di­ate area, I nod­ded my re­spects to the lonely plaque, left my wine glass on a nearby shelf, and went into the hall­way.

	I walked quickly, anxious to make my ex­change with Prescott. I was lost in thought, my mind on the strange man in the theater and try­ing to de­cide how to make the deal with Prescott dis­creetly so I could get the fuck off this moun­tain and back to Veridon, when Har­old slipped si­lently from a side pas­sage and began walk­ing be­side me. He was car­ry­ing some­thing un­der his arm.

	“Mr. Burn. Was your meet­ing sat­is­fact­ory?”

	“I sup­pose. I’ll be need­ing trans­port down to the city at the earli­est con­veni­ence.” I wanted to get back to Emily, find out what else she might know about the deal with Prescott. “I need to be in Veridon within the hour.”

	“I’m afraid that will be im­possible, sir. The storm has groun­ded the fleet. Not even our private ships are will­ing to brave it, sir.”

	“I’ll take a cab. I trust the roads are still open.”

	“Per­haps. But other ar­range­ments have been made, sir. The Manor Tomb has been opened for the even­ing. The party will be stay­ing the night, to re­turn to Veridon in the morn­ing.”

	“Just ar­range the cab.” I turned to go, to find Prescott and make the drop. Har­old put his hand on my el­bow.

	“I have just this mo­ment spoken to Ms. An­gela. She in­sisted that no one would be leav­ing to­night, sir. As­sum­ing that I could get a hold of a cab at this hour, it would take most of the night for it to get here and re­turn to the city. You will get home sooner if you stay the night and take a zepliner in the morn­ing. With the rest of the guests, sir.”

	I sighed and settled my hands into my pock­ets. I didn’t like it, but he was right. And it gave me more time to make the Prescott deal cleanly, without rush­ing. Maybe even look in on Mis­ter Blue Eyes.

	“Fair enough. Rooms are be­ing provided?”

	“Of course. As soon as the ac­com­mod­a­tions are ready, you will be shown your room. In the mean­time, re­fresh­ments are be­ing provided in the Grand Hall.”

	“Swell,” I said. I tried to leave for a second time.

	“One more thing, sir.” He held up the pack­age. It was about the size of a pro­fessor’s book, wrapped in butcher’s pa­per and tied with twine. The pa­per was soaked. “This came for you, on the same zep that brought the… en­ter­tain­ment. I would have had it to you sooner, of course, but things have been hec­tic.”

	I took the pack­age. It was heavy and solid, wood or metal un­der the damp wrap­ping. My name was writ­ten in smooth ink across the front.

	“Sure, no prob­lem. You have some place I could open this with a little pri­vacy?”

	“Cer­tainly, sir.” His eyes twitched, de­lighted for a little in­trigue. “This way, sir.”

	The room he led me to was empty ex­cept for a dusty old table and a win­dow without drapes. Lot of empty rooms in this place. He shut the door and I set the lock be­fore put­ting the pack­age on the table.

	The pa­per was damp, had been much wet­ter at some point and had time to dry. The ink of my name was a little blot­ted. It fit with the story, that this had ar­rived on the last zep up.

	I cut the twine with my pocket knife and un­wrapped the pa­per. In­side was a well-kept wooden box, with a hinge and a clasp that was made for lock­ing but was presently un­se­cured. There was no note. A small steel plaque in the middle of the lid was blank. I opened the box. The in­terior was vel­vet-lined and cus­tom built to hold a pis­tol. It was a Corps ser­vice re­volver, in­tric­ately dec­or­ated with brass en­grav­ings. There were a dozen shells, each held in­di­vidu­ally in vel­vet notches be­side the weapon. I picked it up and ex­amined the cham­ber. Five shells were loaded, one cham­ber was empty. I closed the cham­ber. The handle felt very cold and slightly wet, as though the mech­an­ism had been over-oiled. Across the bar­rel was en­graved the pis­tol’s proven­ance. It read FCL GLORY OF DAY.

	It was the pis­tol from the crash, the pis­tol I had used to shoot Mar­cus, re­trieved from the river. I stared at it in dull shock, then loaded the empty cham­ber, pock­eted the ex­tra shells and closed the box.

	Who had sent it? That guy, the one who had jumped at the last second? Was that really him, out there on the stage, dressed as an Ar­ti­ficer? Every­one else was dead, weren’t they? Had he seen me shoot Mar­cus? And what the fuck did this mean, send­ing me a pis­tol in a box?

	I crossed to the win­dow, cranked it open and squin­ted into the storm. The sky was tre­mend­ously loud, ham­mer­ing into the room with a de­mon’s roar. I hurled the box and its wrap­ping out the win­dow, down the cliff and away. Then I closed the win­dow, un­locked the door and went out. I needed a towel, and a drink, and a deal. And while I was at it, I was go­ing to have a little talk with shifty blue eyes. Maybe the pis­tol would come in handy after all.

	I SAT AT the bar and thought about the gun, about what it might mean. Was there an­other sur­vivor from the ship, part of the crew who had seen me shoot Mar­cus? If so, what would they care? He was re­spons­ible for the crash, he was dy­ing from that belly wound… it didn’t make sense. And if there were other sur­viv­ors, where had they re­cu­per­ated, and why were they re­veal­ing them­selves now, and in this man­ner? And how had they got­ten the gun? I had lost it in the crash, as­sumed that it had gone down with the Glory to the bot­tom of the Reine. I had trouble be­liev­ing that guy had sur­vived his jump. It had been a long way down, and the Reine was a cold, dark river.

	But if it wasn’t a sur­vivor, then who? I had been out for days after they’d dredged me out of the Reine. I didn’t re­mem­ber that time, other than a few brief glimpses of white walls and ma­chinery. I might have talked. I might have said any­thing while the fever in my blood burned through me, re­pair­ing me, con­sum­ing and re-cre­at­ing me.

	There were people who lived in the river, of course. People might not be the right word. The Fehn, we called them. Some of the folks who dis­ap­peared un­der the Reine’s black sur­face came back later, breath­ing wa­ter and gurg­ling worms, talk­ing like they had been gone a thou­sand years, had seen the found­a­tion of the city, and were com­ing back. I had a friend down there, a Wright of the Church. Old friend of the fam­ily. Maybe I should ask him.

	Who would have cause and op­por­tun­ity? That’s where to start. Not many people knew I was here. Lady Tomb, ob­vi­ously. Prescott, and whatever con­nec­tions he might have. Valentine and Emily.

	My first thought was Tomb. The pack­age had ap­peared shortly after our con­ver­sa­tion. She could have given it to the but­ler to give to me. That would ex­plain her sud­den in­sist­ence on let­ting me stay, if she was go­ing to plant some kind of evid­ence or ac­cuse me of a crime. She might have ar­ranged it in an­ti­cip­a­tion of the meet­ing go­ing badly. But what did she know about the events on the Glory?

	Valentine? This mis­sion had come from him, ori­gin­ally, so he ob­vi­ously knew I was here. And he was fond of cryptic mes­sages. The man was a puzzle him­self, and he liked put­ting his people in dif­fi­cult situ­ations, to test them. Made for a tight or­gan­iz­a­tion. But again, I could see no pur­pose be­hind it, nor how it would be tied to the Glory . I wasn’t get­ting any­where.

	None of it made any sense. If it was a threat, either from some hid­den sur­vivor, or Tomb, or gods for­bid Valentine, it was too ob­scure for me. If it was a clue, again, I wasn’t even aware that there was a puzzle. Too many things about to­night’s deal didn’t line up, and the more pieces I stumbled across, the worse things got.

	If I’d talked about shoot­ing Mar­cus while I was re­cov­er­ing, any­one might know it. Maybe not the spe­cif­ics, but enough to know that pro­du­cing a ser­vice re­volver from the dead ship would rattle me. But whichever way I thought about it, everything came back to the last flight of the Glory of Day.

	Which meant it had some­thing to do with that ar­ti­fact Cog. Right? That made sense, more than any­thing else to­night. The Cog. I’d left it with Emily, down in Veridon, and now I was wor­ried about her, con­cerned that I’d ex­posed her to some danger without real­iz­ing. I stood up from the bar, took my drink and walked around the hall without talk­ing, without even see­ing. I kept a hand on the pis­tol in my jacket pocket, run­ning my fin­ger over the cool metal of the en­grav­ing on the handle. Noth­ing I could do, right now, and I didn’t like that. I pre­ferred act­ive solu­tions to pass­ive re­sponses. The fast­est way down the moun­tain was to just sit here and wait for the weather to clear. Un­less I stole a car­riage from the Tomb liv­ery. Surely they’d have a gar­age. I stood by the fire and thought about that one, hard, weigh­ing the an­ger that would earn me from An­gela and her fam­ily against the per­ceived danger to Emily.

	I didn’t really know there was any­thing act­ively dan­ger­ous go­ing on, did I? Might just be a co­in­cid­ence that guy looked like one of my dead fel­low pas­sen­gers. And whatever re­la­tion­ship was form­ing between the Fam­ily Tomb and Valentine’s or­gan­iz­a­tion was fra­gile. Bor­row­ing a car­riage could tip that bal­ance, which could put me in a world of trouble with Valentine, trouble I didn’t need. I dis­carded that idea, got an­other drink and found a quiet corner near the win­dows, thought about the peril Emily might be in.

	Who knew that I had given the Cog to Emily? No one. Who even knew that I had it? Mar­cus? He was shot, burned up, crashed and drowned. But someone knew, the pis­tol in my pocket said that clearly enough. And if they knew that… it was no good. Sit­ting here, all I could do was worry and drink, and that wasn’t solv­ing any­thing. Best to not worry, then. Prob­ably best to not drink, either. Still had a deal to do.

	I found Prescott with a tangle of other of­ficers near the fire­place. I found an ap­pro­pri­ate room, one with doors that led to the Great Hall as well as the ser­vice cor­ridors that ran down the spine of the house, then spoke to one of the hire­girls Tomb had brought in from the local vil­lage. When the girl brought Prescott in a few minutes later I showed her to the other door and gave her twenty crown.

	“Any­body see you?” I asked once the girl had left.

	“Of course they did. She was in­sist­ent and rude.” He ad­jus­ted the cuffs of his coat. Looked like the girl had dragged him in. “You have the drugs?”

	“I have no idea,” I said, and handed him the en­vel­ope. He sniffed the pa­per and grim­aced. He dis­ap­peared it, pro­duced an­other en­vel­ope and handed it to me. Felt like pa­per, fol­ded over and over again. I put it away, next to the pis­tol.

	“You aren’t go­ing to check it?”

	I shrugged. “People don’t cheat Valentine. Smart people, at least.”

	“Well. I sup­pose not. We’re done here?” He mo­tioned to the door. I shook my head.

	“You’re with a whore. Give it a little time, un­less you want every­one mak­ing fun of you.”

	He frowned, then sat on the bed, fold­ing his hands across his knees. “You’re new. Never worked with you be­fore.”

	“No, I’m not. But you’ve never worked with me be­cause this isn’t my usual thing.” I put my hands in my pock­ets and leaned against the wall op­pos­ite the bed.

	“Drugs?”

	“Talk­ing to people.” I grinned.

	He shif­ted un­com­fort­ably and looked away. We sat like that for a minute, long enough that he was on edge.

	“What do you know about five bul­lets in a gun? Five bul­lets and an empty cham­ber?” He jumped, but not in the way I was hop­ing.

	“Sorry, I don’t un­der­stand. Is that some kind of threat?”

	“Twice to­night, people have asked me that. Twice. All the years I’ve been do­ing this, you think people would know when I’m mak­ing a threat.”

	“So… so it’s a threat.”

	I sighed and flipped my hand at the door. “Long enough. Get out of here, Re­gister.” He nod­ded sharply and got out. I locked the door be­hind him, in case some other af­fec­tion­ate couple thought about us­ing the room im­me­di­ately. Wanted a few minutes be­fore I re­turned to the hall. I had just turned from the door when the knob rattled, very quietly. Someone try­ing to open the door without mak­ing a racket.

	Draw­ing the pis­tol, I turned and backed to the other door, the one that led to the ser­vice cor­ridors. I opened it as quietly as I could and stepped in­side. This hall­way was plain and warm, but the floor was thickly car­peted to al­low but­lers and maids to slip through the house without both­er­ing their bet­ters. There was no one around at the mo­ment, so I pulled the door nearly closed and waited.

	Who­ever was try­ing to get in was in­sist­ent. When the door didn’t im­me­di­ately open they hes­it­ated. A second later there was a scratch­ing sound, and the knob began to hum. That was a key­gear, tum­bling the lock hard. These doors weren’t made to with­stand that kind of at­ten­tion and it popped in no time.

	The door slid open, just a little, just enough to re­veal a sliver of face and an eye, cloud blue. His hand res­ted on the doorknob. The cuff was dark blue; an Ar­ti­ficer’s cuff. He looked around the room, saw that it was empty, and dis­ap­peared. I stayed long enough to see an of­ficer enter a minute later, each arm around a girl. I left them to it, pock­eted the pis­tol and crept down the ser­vice cor­ridor, even­tu­ally re­turn­ing to the hall by way of the kit­chens.

	I made a slow cir­cuit of the main hall, look­ing for my light-eyed ad­mirer. Most folks were milling about, talk­ing in tight clusters or roar­ing drunk­enly at the bar. The Corps­men were the worst off; the night was in honor of a dead zep, after all. They were nervous, and mak­ing up for it with drink and song. I un­der­stood. I had spent a fair amount of time lost in drink. Less song, but that was my mer­ci­ful side show­ing.

	He was nowhere to be seen. There was no one in an Ar­ti­ficer’s uni­form any­where in the room. I thought he might have dumped the out­fit, so I paid close at­ten­tion to people’s eyes. That al­most star­ted a couple fights. I still came up empty, and now the night was wind­ing down, drunks wan­der­ing off to their rooms and ser­vants scur­ry­ing about to clear the de­tritus.

	“Coun­cilor Burn, is it?” A voice be­hind me asked.

	I turned. There was a man stand­ing against the wall, a glass of whis­key in his hand. The ice in his drink had melted and sep­ar­ated, the thin am­ber of the li­quor at the bot­tom, wa­ter at the top of the glass. The man’s suit was im­pec­cably tailored; all black, with vel­vet cuffs and links of sil­ver pol­ished white. It was ci­vil­ian garb, but he held him­self with mil­it­ary pre­ci­sion. His eyes were dark and his head was bald. When he smiled it was without emo­tion; it was like watch­ing a pup­pet smile.

	“I am not,” I said. “Though my father holds that title. And you are?”

	“Apo­lo­gies, sir.” He tipped his head and offered a hand. He was wear­ing thin leather gloves, soft as a lady’s cheek. We shook. There was sur­pris­ing power in his grip. “I am Mal­colm Sloane. Your father may have spoken of me? No?” he said, without wait­ing for a re­ac­tion. “Per­haps not. But we are ac­quain­ted. You must be his son, then. Jacob. The in­ter­est­ing one.” I ad­jus­ted my coat, flashed a bit of the pis­tol, enough to let him know he was talk­ing on un­friendly ground. His smile be­came genu­ine.

	“My. Yes. In­ter­est­ing one, in­deed. I must say, Mr. Jacob, I’m sur­prised to see you here.”

	“I was in­vited.”

	“Of course. I mean, just,” he waved his hand at all the people around us, most of them in uni­form. “You’re not a very pop­u­lar man with the Corps. You don’t worry about that?”

	“I should worry?” I asked.

	“Well, I mean. A lot of young re­cruits, all of them drink­ing. You aren’t wor­ried that one of them will drink a bit much. Talk too much, maybe dare too much? Try to start a fight.”

	I snorted. “Fights start some­times. I can handle my­self.”

	“Oh, I have no doubt. Still. It’s some­thing to think about.” He smiled coldly and looked out at the crowd. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe none of them have the balls.” He said that word strangely, like a very proper man try­ing to swear to fit in with the rough crowd. “But maybe they do some­thing cow­ardly, hm? In the dead of night. A gun.” He turned back to me. “You are, after all, a very un­pop­u­lar man.”

	“How did you say you knew my dad?”

	“Ac­quaint­ances. Old ac­quaint­ances. So.” He set down the glass of li­quor and pat­ted my arm. “Just be care­ful, Mr. Jacob Burn. There are some des­per­ate people here, I think. Ah,” his eyes nar­rowed as he looked across the room. “You’ll par­don me.”

	I turned to see where he was look­ing. An­gela Tomb was mak­ing her way through the party­go­ers, try­ing to wrap things up for the night. When I turned back the strange Mr. Sloane was gone.

	I sighed and fin­ished my drink, then found Har­old and plucked at his sleeve.

	“Sir?” he asked.

	“Those Guilds­men, the Ar­ti­ficers. Did they already head home?”

	“No, sir. They’ve been made com­fort­able.”

	“Where?”

	“Sir?”

	“Where are they stay­ing? What room?”

	“The, uh. The en­ter­tain­ment, sir, does not usu­ally mingle with the guests.”

	“Just tell me what room, okay?” I slipped the only hard cur­rency I had brought with me into his palm. “Let’s just say I’m a curi­ous guy.”

	“Of course, sir. They are housed in the ser­vants’ quar­ters, near the zep­dock.”

	“Stairs down some­where?”

	“Near the kit­chens, sir. Just this side of the theater.”

	“Thanks.” I cuffed him on the shoulder, then headed to my room. Didn’t want to look too anxious.

	The storm kept go­ing, maybe even got worse. An­gela had given me a third floor room with a win­dow. Not a be­ne­fit on a night like this. The room had been closed up all winter, only opened hours earlier by the ser­vants. The air was stale, and the sheets smelled like dust and cob­webs. The heavy cur­tains gus­ted with the storm out­side, evid­ence of drafts in the old walls.

	I lay in bed, fully clothed, un­til I figured every­one else was asleep or passed out. I took the pis­tol out from where I’d hid­den it, checked the load again, then snuck out into the hall.

	The lights in the hall­way were dimmed. The car­pet swal­lowed my foot­steps as I crept down­stairs. I got down to the ser­vants cor­ridors without any­one see­ing me. It was quiet down there too, and dark. No win­dows out, just cold stone floors and wood pan­el­ing. I crept along, quiet as a cat. There were a lot of doors down here. Per­haps I could have got­ten a little more de­tail out of Har­old for my money.

	I didn’t have to look long. They left the lights on, and their door open. It was around a corner from the main stairs, away from the rest of the ser­vants. Not un­usual… people got nervous around Ar­ti­ficers. All those bugs and their his­tory of heresy. I came around the corner and smelled it, that heat-stink of fear and shit, like a slaughter­house. I took out the pis­tol and thumbed the ham­mer up.

	They were dead. It happened quietly, no mess, no fuss. They had been sleep­ing, the Guilds­men all in one room on tiny bunks. The mas­ter was in a dif­fer­ent room off to one side. Each had a stab wound, straight into the heart. I didn’t check them all. I got the idea, after the first couple. There was an­other room, op­pos­ite the mas­ter’s bed, where the Sum­mer Girl had slept, prob­ably. She was gone. Signs of a struggle in here, piss on the floor, some blood on a broken bottle. She had swung at her at­tacker. Prob­ably woke up while her keep­ers had been breath­ing their last. Tried to de­fend her­self. Where was she now? And why kill all these folks? Not like it was self-de­fense.

	I went back into the main room. It smelled in here, more than it should. I went back to the tidy bod­ies, check­ing each one. It was the fourth one. He’d been dead for a while, maybe two weeks. And he wasn’t an Ar­ti­ficer.

	His bloated chest strained against the but­tons of his mil­it­ary jacket. Square cut, the cuffs braided in the tra­di­tional knots of the Air Corps. But he wasn’t a Pi­lot. Patches were torn off his sleeve and chest, the threads dangling. His but­tons were iron and stamped in the double fists of the Mar­ines. As­sault trooper. Heav­ily mod­ded, his bones and or­gans sheathed in metal cuffs, iron plates wel­ded just be­neath the skin. A little en­gine so he could walk longer, march harder, fight un­til the bul­lets ran out. What was he do­ing here? And why had the Guilds­men been lug­ging around a two-week old dead body?

	I stuck my hand into his jacket pocket, fished around. Bits and bobs, dirt, some pic­tures of a girl­friend or some­thing. Fi­nally, an ID card. Not the slick­est mur­derer, who­ever had done him. Took the time to strip his jacket of unit patches, but left his ID card in his pocket. Ser­geant Wel­lons. The card was worn and dirty, the edges ragged like a fa­vor­ite book. I didn’t re­cog­nize the unit, and he lis­ted no ship. Maybe a gar­rison as­sign­ment, some­where? Still. I pock­eted it and left.

	I was get­ting a little wor­ried about Har­old. People were go­ing to find these bod­ies; people were go­ing to ask ques­tions. Even­tu­ally Har­old was go­ing to say some­thing about how I was ask­ing where the Ar­ti­ficers were stay­ing, and then maybe people would be com­ing to ask me ques­tions. I would have to have a word with Har­old. Clear things up, be­fore they could get messy. But first, I had to find out where my friend was. Why he’d killed these nice people, and what he wanted with me.

	Wasn’t Prescott a Re­gister? Yeah, he was in charge of unit as­sign­ments and per­son­nel. He might know this Wel­lons guy. Might at least be able to find out where he was sta­tioned. Seemed like a golden op­por­tun­ity. I’d drop by Prescott’s room, give him the ID card and a way to con­tact me, and I’d go and find Har­old. Then I’d find my friend, and we’d straighten out our dif­fer­ences. Prescott was some­where near the main hall, prob­ably near my own room.

	I found it, sure enough. Again, his was the open door. This time there was more blood. Plenty more. The win­dow to his room was open, too, and the storm was gust­ing in. I went in and shut the door, then se­cured the win­dow. His tablelamp was hum­ming quietly, next to an up­turned book of erotic po­etry.

	Prescott was sprawled across his bed, his fin­gers curled around a gun belt that still held the pis­tol, peace-locked in place. I pushed him over care­fully. His ribs grinned up at me. I let him settle back onto the bed. There was blood all over the floor, thinned out by the rain that had blown in the win­dow. Blotchy foot­prints circled the bed, but the wind and rain had dis­figured them sig­ni­fic­antly. The mess was all over my feet.

	I was ser­i­ously freaked. I didn’t want to talk to Har­old, didn’t want to find my creepy friend. I wanted to get the fuck out of this house and down the moun­tain back to Veridon. Nobody heard any­thing? It happened fast. A lot of drunks in the rooms around us, but still. Who­ever killed Prescott had done it quick, and quiet. I wiped my feet care­fully on Prescott’s bed sheets, turned off his light, and then snuck out into the hall. Back to my room, so I could col­lect my coat and the stuff Prescott had given to me to de­liver to Valentine. I was go­ing back to town, even if it meant walk­ing.

	I al­most got to my room be­fore I ran into the guards. I ducked into a draped win­dowsill, just deep enough to hide me if I held my breath and thought skinny thoughts. They were sneak­ing up to my room. Ten of them, maybe more, with rifles and truncheons. They were Tomb House Guards.

	They settled around the door to my room, checked the loads on their guns, then nod­ded among them­selves. One of them, a ser­geant, stepped for­ward and poun­ded on my door.

	“Mas­ter Burn! By the au­thor­ity of the Coun­cil of Veridon, spoken for by the Lady Tomb, we have a war­rant for your ar­rest and de­ten­tion. Please open the door!”

	He waited half a breath, then put his shoulder into the door. I hadn’t locked it when I left, and it burst open. I got a good view of my empty room. They milled about in the en­trance, pok­ing their rifles at the bed and un­der the cov­ers, talk­ing loudly. I star­ted to go. Some­thing caught my eye.

	There was a sud­den hard scrabble against my win­dow, like hail or teeth on a wa­ter glass. I watched the win­dow burst. The storm dis­ap­peared, to be re­placed by a com­plex­ity of dark­ness and metal. There was a man stand­ing, or nearly a man. His clothes were sod­den and torn, the skin be­neath like a dead man’s skin, ivory and shot through with black veins. He had one hand on the sill, jagged glass snag­ging the flesh, and one of his feet was already in the room. Be­hind him flat planes of oiled metal shif­ted and ruffled, shiny leaves flex­ing against the buf­feting winds. Wings. He had wings of coil­ing metal.

	He came into the room, clench­ing his wings to fit through the win­dow. Wet hair hung in ring­lets around his face, a jaw line like a storm front, lips and skin that were por­cel­ain smooth. And his eyes, blue so light that it looked like the thin­nest clouds over sky.

	The guards pan­icked. They fell back be­fore him, rifles raised, yelling. He ig­nored them. He looked out the door into the hall­way. Right at me.

	“You are Jacob Burn,” he said. His voice was a trick, tiny pis­tons and valves push­ing air through the long hiss­ing whis­per of or­gan pipes. I raised the pis­tol and fired over the heads of the guards. The re­port was enorm­ous; it filled the hall­way with sharp smoke. The shot went into his chest, and my second took him just be­low the throat. He winced, bent for­ward like he’d been punched. When he straightened again his face was smooth. He raised a hand and it flickered, skin and bone shuff­ling away in a lethal ori­gami, re­placed by smooth, sharp metal. His arm be­came a knife. There was already blood on it.

	The guards looked at me. Some of them turned to make that ar­rest they were talk­ing about earlier. The rest kept their eyes on the an­gel. The close ones crowded around me, try­ing to keep me boxed in.

	“Gen­tle­men,” I said tensely and dived into their ranks. “Par­don.” They reached for me, would have taken me but the An­gel crashed through after me. Two of them fell, their bones crack­ing like fire­works as he tore through them. There was shout­ing and I ran.

	I took the first stair­way, even though it led up and every exit was down. Panic. The next floor was closed, but I popped the door. It was quiet here, smelled like mold and linen. Foot­steps hammered on the floor be­low, crowds mus­ter­ing to the dis­aster. There was gun­fire and the dread­ful sound of bod­ies snap­ping. I walked quietly to a bed­room and slipped in­side.

	The room was empty, just a heav­ily worn rug and a win­dow. The storm con­tin­ued. The sounds of fight­ing had slowed, though they may have been masked by the wind and rain at my back. I knelt and fumbled two new shells into the re­volver. I stayed there, breath­ing hard. It was quiet now, just the rain pound­ing the glass. I shif­ted to be able to watch both the win­dow and the door.

	I looked down at the gun. Had he sent it? He was on the zep, he might have known about Mar­cus. But if he in­ten­ded to at­tack me, why arm me? Then again, the shot didn’t seem to hurt him. I checked the cyl­in­der, to see if the rounds that had been loaded were tricks, some kind of stage­craft mum­mery. I emp­tied them into my palm, turned them over with my thumb as I ex­amined them in the dim light from the win­dow. The dull brass cyl­in­ders looked real enough.

	There was a rat­tling in the hall­way. I caught my breath, and star­ted re­load­ing the gun as quietly as I could, the bul­lets slip­pery in my sweaty fin­gers as I struggled to slot them home. Foot­steps, and the dry-leaf scrap­ing of his wings on the walls and ceil­ing. I looked up, saw that I had for­got­ten to lock the door and dropped a bul­let. I scooped it up, dumped the whole hand­ful of loose shells and the re­volver into my jacket pocket and ran to the win­dow. He was out­side the door, and the win­dow was storm bolted.

	I threw my shoulder against it and the glass splintered, the lead panes bend­ing like a net. Again and a couple panes snapped, sli­cing my coat and my skin. He opened the door smoothly and hurtled in. I hit the win­dow, he hit me, and we both burst out into the storm.

	Tum­bling down the slate roof, I kicked out and made a lucky hit. We sep­ar­ated and I hooked my arm around a chim­ney. There was blood leak­ing out of me, dam­age from the win­dow and whatever brief con­tact there had been with the an­gel’s wicked arm. I scrambled, try­ing to find him, find­ing noth­ing but the roar­ing storm. Some­thing was wrong with my shoulder, and I felt my grip go­ing away. A flash of light­ning and I saw wings, diving. I let go.

	I slithered down the roof, just clear­ing the chim­ney as he hit it. There was a dull thud above me. Splin­ters of slate shot past and the roof shook. I dug fin­gers into the flood­ing shingles, slapped at chim­neys as they flew past. A bump and I was over the edge. I was fall­ing and scream­ing the shred­ded air from my lungs. As I fell into a crash my legs col­lapsing and then some­thing popped and be­came a rain of glass and more blood and tear­ing and fall­ing.

	I ended up in the Great Hall. I was bleed­ing red and black, the oil of my deep­est heart ming­ling with my com­mon blood. High above I could see the frac­tured sky­light and a thin column of rain com­ing through. There were wings crouch­ing, flash­ing past. He star­ted to come through, un­fold­ing as he emerged.

	I stood. There was a lot of busi­ness at the other end of the room, a lot of voices and move­ment. Most of the Corps­men were there, stand­ing by a hast­ily con­struc­ted bar­ri­cade that cut off the wing that held my former room. They were vari­ously dressed and armed, very drunk men in pa­ja­mas wield­ing hunt­ing rifles and cro­quet mal­lets. When they saw me, sev­eral of them formed a fir­ing line. They couldn’t see what was above, what was com­ing down.

	Just a flash, but I saw sev­eral Coun­cilors stand­ing nearby, their faces cold and ter­ri­fied. An­gela stood with them, still in her com­plic­ated dress, her knuckles white across the bar­rel of a shot­gun. She looked at me and blanched. The Corps­men were get­ting closer.

	“What did you sum­mon, Jacob Burn?” Lady Tomb yelled, her voice shrill. “What dark­ness fol­lowed you into my house?”

	I shot a look at the Corps­men and their rifles, then up at the an­gel. He was al­most through, his wings un­fold­ing to des­cend. I couldn’t see his face or his body, just the swirl­ing mass of wings. I jumped, hit the bal­cony door and rolled out­side. My bones were scream­ing with pain. Maybe I was scream­ing too.

	I kept my eyes up, but the rain was too much. I couldn’t see any­thing, not even the roof. I stumbled across the deck un­til my hand brushed the rough stone of the rail­ing. I crouched and star­ted to fol­low it. For now I just wanted to get away from the main house. Whatever the thing hunt­ing me might be, I’d rather face it alone than worry about get­ting shot in the back by some sloshed Corps­man.

	I turned to look at the house. The glass win­dows looked like a fogged aquar­ium, little more than shapes mov­ing across the bright field of the Manor Tomb. As I watched a form fell from the ceil­ing, spread­ing out as it des­cen­ded into the Great Hall. The An­gel. The storm swal­lowed any sound, but there was a stac­cato bright­ness, gun­shots, and tiny cracks ap­peared in the win­dow. I was up and run­ning, found the stairs to a lower bal­cony. They were nar­row, with a small gate sep­ar­at­ing them from the bal­cony. I vaul­ted and clattered down the steps. Maybe the Corps and their rifles could man­age the an­gel. Maybe not, but at least they’d buy me some time.

	The cent­ral win­dow shattered out­ward, spill­ing glit­ter­ing glass and light out onto the bal­cony. A dark fig­ure scur­ried out, dis­ap­pear­ing into shad­ows. A line of Corps­men ap­peared, brist­ling with rifles. They began to drag fur­niture and torchi­eres into the Manor’s new­est en­trance, shin­ing light into the storm.

	I kept mov­ing. These stairs were rick­ety, clearly not meant for run­ning down in the rain. The ground fell away be­low me, and I got the feel­ing I was mov­ing between ter­races. I lost sight of the Manor, though I could hear voices yelling out into the dark­ness. They hadn’t fin­ished the thing, that’s for sure. It was still out here. I was shiv­er­ing with damp and ad­ren­aline.

	The stairs led to a small ledge, with a shed and a steep set of stairs lead­ing down. A main­ten­ance area of some kind. I kicked open the shed door and went in­side. It was a gardener’s stor­age shed, all right. A tiny fric­tion­lamp clicked on as I opened the door, the main­spring spark­ing up. The light glittered off a wall full of tools, blades and shovels and spikes. I doused the light and took a ham­mer, then went back out­side. I had just star­ted on a down­ward stair when the thing landed, im­pact­ing the ledge hard. I froze, the ham­mer in my hand. Without look­ing at me, he rushed the shed, tore it apart. In the noise I clambered down, fall­ing as I went. I ended up in the broad garden I had vis­ited earlier that night. I ran for the path that had brought me here the first time.

	The lawn was very wet, a spongy green plain. Up the hill I could see broken light from the Manor, wondered if the Corps would ven­ture out into the dark to hunt me or help me. Plenty of people in that room wouldn’t mind see­ing me dead, people who might take ad­vant­age of the cur­rent chaos to put me down. I looked up at the sky, found a trace of moon among the jagged clouds. The storm was break­ing down the val­ley, though rain still fell hard on the Heights.

	He was wait­ing at the broad stone path that snaked up to the bal­cony above. I had the pis­tol in my left hand, the ham­mer in my right. I thought about run­ning, but his wings were clench­ing and un­clench­ing above his shoulders, like a gi­ant fist wait­ing to strike me down. He looked at the pis­tol and shrugged. I raised the ham­mer.

	“You are Jacob Burn,” he said.

	“Yes.” Wa­ter was stream­ing down my face. The flooded lawn was reach­ing muddy fin­gers between my toes. I felt ri­dicu­lous and cold, and I was too tired for a game of ques­tion and an­swer. “And you?”

	“They are look­ing, Jacob Burn. They are wait­ing for you.”

	“Who is?” I ges­tured with the pis­tol. “Is that what this is? Some kind of warn­ing?” He shook his head, slowly, once. He reached across the space between us, step­ping for­ward un­til his open hand was near my heart.

	“Give it to me, and this will end. I thought the man Mar­cus was the end of the chain, but it has come to you.”

	I listened to the rain ham­mer­ing against my shoulders, watched it form a puddle in the shal­low cup of his palm. The ar­ti­fact, the Cog, sit­ting on Emily’s desk.

	“I don’t have it.”

	“Who does?”

	I smirked and shrugged. “Beats me.”

	“Yes,” he said, gath­er­ing my col­lar in his fist. “It does.” I swung the ham­mer in a short, tight arc, keep­ing my el­bow bent. The metal head bur­ied into his temple. His hand fell from my coat, and he staggered back­wards. I raised the pis­tol and got two shots off, pound­ing slugs into his right shoulder, be­fore he lunged at me. We rolled across the lawn, hy­dro­plan­ing on the grass, end­ing up side by side. I lost the pis­tol.

	He screamed and came to his knees. It was an in­hu­man sound, a boiler burst­ing, metal torquing. His face was shattered in pain. He raised an arm and hid­den mech­an­isms whirred, the hand fold­ing and col­lapsing. I didn’t give him the chance. I brought the ham­mer around, swinging wide, smash­ing at his wrist and knuckles again and again. Metal popped and bent, gears and pis­tons tear­ing apart as axles came out of align­ment and tore the ma­chine apart. Then some­thing else broke, meat crack­ing un­der the ham­mer and his hand hung limply at an awk­ward angle. His scream changed, pitch­ing through agony and frus­tra­tion into an­imal ter­ror. He put his other hand on me, but I el­bowed it aside then drove the ham­mer’s claw into his cheek. There was blood and bone, his skin came off in lumps that hit the wet ground and scur­ried away.

	Shocked, I backed away. Half its face had crumbled, but there was some­thing else be­hind it, pale white and bleed­ing. He threw him­self at me, club­bing me with the ruined stump of his arm, the iron fin­gers of his other hand around my throat. I fell back­wards. Twist­ing, I was able to get the ham­mer hooked against his chest. There was res­ist­ance, then blood, and I flung him over me. I struggled to my knees, gasp­ing for air. When I looked up, he was throw­ing him­self at me again, the wings beat­ing and flail­ing, fall­ing apart as he rushed me. I met him with the ham­mer, again and again, stum­bling back­wards as I struck, just stay­ing out of reach of his hand, the whirr­ing bloody ma­chine of his stump, the ham­mer arcing back and forth, head then claw, head then claw, each blow hard and wet with gore.

	The end was sud­den, like a light be­ing switched off. He fell to his knees, then his hands. His whole body seemed to pour off him. A glit­ter­ing tide plunked into the wa­ter of the drowned lawn and swept out, tiny smooth shells like a ripple in a pond. When they had scur­ried away, they left be­hind a body, a girl. I turned her over with the ham­mer’s claw, red blood smear­ing across her white dress. It was the Sum­mer Girl, the per­former, her mouth open. The del­ic­ate ma­chines of her mouth were clench­ing in the rain.

	I fished out my pis­tol and headed back to the Manor. The lights were still on, the Corps­men run­ning around shout­ing and point­ing rifles. I snuck along the side and went to the car­riage house. I stole one of the Tomb’s cog­driven car­riages and crashed the gate, rum­bling down the road, the long way to Veridon. 



	

Chapter Four 

	Sur­vive or You Don’t

	I took the car­riage to Toth and left it in a stable un­der the Tomb fam­ily name. It was still rain­ing when I got to the Sol­dier’s Gate and my clothes were soaked through. The blood and oil had stopped leak­ing from my chest, but my heart had de­veloped an awk­ward grind that I could feel in my teeth. Dawn was still an hour away, though the city’s earli­est and latest den­iz­ens were already on the streets.

	I fi­nally pried the ham­mer out of my cold­stiff fin­gers and left it in a gut­ter by the Bellin­grow, then caught a ride on the pneu­matic rail that circled the city’s core. I ig­nored the stares of the fact­ory boys and busi­ness­men, took a seat on the pneu­matic and res­ted my head against the glass as we tore over the city, the car rock­ing around the corners. The pipe that ran between the tracks breathed in loud gasp­ing sighs of steam and heat as we ripped along. Be­low us the city dropped away as we went over the ter­races. The farther we got from the Bellin­grow, the newer the build­ings. Everything smelled like fire and en­ergy, up here in the am­bi­tious or­bits of Veridon.

	My mind was numb. A storm of con­cern gathered around my temples, but I couldn’t get through it yet. The Corps would be look­ing for me, ask­ing ques­tions about Prescott and the an­gel. Who­ever sent the Sum­mer Girl too, who­ever had burned a killer’s pat­tern into her head and re­made her body into a weapon out of myth. The gun must also lead some­where, must have someone be­hind it. There were a lot of troubles rising out of the Glory ’s wreck­age.

	The storm was still tear­ing up the sky when the pneu, let me off at the Torch­light ex­ten­sion. I walked the Bridge Dis­trict, bought some kettle soup and ate it as I went. I felt thin, like the night’s trouble had calved me over and over, leav­ing splin­ters of me be­hind with each step. My rem­nants drif­ted up into the Torch­light.

	While I walked I fished the ID card out of my pocket. Wel­lons peered up at me, clean shaven, young. It was hard to match that with the over­ripe face I had seen up on the Heights. No mat­ter. Someone must know who he was, and how he got into the Tomb’s sum­mer es­tate. I put the card away and thought about it. Calvin, maybe? Would he be up yet?

	Calvin’s place was an off-base bar­racks, really, an apart­ment block that the Corps hired to keep all the senior staff that it couldn’t stuff in­side the walls of the fort. The build­ing was old clap­board, thin planks peel­ing away from their nails, stains and pitch leak­ing down their warped sides. Noth­ing’s too good for the Corps.

	Stay­ing close to people like Calvin was why I kept my room on the Torch’. My con­tacts in the Corps were really all I had. That and a good name, but they could only get you so far. There was a guy out front, a guard, but he knew me. We smirked at each other, as I went in­side. Calvin wasn’t up, at least not be­fore I star­ted pound­ing on his door. He opened it even­tu­ally, wear­ing his dress coat and little else.

	“You look like shit,” he mumbled.

	“You look like an en­sign who’s been fuck­ing sheep all night. Let me in, Cal.” We went way back. Academy to­gether. Ex­pelled, for com­pletely dif­fer­ent reas­ons, to­gether. I think Cal blamed me at some karmic level for his own fall from the ranks of Pi­lot. He had settled into a desk job, and I had settled into a life of crime. We both had our mo­ments of envy, but we got along well for all that.

	“Fair enough,” he said, and let me in. His room was a mess, but in­spec­tions out­side the walls of the fort were in­fre­quent. I sat on most of a chair while he spun up a tiny fric­tion­lamp and scrounged up a largely empty bottle of rum.

	“What’s eat­ing Jacob Burn, at this hour? Un­less this is a so­cial call?” he asked, tip­ping the bottle my way. I shook my head.

	“What are you into these days, Cal?”

	“Debt,” he said with a smile. “And loose wo­men. Less of­ten than I’d like.”

	“I mean pro­fes­sion­ally. Last we talked about work, you were over­see­ing re­quis­i­tions for the down­falls cam­paign.”

	“So, not a so­cial call at all,” he said. He looked a little glum. “You never come around any­more, just to chat.”

	“It’s be­cause I no longer love you, Calvin. I’m in a very sat­is­fy­ing re­la­tion­ship with a sign­post. Now, will you fo­cus for a second and listen. What are you do­ing these days?”

	“Why do you want to know?” he asked.

	“There’s someone I need to find. A mar­ine by the name of Wel­lons. Need to know his last as­sign­ment, maybe where he is.”

	“Not a lot to go on. But,” he stood up, fin­ished the bottle and tossed it on his bed, then star­ted look­ing for some pants. “I know where to look. What do you know about him?”

	I pro­duced the ID card. He peered at it, frowned, then dis­trac­tedly put on his pants with one hand while hold­ing the card up to his face with the other.

	“This should say, shouldn’t it? How’d you get his ID if you’re look­ing for him? What’d he do, lose it?”

	“Left it be­hind,” I said. “At a girl’s house. And now the father wants a word, you un­der­stand.”

	“Oh, well then, I don’t think I could help you, Jacob. Got to pro­tect my broth­ers from the angry fath­ers of the world.”

	“Just put on your pants, Cal. You can help me find him?”

	“If he’s on as­sign­ment, sure. I’m in the Re­gisters now. Sign­ing checks, bal­an­cing books.”

	“You know a guy named Prescott?” I asked.

	“He’s a twat.”

	“Well.” I looked un­com­fort­ably around the room. “He couldn’t have been that bad.”

	“Says you. Now come on.”

	We went out his hall and down the road a bit. The Re­gisters of­fice was a di­min­ut­ive brick build­ing with un­even walls and tiny win­dows. Every­one seemed sur­prised to see Calvin so early. We went back to his tiny of­fice and huddled around the desk while he flipped through ledgers and frowned nervously at bal­ance sheets. Even­tu­ally, he pulled out a sheaf of loose as­sign­ment rosters and began shuff­ling through them.

	“You know, Jacob, I think it’s very odd that you’re do­ing this sort of thing. Was she a friend of yours?”

	“Who?”

	“The girl. Wel­lons’s little honey.”

	“Oh. No. I mean, her father and my father. Any­way. It’s just a job.”

	“So you’re get­ting paid for this? Well. I don’t feel so bad, then.”

	“About what?”

	He shrugged, rolled his eyes around the room. “Any­way. I just didn’t think you were the type to hunt down lost lov­ers and such. I al­ways thought you were do­ing, you know. More in­ter­est­ing stuff.”

	I sighed. “I have bills, too.”

	“Hm. Well, if you ever want a job with the Re­gisters…”

	“I’ll let you know.”

	He chuckled, then plucked a sheet out and lay it on the desk. It was an oil stained parch­ment, a copy of the ori­ginal doc­u­ment.

	“I sup­pose this is it, then. Tell your father’s friend hard luck.”

	“What?”

	“He’s dead.” He ran his fin­ger across a line on the sheet. Wel­lons’s name, ID num­ber, rank. De­ceased, two years ago. I looked over the rest of the sheet.

	“These people all died at once?” I asked.

	“Yeah. Spe­cial as­sign­ment, whole team lost. Let’s see… noth­ing about where or how. Just dead.”

	There were fif­teen names on the list. Mar­cus was one of them.

	“This guy, Mar­cus Pitts,” I said, ges­tur­ing at the pa­per. “He wasn’t a mil­it­ary guy.”

	“You knew him, too?”

	“Yeah. I don’t think he was in the ser­vice.” Calvin shrugged, looked over the pa­per. “Well, he died in the ser­vice.”

	“And there’s noth­ing about what these guys were do­ing?”

	“Nope. Spe­cial as­sign­ment. Prob­ably run­ning drugs or some­thing mor­ally neg­li­gible like that.”

	“Can I get a copy of this?” I asked.

	“Ab­so­lutely not.” Calvin took a pen and clean pa­per out of his desk, set it next to the de­ceased no­tice, and pushed them both to­wards me. “It is against reg­u­la­tions for any of­fi­cial doc­u­ment of this ser­vice to fall into the hands of ci­vil­ians. Es­pe­cially crim­in­als like you, Jacob Burn.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Of course.”

	I star­ted copy­ing names, start­ing at the bot­tom, to see if there was any­one else in this spe­cial de­tach­ment that I re­cog­nized. I no­ticed the death no­tice was au­then­tic­ated by good old An­gela Tomb. None of the other names struck a bell. They were all ser­geants, even Mar­cus. I stopped at the last name on the list. Co­ordin­at­ing of­ficer. Cap­tain Mal­com Sloane.

	The foyer to my build­ing was quiet. The entry­way was draped in lay­ers of thread­bare car­pets, each one thin­ner and older and mol­dier than the one be­neath. The paint on the walls cracked. Weather up on the Torch’ was hard on ar­chi­tec­ture. It was hard on everything. The build­ing creaked in the wind that would blow up the crags and howled into the too-close sky. Hard to sleep in this wind. People in my build­ing came to bed drunk, or so tired that hell it­self wouldn’t keep them up.

	Mostly zep­dock folks lived here, man­agers or pro­tocol of­ficers who could af­ford the lux­ury of sleep­ing near work. This place was about as cheap as this dis­trict got, un­less you were wear­ing the gray and had a bar­racks to flop.

	The Torch­light had star­ted as a tiny fort on the spit of rock just down­river of the city proper, a sen­try post to watch the river. Time and mar­ket forces, along with the sud­den dom­in­ance of the zepliner in the course of Veridon’s as­cend­ance, had made this real es­tate valu­able. The Torch’ had been ab­sorbed into the city, con­nec­ted by the wide av­enue of the Bridge Dis­trict. Space was at a premium, and ex­pens­ive. This whole build­ing was strapped pre­cari­ously to the sheer cliffs of the Torch­light. The walls creaked in the wind, but the views were spec­tac­u­lar.

	I stayed here for busi­ness. My money was in the docks, in the people I knew from my time in the Academy, people who hadn’t washed out, people who were now of­ficers and gen­tle­men of the line. For every Com­modore who hated me, every in­structor who wouldn’t care if I washed up dead on the Reine, there were three old friends. That was my money; old friends and the tol­er­ance that came with a Founder’s name and a father on the Coun­cil. Even a father I hadn’t spoken to in five years.

	Hadn’t been enough to keep me safe last night, I thought as I eased into the foyer and checked my box. The car­pet here smelled like river wa­ter had soaked it into mold. It smelled es­pe­cially rank this morn­ing, or maybe that was me. I walked up the creaky old stair­case to my room on the third floor, near the end. I bolted it once I was in­side, stripped and lay on the bed. That smell was def­in­itely me. I wanted to sleep, but here wasn’t safe. I prob­ably shouldn’t have even come here, now that I stopped to think. I’d just been run­ning away from whatever had taken the Sum­mer Girl, away from the Tomb Es­tate on the Heights and its com­plic­a­tions. Whatever was go­ing on up there, I was out of my league. All the way down the moun­tain I had thought about it, about the gun and the photo and that… thing. The Girl. I didn’t know which one I had killed, the girl or the thing she had be­come. What the dif­fer­ence was, for that mat­ter. And what any of it had to do with the Glory of Day and the ar­ti­fact-cog. The Cog that I had left…

	In Emily’s apart­ment. I sat up sharply, re­membered where I should have gone first. I stood up and star­ted to pull on clothes. I must have slept, be­cause I didn’t hear the man out­side my door un­til he was pick­ing the lock.

	I froze, one leg in my pants, the other in mid-air. My balls sock­eted them­selves and I dropped my belt and quietly crept to my jacket and the gun. I got it out just as the door was open­ing.

	It was Pedr, one of Valentine’s run­ners. He was a short man, and thin, with a head that was a little too big and cheekbones that were so thin and sharp they looked ar­ti­fi­cial, like he had a trick skull that was coiled to spring through his pale skin. He saw me and dropped his lock pick.

	“Oh. Oh, fuck,” he said.

	“Oh fuck in­deed.” I stood there glower­ing at him, not both­er­ing to cover my na­ked­ness or the pis­tol in my hand. He aver­ted his eyes and tried to shuffle out. I pulled him into the room and shut the door. “What’s hap­pen­ing, Pedr?”

	“I just, I thought.” He sat on the bed and clammed up. He twined his fin­gers in his lap, twist­ing the ends of his dirty cuffs over and over. I set the re­volver on my tiny desk and re­sumed get­ting dressed.

	“You thought.” I fin­ished with my pants and pulled out the most non­des­cript shirt I had. I watched him while I buttoned up. “What did you think, Pedr?”

	“Noth­ing. Just that you’d be up at the Manor, still. Rain and all.”

	“Thought you’d roll my pad while I was on the boss’s busi­ness?” He winced, looked at me side­wise. Nod­ded.

	“Okay. So, really,” I sat next to him on the bed while I fixed my socks and pulled on my boots. Your “That’s story? Hon­estly? You were go­ing to rob your boss’s weapon of choice.”

	He looked down at his feet, twis­ted his cuffs. He might have nod­ded. “Sure.”

	“You’re a little shit, Pedr, but you’re not stu­pid.” I stood up, took the gun and leaned cas­u­ally against the hearth. “Who was it?” He sat and squirmed and looked like he wasn’t go­ing to an­swer. I leaned for­ward and popped him across the jaw, just enough to knock him off the bed. Big head like his, it didn’t take much force to put him off bal­ance. He whimpered then scooted back up.

	“Someone told you to break into my room, Pedr. If I search you, if I can hold my breath long enough, I’m go­ing to find some money. A clean, shiny roll of crown that you haven’t had a chance to filth up yet. Right? If that hap­pens, if you don’t talk and I have to search you, and I find that money, well. I’m go­ing to get loud. I’m go­ing to wake the neigh­bors up, break­ing things over your god damn head, un­til you do talk. Right?”

	“That’s not what I want, man.”

	“That’s not what any of us want. My neigh­bors in­cluded. So let’s sit here, and let’s talk.”

	He snorted, rubbed his face and neck, then dug into his coat and threw a roll of coins onto the bed. A lot of coins.

	“Keep it,” he said. “I didn’t know the guy.” I smiled and pushed the coins around on my bed with the bar­rel of the pis­tol. “Sure you didn’t. But you saw him. That’s where we’re go­ing to start.” Pedr shrugged. “Big guy. He was… he looked like some­thing of­fi­cial.” He glanced up at me. “Looked like money.”

	“Your money guy, was he in some kind of uni­form?”

	“No. No, but he looked like he could have filled a suit, you know. Like he’d be com­fort­able in uni­form.” His eyes found mine. “Kinda like you.”

	“Like me. And did he…” I stopped. There were foot­steps on the stairs. They stopped out­side my door. I whispered. “You ex­pect­ing backup?” Pedr’s eyes were wide. He shook his head and squirmed up over the bed, stand­ing up with his back against the far wall.

	“Stay quiet.” I stood by the door, be­hind it. Who­ever was in the hall had stopped mov­ing. I could hear him breath­ing. He had heard us talk­ing, no ques­tion. He turned and star­ted down the stairs, fast. When he was gone I turned back to Pedr.

	“I’m about to throw you out there, man. With who­ever that was. Sure there’s noth­ing else you want to tell me?”

	He blanched, but shook his head.

	“Okay, well. Go get the hell out. And if you ever take money from someone who isn’t the boss, to break into my place or fol­low me or any­thing. Well.” I walked over and pat­ted him on the shoulder. “I’m not go­ing to do a damn thing. But I’m go­ing to tell Valentine that he’s got rats in the walls, and we’ll just see what he does.”

	“Sure,” he said. “Sure thing, Jake.”

	“Sure thing. Now go.”

	He left fast, scoop­ing up the money from my bed as he went. I listened to him clat­ter down the stairs. I hadn’t got­ten all the an­swers I wanted, but there was only so much he’d know. People like Pedr make a liv­ing out of not know­ing, not see­ing; just take the money, do the job, for­get about it. I un­der­stood. I fin­ished dress­ing, tucked the Glory re­volver into my shoulder har­ness and went out.

	They found me on the Pau­per’s Bridge, two of them. There was a third, up ahead, who tagged me when I tried to run. They were Valentine’s boys, people I knew. They didn’t act too fa­mil­iar.

	Com­ing out of my build­ing, I looked up at a clear morn­ing sky. The storm had fi­nally passed, and the zep­docks were busy. Had one of the ships glid­ing above me car­ried word from the Heights, or was it still storm­ing at the higher el­ev­a­tions? Couldn’t tell from here. I was still think­ing about that when I made my tail, shortly after I joined the traffic on the Pau­per’s. Big guy in an old suit, too formal for morn­ing traffic, but the suit was too ratty to mark him as money. An af­fect­a­tion. I hated strong boys who played dress up. I made the second guy five steps later, loiter­ing not ten feet be­hind the first. Play­ing too close. Wanted to be seen, maybe. He was in the same get up, black vest suit that was go­ing gray at the cuffs, too many watch chains and monocle clasps.

	The Or­rey boys. Fol­low­ing me, act­ing like they didn’t see me ten feet away, when I had din­ner with them the day be­fore my little trip down­falls. Ima­gine that.

	Thing is, the boys had chosen their spot well. Pau­per’s is just a big bridge, des­pite all the shops and cartstands along the way. No al­leys to duck down, no sideroads to loop through. One way in, one way out, and a fifty foot drop into the Ebd river be­low. The whole place groaned un­der­foot; a tangle of chains and wooden arches kept the place up. It wasn’t safe, but it wasn’t go­ing to fall down today. There were crowds, but the boys weren’t try­ing to stay hid­den at all, so there was no way I was go­ing to get enough people between us to lose them.

	I took the only out I had. I ran. I put my el­bows into the crowd and crawled my way through. The boys stayed on me, not hur­ry­ing up. They spread out, in case I tried to double back, but they didn’t try to keep up. Still didn’t look at me, either. It was like they didn’t care if they lost me once I got to the end of the bridge.

	I looked for­ward, for­get­ting the boys. If they didn’t care what happened once I got off the bridge, it could only mean that I wasn’t get­ting off the bridge. I saw the trap, a guy in front, wait­ing. Not someone I knew. He wasn’t as big, but his coat fell un­nat­ur­ally over his shoulders. I drif­ted right and he drif­ted with me, like he was a kite on a string. He was go­ing a little slower than me, get­ting closer with each step. I slowed down hard, nearly stop­ping. The guy be­hind me stumbled into my back, fell on his ass. Whatever the guy had been car­ry­ing, a bag or bas­ket of fruit, scattered and rolled in ob­long pat­terns down the cobbles. He was swear­ing as he stood, but the tail to my front was hav­ing sim­ilar prob­lems. An old lady had dropped a jar of cof­fee and was yelling at the tough’s un­turned back. I shot for­ward and to the side, my fin­gers brush­ing the pis­tol in my coat as I passed him. I risked a look over. Un­der his coat there was a lot of metal and the tiny whirl­ing dance of gears and fly­wheels. He looked up at me, un­con­cerned, his eyes dead stone pits. I pushed hard on the crowd and broke into a lull in the traffic, an open court­yard between rivers of ped­es­tri­ans. I dashed across, squeezed between a saus­age vendor and a closed stall and got off the bridge.

	Fourth guy. He put a hand on my chest, the palm wide, his other arm hid­den be­hind him. He looked me right in the eye and smiled.

	“Burn. Where you headed?” He said. It was Cacher. Friend of Emily. Good friend.

	“I don’t know, Cacher.” I looked back to see the Or­rey boys and the metal guy amble up. “Where am I headed?”

	It wasn’t one of the quay­side ware­houses, so that was okay. Whatever was go­ing on, it wasn’t that bad. The third guy kept really close, his eyes dead. Other than Valentine, this guy was the most metal I’d ever seen. His face was a steel plate, the eyes pit­ted ball bear­ings that looked like river stones. How­ever he saw, it wasn’t the way I did. Just his jaw and teeth were ori­ginal is­sue. When his coat flipped aside there was more, a plain of tiny gears spin­ning through their cycles. Most of it was prob­ably just for show, but I made a note to never gut-punch this guy. Prob­ably lose my knuckles in the grind. He kept those dead eyes on me.

	The oth­ers were real cas­ual, like we were bud­dies out for a walk. Hell, we were bud­dies, of a sort. I didn’t al­ways like to be around Cacher when Emily was in the room, but we all got along well enough.

	“Boss could have just ar­ranged a meet­ing,” I said. “My ap­point­ment book is open.”

	“I fig­ure he just did, Burn,” Cacher said. He grinned. His teeth were lined in black gunk, drip­pings from the cas­siopia he had tucked into his cheek. “An ur­gent meet­ing, I fig­ure.”

	“Fair enough. Still.” I shrugged. They had taken my gun, chuckled as they read the in­scrip­tion on the ser­vice piece. “Coulda been more dir­ect about it. You make me feel like I did some­thing.”

	“Well,” Cacher sighed. “Well, we’ll see. We’ll let the boss talk that out for you.”

	“Sure.”

	I was still on edge from last night, tired and wired and itchy to find Emily and that damned Cog. That could be it, though. Em could have got­ten the Cog to Valentine, and maybe Valentine wanted to talk about it. Maybe. Not sure why that war­ran­ted an armed es­cort, though.

	They led me to a quiet street on the River Road, the wooden side­walk un­der our feet echo­ing hol­lowly. We stopped at a house, lit­er­ally just stopped. Cacher and the other boys leaned against the yard post and lost in­terest in me. The street crowd was lean, just busi­ness­men who didn’t have to keep a clock, go­ing off to work on their own time. The house was nice, a neat little bread­box place with clean paint and win­dows that looked into a tidy sit­ting room. It could have been situ­ated on the coun­try road to Toth, rather than crowded up against a dozen row­houses, blocks from the river Reine. I saw someone move, just a flicker be­hind the cur­tains and then the room was empty again. I looked around at Cacher.

	“I’m sup­posed to go in?”

	He ig­nored me. I went in. The in­side of the house was just as neat and clean as the out­side. The wooden floors hardly creaked, the heir­loom fur­niture was pol­ished, and the up­hol­stery was so sharp and uni­form that it looked un­com­fort­able. I poked my head into the sit­ting room. It was empty, but I could see out the win­dow, see Cacher and his crew still stand­ing around.

	Back in the hall­way there was still no sign of Valentine. There were two more rooms off the hall­way, and a stair­case. A fi­nal door at the far end of the hall, not twenty feet away, prob­ably led to an al­ley en­trance. I could see from here that the bolt was off, and the door un­locked. I was walk­ing down the hall be­fore I real­ized it, de­cid­ing to run be­fore even think­ing about it. The first room I passed, to my right, was a kit­chen. No lights, and no Valentine. I thought I heard some­thing up­stairs, the barest whis­per of move­ment as I passed the stairs. There was a door at the top of the stairs, a bright light shin­ing around the cracks where the door didn’t sit prop­erly in the jamb.

	The fi­nal room was an of­fice. Hard­wood on all sides, and book­cases, heavy golden spines peer­ing out from be­hind glass doors. The room smelled of hot metal and must. There was a desk and a chair. Valentine was sit­ting at the desk, his hands fol­ded, the un­nat­ural bulk of his shoulders slumped for­ward. He was look­ing down at the desk, fa­cing the door. He didn’t move as I went past.

	I had my hand on the doorknob lead­ing out, wait­ing, listen­ing to see if Valentine would try to stop me. There was no noise, only the slight metal­lic creak of Valentine’s ma­chines and my groan­ing heart. Who­ever was up­stairs shuffled, some­thing drag­ging across wood, like a board­ing hook on a ship’s hull. I backed up and went into the of­fice.

	“Hello, Jacob,” Valentine said. He didn’t move, his eyes still calmly on the desk in front of him. I came into the room and found a chair, lean­ing against the near book­case.

	“Valentine.” The room was hot, all the win­dows shut up and covered, the morn­ing light only get­ting through in thin stream­ers of dust. I settled into the chair and looked the puzzle­box man over.

	People ap­proach cog-modi­fic­a­tion two ways. The guy out­side, with the eyes like dead stones, they go for the ma­chine look. He’s a pure, straight killing fact­ory, an al­gorithm of danger and in­tim­id­a­tion. Guys like that don’t hide it, they leave the metal plates show­ing. But Valentine? No, Valentine isn’t like that guy. That guy’s ma­chine. Valentine is art.

	It’s mostly his face. Valentine’s head is care­fully carved dark­wood, pol­ished bright, no metal show­ing at all. His face is a min­im­al­ist sculp­ture; dark­wood lips, cheekbones, the im­pres­sion of a chin and nose and eye­brows sus­pen­ded over an empti­ness of shadow and the bare twitch­ings of gears. The in­di­vidual pieces are an­im­ated, mov­ing si­lently on hid­den tracks, clack­ing softly against one an­other when he smiles or talks or scowls. He was scowl­ing, look­ing at me, wait­ing.

	“Busy day you’re hav­ing,” he said. His voice was a trick of metal, the kind of voice a harp might have.

	“Yeah. I mean…” I wondered how much he knew. “Yeah.”

	“Me too. Hav­ing a busy day.” He sat up a little and spread his hands across the desk, like a blind man feel­ing up his en­vir­on­ment. I al­ways felt like his hands were a little too big, al­most awk­wardly pro­por­tioned com­pared to the rest of his body. They seemed clumsy. “I won­der if our days are sim­ilar at all. If maybe we’re hav­ing the same… com­plic­a­tions.”

	“Could be.”

	He nod­ded ab­sently. “Could be. Where’s Emily, Jacob?”

	“Emily. I don’t know. Shouldn’t you be ask­ing Cacher that kind of thing?”

	“I think Cacher would like to ask you that him­self.” Valentine gazed over my shoulder, star­ing at the wall. The ma­chines of his face went a little slack. “I think him ask­ing you would be a lot less pleas­ant.” He re­fo­cused on me, leaned for­ward. “For you. So. Where’s Emily?”

	“I said I don’t know. Haven’t seen her since that job.”

	“I have a lot of wheels spin­ning, Jacob. Which job?”

	“The Tomb thing, and the deal with Prescott. You sent me up the Heights to take care of it.”

	“I sent you up the Heights. And the deal with Prescott.” He nod­ded. “I tasked Emily with mak­ing the deal with Prescott, and I take it she con­trac­ted you.”

	“Cor­rect.”

	“And you ar­ranged to make the deal,” he paused, his eyes on his hand. “Up at the Heights?”

	“Emily said that was part of it, that Prescott would only make the deal there.” Of course, I knew that wasn’t en­tirely true, at least ac­cord­ing to Prescott. But I told the story I knew. “And while I was there she had me do the Tomb thing, too.”

	“The Tomb thing.” He fol­ded his hands. “She had you on an­other con­tract, for an­other out­fit?”

	“No, I…” and then real­ized that I didn’t know. She had said the Prescott deal was from Valentine, but she hadn’t been spe­cific with the Tomb part of the deal. “She im­plied the deal was from you. That the Tombs had been mak­ing over­tures and that you wanted to lean on them a little. She gave me some­thing to give An­gela Tomb, figured I could make the meet­ing be­cause of my his­tory.”

	“What was it that she gave you?”

	“A mu­sic box. Some old hymn.”

	He was quiet for a while, just star­ing at me. His face ticked slightly, clench­ing and un­clench­ing, the dark­wood tap­ping. I squirmed in my seat, try­ing to look calm but prob­ably not do­ing much of a job of it. There was an un­com­fort­able line form­ing in my head, run­ning from the Cog to the in­ex­plic­able events on the Heights and in­ter­sect­ing with Emily. I was wor­ried for her.

	“Is she miss­ing?” I asked. “Is she okay?” His face evened up, like he had been ab­sent and was now re-summoned to his body. “We don’t know. She missed an ap­point­ment with Cacher yes­ter­day, and an­other last night. No one has seen her. There’s been a lot of trouble, Jacob.”

	“We should be look­ing for her.”

	“We are. But like I said, a lot of trouble. Coun­cil’s been tum­bling a lot of my op­er­a­tions. Kick­ing in a lot of doors. It’s un­pleas­ant.”

	“You have a mole in the out­fit,” I said.

	“I know. That’s what I’m get­ting at.”

	“It’s Pedr. He broke into my place this morn­ing. Told me he’d been hired by a guy, someone who looked of­fi­cial. It’s Pedr you should be talk­ing to, not me.”

	“Pedr is a known quant­ity. He’s been a fink for the Coun­cil for years. I only let Pedr see the things I want the Coun­cil to see. He’s been a very use­ful tool, Jacob.”

	I could hear muffled claw­ing up­stairs, like heavy cloth be­ing torn. I glanced up. Valentine fol­lowed my gaze.

	“The Henri-Bear­ings. Own­ers of the house. By the time they get free or someone misses them, we should be well on our way. Un­less the Badge is already on their way, Jacob. Say, if someone who came here was be­ing fol­lowed. Or es­cor­ted.”

	“Oh. Oh, you don’t think it’s me?” I leaned back in my chair, very care­ful to keep my hands on my knees. “You can’t think it’s me.”

	“Tomb has been talk­ing to me, but no one knows that. Not Emily, not Pedr. But you know it.”

	“Emily told me. She said…”

	“You have fam­ily on the Coun­cil, Jacob. You went to the Academy.”

	“Which is why I’m good for you. That’s the very reason you hired me in the first place: the people I know, the places I can go without caus­ing a stir. Valentine, ser­i­ously, you can’t think it’s me.” Again, he was quiet, un­mov­ing. Up­stairs someone shif­ted, slid heav­ily across the floor.

	“I don’t. It’s an in­ter­est­ing angle, but I don’t think it’s the right one. See, these Coun­cil goons who are tum­bling my op­er­a­tions, they’re look­ing for some people. Spe­cific­ally, they’re look­ing for you. And they’re look­ing for Emily.”

	“That’s not good. Maybe I should duck down for a while, find a deep hole and bury. You have a place I could do that, Valentine?”

	He shook his head. “I can’t have it, Jacob. I can’t have the Coun­cil tear­ing down the in­dustry I’ve built. It’s a fra­gile thing, de­pends on trust as much as it de­pends on gold. People need to feel safe with me, Jacob. I can’t of­fer that with of­ficers of the Badge kick­ing in my doors, can I?”

	“You can’t… you aren’t go­ing to turn me in, are you?” He smiled. It looked like a theater mask, a wild grin play­ing to the back seats. “I’m not. That’s also bad for busi­ness. But look, I can’t have you around. I can’t help you. And I can’t help Emily. Whatever’s go­ing on, you need to fix it.” He stood up and walked to the door. “Stay away from my out­fit un­til things are cleaned up. It’s been good work­ing with you. Cacher will leave your piece out back, be­hind the house.” He walked out of the room, just like that.

	“What am I sup­posed to do?”

	He paused in the hall­way. I could see his broad back, fa­cing away from me.

	“Sur­vive. It’s what people do, Jacob. Or they don’t, and then it doesn’t really mat­ter.”

	And then he left. 



	

Chapter Five 

	Beetles of Memory and Blood

	I cleared out of the house shortly after Valentine made his own exit. Cacher and his boys had aban­doned their posts at the front, prob­ably to es­cort Valentine back to some other safe­house un­til the Badge pres­sure eased. Rather than fol­low Valentine and maybe catch the eye of some curi­ous passerby, I took the back door.

	The pains in my chest were get­ting worse. This happened some­times, some bit of the dam­aged ma­chinery worked loose or missed a cycle and I was left with a heartache that poun­ded through my bones like thun­der. It usu­ally happened after a bit of trau­matic re­pair to my meat, but worked it­self out in a couple days. Just a very in­con­veni­ent time to have my secret ma­chine grind­ing into my rib­cage like a drill bit try­ing to work its way to fresh air. I kept a hand to my chest as I clambered down the porch stairs and into the close, wood-rot smell of the back al­ley. I could feel the thrum against my palm.

	I took my time on the stairs, think­ing about what had just happened. Valentine’s cash­ing me in, I thought. He’s had his use for me, and now I’m too much trouble. Maybe later, if the pres­sure eases and I can be of use to him again, maybe he’ll let me back in his little gang. Well. Fuck him.

	I stepped off the porch and Cacher came from un­der the loose fen­cing of the stair­case and tried to put a leather-wrapped baton into my skull. I caught sight of him just out of the corner of my eye, had time to curse my­self for not ex­pect­ing it and get a hand blindly into his swinging fore­arm. The baton skated off my shoulder, just glan­cing my head as it arced down. I stumbled, grabbing most of his col­lar and pulling his coat awk­wardly over his shoulder and head. He struggled to pull free and get a good swing, but I kicked a heel into his knee and then we were both on the ground, swinging and grunt­ing and rolling around in the puddles and muck.

	It ended when I got my arm across his throat, fist on shoulder and el­bow punch­ing down. He looked up at me with such angry eyes, mad eyes, that I al­most stumbled back at their fury. In­stead I waited un­til his grip loosened on my arm, then I straddled him and punched him twice, fast, across the cheek. I got up and kicked the baton into a gut­ter, then frisked him. My ser­vice re­volver was in his coat pocket.

	“What’ve you got­ten her do­ing, Burn?” He was on his side, and the words were wet and dis­tant. I rolled him onto his back, made sure he knew I had the re­volver.

	“Noth­ing, Cach. Cer­tainly noth­ing worse than what you had her do­ing.” He sneered, his mouth an angry smear of black teeth and red gums. “Just cuz she made you pay like…” I leaned down and cas­u­ally put the brass in­laid butt of the ser­vice re­volver into his temple, back­hand, then dragged him un­der the stairs and left him.

	Emily lived in High­marche, pretty much the cen­ter of town. Half of Veridon above you, half of it spread out be­low you in broad, flat ter­races. It was a place of neat houses with peaked roofs and lace drapes over win­dows that looked out onto clean streets laid out in squares and broad av­en­ues. None of the nar­row claus­tro­pho­bia of the old city, or the de­crepit apathy of the har­bor dis­tricts. I had to walk for a while to get there, and by the time I nav­ig­ated the mar­ket traffic and the press of carts mov­ing from the har­bors, an un­nat­ural early spring heat had settled over the city like a fog. The stone glittered un­der­foot with warmth and the smooth shine of heavy wear.

	I was sweat­ing. I kept my coat on, my hand on the re­volver in my pocket. When I took it away to wipe sweat from my brow, my fin­gers stank of hot metal and cordite. The mis­aligned gears of my heart had taken up a stabbing beat, lurch-wince, lurch-wince. I tasted oil in the back of my throat, thick like blood.

	I hitched up to a door­way about a block shy of Emily’s place. Lean­ing against the rail­post, I could see most of the street in front of her ad­dress. It was a quiet brick­front home, split and split again to house a num­ber of young couples anxious for a good ad­dress but thin in the pocket. The crowd in the street moved stead­ily, no one lurk­ing or doub­ling back to patrol. If Valentine had someone pos­ted here, they were do­ing a fine job of it.

	I walked down past her place, around the corner, spent a minute in a bakery then went back. No one seemed to no­tice me as I walked by the door; no one looked fa­mil­iar or sus­pi­cious. I went around to the back and palmed the drop­stone Emily and I had used to ar­range meet­ings. There was a key in­side. I put the ‘stone back in its notch, went around front and let my­self into the build­ing. The same key opened her door. Once I was in­side I locked up and then jammed a chair un­der the door.

	The key in my hand was new metal and smelled of oil, as if it had been freshly pressed. It didn’t look fa­mil­iar, but I had never seen Emily handle a lot of keys. The ’stone down­stairs usu­ally held a coded mes­sage, with times and places. I pock­eted the key and looked around.

	Emily was neat, al­most mech­an­ic­ally pre­cise in her tidi­ness. The apart­ment re­flec­ted that pre­ci­sion. The desk where she and I had sat the day be­fore was clean and empty, the chairs set at an angle. Maybe even the angle I had left it at when I stood up. Valentine said that Emily missed a meet­ing with Cacher, and I re­membered her men­tion­ing that he was on his way over. That’s a tight win­dow of op­por­tun­ity. Would Valentine have leaned on me harder if he’d known how tight?

	I opened each of the draw­ers in turn, emp­tied them com­pletely and checked for hid­den com­part­ments be­fore I moved on. It took about ten minutes, and at the end of it I didn’t know any­thing new. There was no Cog. There were no secret in­struc­tions from shad­owy agen­cies about my meet­ing on the Heights, or any­thing to in­dic­ate that Emily was any­thing more than the whore and fixer I had known for five years now. I put everything away and looked around the rest of the apart­ment.

	There wasn’t much to see. Her clothes were all neatly ar­ranged in the bed­room dresser, her bed was made. The room smelled like her, like sum­mer­wisp bloom­ing in spring. I didn’t spend a lot of time in the bed­room, and the kit­chen nook was just a drawer of cut­lery and a cool­box that was empty. There were no signs of struggle or forced entry, but the gun she kept in the closet by the front door was miss­ing, as were the ledgers she had been work­ing on when I left. Those had been for Cacher, I re­membered, which meant he had been here. Prob­ably let him­self in, couldn’t find Emily so he took what he had come for and left. Did he take the Cog, too, or had Emily taken it with her? For that mat­ter, where did she go, and why?

	I sat on the di­van that looked out over the street, laid the ser­vice re­volver in my lap, and turned the situ­ation over in my head. Lot of ways to come at this one.

	The least likely, least wor­ry­ing pos­sib­il­ity was that Emily was just on some busi­ness. Not miss­ing, just lay­ing low while she at­ten­ded to… whatever. Either one of her Haven Hill cli­ents or some deal that re­quired her per­sonal at­ten­tion. And maybe she took the Cog with her, in­tend­ing to drop it with Valentine or who­ever, as part of her er­rand. But if that’s what was hap­pen­ing, Valentine would be able to track her down. For that mat­ter, it seemed aw­fully early for Valentine to be con­cerned about Emily’s where­abouts. People in this busi­ness dis­ap­peared, they went to ground fairly eas­ily. Be­ing able to stay out of trouble is what made fix­ers like Emily valu­able.

	And the gun? It was her home de­fense piece, a cruel foot and a half of metal, just the crit­ical bits of a shot­gun with the rest cut away. She had a trav­el­ing piece, al­ways left the shot­gun in the closet in case someone jumped her as she came into the apart­ment.

	That left the more wor­ry­ing op­tion. Emily, sur­prised some­how in the apart­ment, caught off guard. Taken without mess or struggle. Taken, and the Cog with her. Not a lot of people could pull that on Em. Maybe there had been a fight, and the creep cleaned up be­fore he left. I looked around the room; everything was ob­sess­ively aligned, clean, per­fect. It would take time to get a room back into this state, and there wouldn’t have been a lot of that, between my de­par­ture and when Cacher had ar­rived. It didn’t make sense.

	I was stand­ing up when I heard them on the stairs. I snapped out of my revere and im­me­di­ately un­der­stood why I hadn’t seen any­one stalk­ing the house from the street. They were across the way, two Badges in gray over­coats peer­ing calmly through a ren­ted win­dow. Fuck­ing stu­pid and lazy; my head just wasn’t in this stay­ing alive thing. Now that the move was on, their boys ham­mer­ing up the foyer stairs, they had given up hid­ing be­hind the cur­tains and were lean­ing out into the street, sight­ing the long rifles that the Coun­cil rarely is­sued and that you never saw in the city lim­its. I rolled away from the win­dow just as the glass splattered into bright shards and the far wall crumpled into plaster.

	I took four squat­ting steps to the door be­fore I re­membered the feet on the stairs and threw my­self back into Emily’s room. The front door began to flex un­der of­ficer’s boots, flakes of plaster dust­ing down from the jambs like snow. I fired twice into the door and then winced as a shot from across the street splintered the bed­room win­dow sill and sprayed the room with splintered glass. I leaned over and, bra­cing with both my feet, flipped the mat­tress over and against the win­dow. Bet­ter that they fire blind. The pound­ing on the front door star­ted again. I belly-crawled over to the fire­place and scooped up the iron poker. An­other bul­let came through the win­dow, dust and feath­ers puff­ing out of the mat­tress, wood splin­ter­ing from the bed frame. I wedged my­self into a corner of the bed­room and star­ted hack­ing at the plaster ceil­ing. Emily lived on the second floor of a two-story build­ing. When I got to the plank slat­ing I climbed on a chair and put my fist through, de­pend­ing on the laced bone con­duit of my Pi­lot’s in­ter­face to hold me to­gether. There was a lot of blood, the skin flap­ping back from my knuckles, but I got through. I pulled my­self up into the dark­ness as they cleared the front door.

	The at­tic was dark, and it was hot. There was only a little light, com­ing in from the gable vents. I had plaster dust in my eyes and mouth, and my hands were bleed­ing all over my gun. The floor of the at­tic was just beam frame­work over slat­ing, so I bal­anced care­fully to­ward the vents. A spat­ter­ing of fire came up through the floor, the Badge­men get­ting damn des­per­ate. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t fol­low me up, all of them too pre­cious to be the first one to stick his head up into the dark­ness.

	I kicked the vent out and shim­mied up onto the roof. It was all of two heart­beats be­fore the goons across the street shot at me. Hard to miss with a rifle like that, but they did. I rolled down the op­pos­ite de­cline of the roof, hooked my leg over and crawled, slowly, too slowly, down the drain­age pipe and into the street. People had cleared out, all the gun­shots and kicked out ar­chi­tec­ture had scattered folks. The Badge came out of the build­ing, just about the time I was put­ting my boots on the ground.

	I didn’t bother aim­ing, just shot, cycled, shot, bul­lets nick­ing off the brick wall of Emily’s build­ing. I was on my heels, back­ped­al­ing so fast that I was fall­ing. The Badges dropped to the ground or ducked be­hind doors and bar­rels. I only coun­ted four of them, but there were more in­side.

	I fi­nally came down on my back, rolling around the corner of the build­ing and com­ing up on my knees. I real­ized that my last couple shots had been dry, the cyl­in­der empty. Kneel­ing, I dumped the hot shells into my lap and star­ted to quick load, keep­ing one eye on the build­ing front. The Badges star­ted to peek out. I had a brief memory, kneel­ing like this in the empty room of the Tomb Es­tate, fum­bling bul­lets into this gun as that thing came down the hall. I thought I could hear the dry rasp of wings on wall­pa­per, blinked and real­ized I was frozen, a bul­let pinched in my fin­gers, the Badge slowly creep­ing across the street to­wards me.

	I snapped the cyl­in­der closed and fired hur­riedly. Luck put the bul­let into one of the Badge­men, into the meat of his arm. He fell and the oth­ers crouched and star­ted fir­ing. I scrambled out and ran down the street. I wasn’t sure how many shots I’d loaded. Not a full cyl­in­der, surely, and one fewer now. I looked for a place to pull off and fin­ish the load.

	I dar­ted around a corner and dragged to a stop. There was an iron car­riage, the shut­ters riv­eted shut, parked across the av­enue. It was cold, the chill wash­ing off it in sheets, breath­tak­ing in the day’s freak­ish heat. I had never seen such a thing. I was cold just stand­ing here. There were Badges all around it, lean­ing against walls or talk­ing quietly among them­selves. They were dressed in winter gear, heavy gloves on their hands. Their skin was pale and their faces were puffy, like they hadn’t been sleep­ing well. They looked up.

	I shot the closest one, stepped for­ward and put my shoulder into his chest as he staggered, knock­ing him into one of his boys. The rest star­ted to draw, but I kept my gun low and shoot­ing. I fired three times be­fore I heard that hor­rible dry snap of an empty cham­ber. The Badges were down, either bleed­ing or be­hind cover. There had been other shots, I slowly real­ized, and my chest and leg were hot. I looked down, saw that I was on one knee, saw red, red blood run­ning down my shirt.

	I stood up, staggered, stumbled past the car­riage. Someone was yelling and I turned. The street was in­cred­ibly close, a tun­nel of build­ings and a burn­ing sky pressed down. The Badges were hid­den be­hind the iron box of the car­riage. I waved my pis­tol at them, shuff­ling back­ward. My chest was tear­ing it­self apart.

	An­other car­riage rolled up, pulling between me and the iron box. Its en­gine clattered like shuff­ling plates as it idled. I put my hand on the side. There was a lace of blood between my fin­gers, and I winced as the door opened. It was Emily, and she was wav­ing that wicked little shot­gun at the Badges.

	“You’re mak­ing a lot of noise, Jacob.”

	“Yeah,” I mumbled. My voice soun­ded flat in my head. “We’re hav­ing a little party, me and the Badge.” I coughed and pain lanced through my lungs. “You join­ing us?”

	“No, no, I think we’ll be go­ing now. Get in.”

	“Not sure I should. Where you been, Em?” She grim­aced. “Get in or get fucked, Burn.”

	“I gotta choose? Any way we could ar­range both?” Emily cuffed me and jerked my col­lar. I rolled into the car­riage and lay down. Emily closed the door and, with one last look down the street at the iron car­riage and its lurk­ing guard, drove away.

	I woke up with most of my ribs broken and some guy’s bloody hands fid­dling with the dam­age. He was a tall guy, thin, his skin pa­per smooth and his face long and nar­row. He was form­ally dressed, the cuffs of his sleeves neatly fol­ded back and pinned in place. His arms were all bone, like the meat had been sucked away. I didn’t know him, so I tried to sit up. The pain knocked me down be­fore I’d got­ten very far into it. It felt like my lungs were stapled to the table. I moaned and rolled my head to one side. Emily was there, her hands fol­ded in her lap. She smiled a little.

	“Who’s the guy?” I asked. My voice soun­ded ragged, and the pain in my chest bundled up again.

	“Wilson. He’s a friend of mine, Jacob.”

	“Wilson,” I grunted. “Wilson. You were part of that group of block­ade run­ners, dur­ing the Wa­ter­day ri­ots. That Wilson?”

	“Dif­fer­ent guy,” he said.

	I star­ted to pull my­self up. “All re­spect, Emily. I don’t get cut by someone I don’t…”

	“Stop be­ing stub­born,” she said, push­ing me down. I told my­self I was strug­gling, but hon­estly I just col­lapsed. “You’re in pretty aw­ful shape.”

	“You’re in dead shape, son.” Wilson smiled and shrugged. It was a com­plic­ated shrug, like he had a col­lec­tion of shoulders un­der his white smock. He turned away and I saw a hunch that covered both shoulders and traveled down his back. Anansi then, try­ing to fit in with the reg­u­lar folks. The anansi were a spider-like people who had pop­u­lated the cliffs around Veridon for years be­fore hu­mans had found their way to the delta. They res­isted when we moved in. There weren’t many left, and most of those were in po­s­i­tions of vir­tual slavery to vari­ous aca­demic and gov­ern­mental or­gan­iz­a­tions. Anansi had an un­canny knack for tech­no­logy, for all that they lived in caves and ate their meat raw.

	“I’ve seen worse,” he said, “but not in people who were talk­ing.” He turned back to me, hold­ing some­thing that looked like a pre­hensile cork­screw. I saw the other signs of his type, the tiny sharp teeth, the hooked talon fin­ger­nails. He smiled. “You should hold still.”

	I did. The next bit hurt a lot, and I prob­ably passed out for the blood­ier parts. Next clear thought I had was hun­ger, and I was sit­ting up in some kind of stiff chair. Wilson was look­ing at me curi­ously, like he wasn’t sure what I was. I nod­ded to him.

	“Thanks for tak­ing care of me. Kind.” I found it hard to talk, like I was short of breath from run­ning. Wilson smiled that tiny teeth smile again.

	“It’s the sort of kind­ness money can buy, Mr. Burn. Money and curi­os­ity. You really should be dead.”

	“Pi­lotEn­gine.” I waved at my chest. “Keeps the meat go­ing so the zep doesn’t flip out in case the Pi­lot gets hurt in bad weather or war. In some ways, a Pi­lot is the only im­port­ant per­son on a ship.”

	“No,” he said, shak­ing his head. He was wear­ing city clothes now, a tight vest and dress shirt. The hunch was more pro­nounced. It shif­ted while he talked. “You’re no Pi­lot, Jacob Burn.”

	“Fuck you, okay. I know my his­tory, I know what happened. I re­mem­ber. I don’t need people telling me.”

	“Ex­cuse me.” Wilson fol­ded his arms. “Let me step in. I don’t know any­thing about you. Okay? Maybe you’re some kind of crime world celebrity or some­thing, but I don’t fuck­ing know. I find your re­ac­tion amus­ingly self-im­port­ant, but you need to just listen to me. You’re not a Pi­lot.”

	I stared at him. I didn’t know what to say.

	“Not a Pi­lot. But, the Academy?”

	“Oh, you might have trained to be a Pi­lot. But that,” he poin­ted one long, sharp fin­ger at my chest. “That has noth­ing to do with pi­lot­ing. Not in the im­me­di­ate sense, at least. How much do you know about bi­ot­ics?”

	“Bi­ot­ics. Like the Ar­ti­ficers Guild?” Like the Sum­mer Girl, I thought.

	“Right. Spe­cific­ally, in how it relates to cog­work. Their re­la­tion­ship.”

	“It doesn’t. I mean, they’re sep­ar­ate sci­ences,” I said.

	“Sep­ar­ate sci­ences that do sim­ilar things.” He walked slowly around the room, and for the first time I be­came solidly aware of the space I was in. It looked like an op­er­at­ing theater, the sur­round­ing tiers of seats dusty and aban­doned, dis­ap­pear­ing up into the un­lit heights of the room. The ground level op­er­at­ing room had been strewn with the stuff of a house: a desk, two chairs, ran­dom nar­row tables that held all man­ner of devices, even a bed shoved up against the cir­cu­lar wall. The tiled floor was grimy with mil­dew, and a few thin rugs had been set down around the peri­meter. Wilson stopped by one of the tables and picked up a tiny jar. He began to un­screw the stop­per. “Not so sep­ar­ate, once. The Academy, as you say, trains Pi­lots. But once it served a more ci­vil­ian pur­pose. Do you know what this is?”

	He held the jar out in front of me. It smelled, a sharp stink of de­cay and dry vomit. I wrinkled my nose and glanced in­side. There was a blanket of crushed leaf, and a shiny beetle root­ing around in­side. Wilson plucked it out with two sharp fin­gers.

	“En­gram beetle,” I said.

	“Yes. An en­gram beetle.” He held it in his palm and presen­ted it to me. The beetle’s back was smooth. It hadn’t been im­prin­ted yet. “One of the few re­main­ing prac­tices from the old Academy. Left over from a time when the in­sti­tute was com­mit­ted to learn­ing, to ex­plor­ing the world around us. But now all that’s left is the Ar­ti­ficer’s Guild, and their little en­ter­tain­ments.”

	“I wouldn’t call them little. The en­grams are pretty in­cred­ible.”

	“Noth­ing com­pared to what they could be. What they were be­fore you were born, be­fore the Church… nev­er­mind. Bit­ter­ness clouds my ar­gu­ment.” Wilson held up his hand. The beetle was crawl­ing around his knuckles, even­tu­ally climbed its way to the top of his fin­ger, cling­ing to the talon. “Bi­ot­ics is the study of the liv­ing form. What it can do, and what it can be. The pat­terns found in­side, and how those pat­terns can be used to change the form.”

	“Sounds like the Church.”

	“The Church is in­ter­ested in the pat­tern without. The Al­gorithm of the Un­seen, as their Wrights are fond of say­ing. They try to di­vine a pat­tern from the cog­work they dredge up from the river, the scraps that come down­stream, and they seek to im­pose that pat­tern on the world.” He flour­ished the beetle, wav­ing it at my face in slow circles. “But there is already a pat­tern. Here,” hold­ing up the beetle, and then wav­ing at me, then at him­self, “And here, and here.”

	“Still sounds like the Church to me,” I grumbled. “Is this go­ing some­where?”

	“It is,” he said and smiled. “Your en­gine, sup­posedly de­signed to al­low you to im­pose your will on the mighty zepliner, is some­thing else. All cog­work de­rives from the pat­terns of the Church, and yet this is some­thing dif­fer­ent. Some­thing I have never seen, and I have seen a great many things. It is a pat­tern.” His smile was un­com­fort­ably bright. He presen­ted the beetle, “That I wish to un­der­stand.”

	“The Academy in­stalled it. Ask them.”

	“They are not here. Beet­ling is noth­ing to be afraid of, Jacob Burn.” I looked around the room, des­per­ately. My chest hurt like hell, and Wilson’s eyes were ex­cep­tion­ally bright, his teeth ex­cep­tion­ally sharp. “Where’s Emily?”

	“She’s not here either. Take the beetle. I only want to im­print the pat­tern of your heart, to see what has been done to you.”

	“I told you, it’s a Pi­lotEn­gine, the Academy in­stalled it.”

	“They may have, but I as­sure you.” He leaned into me, close. His breath smelled like old linen stored too long. “That is no Pi­lot’s En­gine. If it were, you would be dead. The En­gine can do many things, and yes, it is de­signed to provide the Pi­lot with a great deal of re­si­li­ency. But noth­ing the Church can pro­duce would have saved your life today. So.” He took my chin in his hand and forced my jaw open. He placed the beetle del­ic­ately on my teeth. I struggled, I put my hand on his wrist but in my weakened state his muscles were like iron bands. The beetle scur­ried for­ward, clicked against my back teeth as I gagged to keep it away, and then it was down, it was for­cing its way down my throat un­til all I could feel was a dry scut­tling in my lungs and heart.

	I fell back against the table, the light leav­ing my eyes, the darkened ceil­ing of the theater swell­ing down to fill my head and I was gone. 



	

Chapter Six 

	The Dain­ti­est Whore

	Emily was lean­ing across me, her breasts smashed against my ribs. I tried to make a joke and coughed in­stead. It soun­ded like a rusty winch, that cough. She sat up sud­denly and put her palm in the middle of my chest.

	“You look hor­rible,” she said.

	“Feel it.” My throat was sandy-dry. I put a hand to my mouth and felt sticky blood on my lips. “Nice friends you got.”

	Emily shrugged. “Wilson does his things, and he does them well. You should feel lucky that he owes me. His ser­vices are ex­pens­ive.”

	“My debt.” I tried to sit up, but the pain in my chest was too much. “Where is he?”

	“Out. Some things he needed. He wanted to wait un­til I was back. Didn’t want to leave you un­at­ten­ded.”

	“And you? Where were you, while your ex­pens­ive friend was stuff­ing bugs down my throat?”

	“Some er­rands.” She leaned away from me and looked around the theater. The room looked brighter, but that might have just been my tired eyes. “Strange things go­ing on, and I have in­terests to pro­tect.”

	I coughed. My throat was a little bet­ter, but not well. Felt like I was breath­ing glass. “You want to er­rand me up some wa­ter?”

	Emily stood up and got me a glass, poured from a tap in the grimy wall. She sat next to me on the bed while I drank. The wa­ter was warm and cloudy. It tasted like blood. That might have just been me.

	“Bet­ter?” Emily asked. She was stand­ing by the bed with her hands on her hips.

	“Some.” I tried to sit up again, and it went bet­ter. My chest felt like a stack of very pre­cari­ously bal­anced plates, cracked and tot­ter­ing. I put a hand on Emily’s shoulder. Her skin was cold. “What the hell’s wrong with me?”

	“Wilson said some­thing about the bug not read­ing right. And you’re mend­ing fast, like noth­ing he’s seen.” She care­fully shrugged off my hand, took the empty glass and set it on one of the work benches that circled the room. “The heal­ing is tak­ing up a lot of you, all at once. Here it is.”

	She came back to the bed, hold­ing a stoppered bottle. She presen­ted it to me, turn­ing it so the bug in­side clinked against the glass. “Make any sense to you?”

	I peered in at the bug. The beetle was dead, its legs curled up like burnt eye­lashes, its back shiny and black. The pat­tern scrawled across its shell was com­plic­ated and un­fa­mil­iar.

	“What do I know about en­grams?” I peered at the pat­tern on its back. When you took foetal metal for an im­plant, the docs had you mem­or­ize a pat­tern for the liv­ing steel to im­print upon. That pat­tern should some­how be re­flec­ted on the beetle. It had been a while for me, but the bizarre scrap­ing in my hand looked like noth­ing I’d seen be­fore. It hurt to look at. “Mean any­thing to you?”

	“Mm,” Emily said, her lips pursed. “Means you’re one com­plic­ated son of a bitch. Wilson thinks maybe the beetle was bad, or the massive dam­age in your body threw it off. He in­sists you couldn’t make any­thing with a pat­tern like that.”

	“Well.” I slid the beetle back into the bottle from my cupped hand, put the stop­per in and set it by the bed. “That’s a mys­tery for an­other mind. How’d your er­rands go?”

	“Poorly. Lots of Badge out there. Most folks are just stay­ing low. You’ve made a hell of a mess out there, Jacob Burn.”

	“I have. Did you get in touch with Cacher?”

	“No,” Emily said quickly. “I was… his busi­ness and mine don’t cross, right now.”

	“Busi­ness.” I grim­aced. “He seemed pretty wor­ried about you, last I saw him.”

	“Well. Maybe with good reason. Hanging out with you seems to be a world of trouble.” She was lean­ing against the bed, her arms crossed, just a crack of a smile leak­ing across her face. I smiled and put a hand against her el­bow. She didn’t move it.

	“Hanging out with me has al­ways been trouble. Why should now be any dif­fer­ent?”

	She smiled a little more, but didn’t move her arms. She turned away and walked to one of the tables nearby.

	“I got you some new clothes. Took the siz­ing from the ones you ruined. I hope the cut’s not too mod­ern.”

	“I’m sure they’re fine. Emily, what happened in your apart­ment? What did you do with the Cog?”

	She paused, re­arranged the clothes on the table, fold­ing and re­fold­ing the pants and vest.

	“What’s the story with that Cog, Jacob? What’s the real story?”

	“Like I said. Mar­cus gave it to me, but I think there’s a lot go­ing on with it.” I didn’t want to tell her more than that, yet. I didn’t know what she had to do with all this. Didn’t know I could trust her.

	“A lot go­ing on with it.” She nod­ded and turned to me, lean­ing against the table, her hands be­hind her back. “That’s one way of put­ting it. There were some men, after you left. They must have been watch­ing the place.”

	“What men? How were they dressed?”

	“Non­des­criptly. Per­fectly… un­re­mark­able. It scared the hell out of me. They were ask­ing about you, what my busi­ness was with you.”

	“What’d you say?”

	“That I didn’t know you. Never heard of you, or any­one fit­ting your de­scrip­tion. They didn’t pre­tend to be­lieve me.”

	“Did they ask about the Cog?”

	She turned back to the clothes. I could see that she had hid­den the shot­gun among them, and was now re­fold­ing the clothes and check­ing for grease. She set the shot­gun aside. “They asked about any strange devices. If you’d tried to sell me any­thing, or seemed anxious to move any strange prop­erty.”

	“How the fuck did they know?”

	She shrugged and hef­ted the shot­gun, then turned back to me. “Point is, they knew.”

	“Who were they?”

	“I told you, there was noth­ing re­mark­able about them.”

	“Who do you think they were?” I asked. I real­ized I was lean­ing for­ward, grip­ping the bed. My chest wasn’t hurt­ing any­more.

	“They were Coun­cil. Had to be. One of them was really creepy.”

	“Sloane.”

	“You know the guy?” she asked.

	“We’ve met. And I’ve seen his name around.” I flopped back onto the bed. I wanted to have a little talk with Mr. Sloane, one of these days.

	“So where’s the Cog?” I asked.

	“I hid it. As soon as they left I took it and went out the dumb waiter. It’s safe.”

	“There’s an­other way out of that place? You could have told me, Em. I had to do some dam­age to your prop­erty get­ting out.”

	She smiled. “Girl’s got to have some secrets, Jacob Burn.”

	“Your secret al­most got me killed.”

	Again, she shrugged. She put the shot­gun into a travel bag, along with some food and a knife she pro­duced from her skirts.

	“You got out, and then I came and res­cued you, and took you to my very com­pet­ent and ex­pens­ive friend. So we’re even.”

	“I’m go­ing to leave that ledger open, Emily.”

	“So what about you? Did the meet­ing with Prescott go okay?”

	“Did it go… my god. No, Emily, it did not.” I was stand­ing and didn’t re­mem­ber do­ing it. “Everything about it went ex­actly not okay. I don’t even know where to be­gin.”

	“Did you make the deal?”

	“Yes.”

	“So that went okay.”

	“Ex­cept Prescott in­sisted that the meet­ing place was a re­quire­ment on our side. That Valentine or Cacher or you had re­quired we meet at the party. Was that your re­quire­ment, Emily?”

	“No, of course not. I just handed you the job.” She fin­ished with the bag and fol­ded it closed. “The de­tails came from Valentine.”

	“From Valentine, or from Cacher?”

	“Well… Cacher. But he said-”

	“Nev­er­mind. Someone set up that meet­ing, and not for the cas­siopia. Strange things happened, Em. Where’s my coat?” I stumbled across the room, the bed­clothes clutched around my chest. Emily raised a hand and put it against my arm.

	“Oh, no. You’re re­cov­er­ing fast, but you’re not go­ing any­where.”

	“Not yet at least, but I don’t like stay­ing still. Now where’s… here.” The coat was thrown across one of the tables, blood still spot­ting the chest and arms. I star­ted to rum­mage through it. The re­volver was still in the pocket. I took it out and turned.

	Emily had that shot­gun of hers out, braced against her hip, the dark little bar­rel star­ing at my belly. I held up my hands and let the pis­tol dangle from a fin­ger.

	“Jumpy?” I asked.

	“You’re act­ing strange and pulling guns. I have every reason to be jumpy.”

	“Just look at the pis­tol, Em.”

	She grim­aced and lowered the gun. “Sorry, Jacob. Strange days.”

	“Strangest.” I re­versed the grip and handed it to her.

	“It’s seen some use, but it’s pretty clean,” she said as she turned it over in her hands. “What am I look­ing at?”

	“Proven­ance.”

	She peered at the in­scrip­tion along the bar­rel. “ Glory of Day? Did Mar­cus give you this, too?”

	I shook my head. “Nope. But someone did, up on the Heights. And if that were the strangest thing that happened, I’d thank the hid­den cogs and be­come a holy Wright.”

	She snorted and handed me the pis­tol. “The monk’s life doesn’t suit you, Jacob. It’d be such a waste.”

	I real­ized I’d lost hold of the blanket, and that most of my chest and leg was ex­posed. I flushed, and Wilson barreled into the room.

	“You’re up,” he said. He turned to Emily. “What’s he do­ing up?”

	“Mak­ing a point,” I said, tak­ing the pis­tol from Emily’s hand and cov­er­ing my­self with the sheet. “Where have you been?”

	“Been? I’ve been down the street, try­ing to find a way in without get­ting caught. The whole iron-damned Badge is out­side. Some kind of big metal car­riage trundling around.” He rushed to his table and began throw­ing things into a belted pouch. “You should get your things to­gether.”

	“The Badge?” Emily asked. “I saw that patrols were up, but that’s no reason to go rush­ing out. Jacob’s still re­cov­er­ing and-”

	“Jacob looks plenty re­covered to me. Though really, Miss Emily, you should leave the med­ical ex­am­in­a­tions to the pro­fes­sion­als.” Wilson smirked, then looped the satchel over his chest. Emily tinged crim­son then stalked to her bag by the bed. The wiry anansi looked at me and smiled. “Get your things to­gether, son. Badge man is com­ing.”

	“You said a car­riage? Iron?”

	“Yeah,” Wilson said. “We can chat about it later.”

	“How close did you get? Was it cold?”

	Wilson paused and turned to me. “Could be. Think­ing about it, yeah. There was frost on the iron, and the closest Badge­men wore heavy gloves. What about it?”

	“I saw the same car­riage, out­side your apart­ment, Em.” I turned to her. “I think that’s how they’re find­ing us.”

	“Some new trick?” she asked. I shrugged. Wilson stared thought­fully up into the rafters.

	“Well, it could be-”

	“Fig­ure it out later,” Emily snapped. She tossed me my new clothes and pushed Wilson back to his work bench. “Mys­tery later, kids.”

	I caught the clothes and, do­ing my best to for­get the lovely lady in the room, pulled them on. I shrugged into my jacket, slipped the re­volver into the in­side hol­ster strap and turned. The oth­ers were wait­ing.

	“Out the front?” I asked. “Or is there a back door?”

	“There are many doors, but by now all of them will be watched. I barely got in.” Wilson looked un­com­fort­able, then shrugged in com­plic­ated ways. “For­give me, but there’s only one way to do this.” He stepped for­ward, his back lurch­ing as he moved. He seemed to writhe in place, his shirt bunch­ing and crawl­ing around his shoulders. Even­tu­ally the shirt tore free and the rest of him, the spider part of him, came out. Rising like wings gut­ted of their feath­ers, eight thin legs fanned out from Wilson’s back. The legs were hard car­a­pace, the color of bone, and about as thick as a na­ked arm bone as well. They clicked as he spread them, the hard talons at their tip scrap­ing against the tile wall. Wilson sighed con­ten­tedly, stretch­ing and flex­ing the legs.

	“Hate ty­ing them up,” he whispered. “Hate bind­ing them down. But what’s to do, in people town, hm? What’s to do?”

	“Well, enough re­min­is­cing,” I said. “We get­ting out of here or what?” Wilson looked at me sharply, his pla­cid face sud­denly hard and wild. I was re­minded that the anansi were not all tame and kind. Wild­ness still surged in their blood. He grinned with his rows of poin­ted teeth. “Of course, of course. My apo­lo­gies.” He made it sound like a curse, then sprang up onto the wall and scuttled out of sight, into the dark­ness high above.

	“Well,” Emily said, cran­ing her neck to look up. “That’s good for him. What are we sup­posed to do?”

	“Oh, that’s noth­ing, Em,” I said. “We’ll just fly. Sprout wings and fly.” She snorted, but her hands were still white on the gun.

	“Wilson,” I yelled. “You got a lad­der up there or some­thing? A way up?” There was si­lence, then the cycled whin­ing of metal. The sound was com­ing from the door Wilson had entered mo­ments earlier. Emily and I looked at each other, then took cover be­hind the bed.

	The whin­ing stopped, but seconds later came the thud-thud of boots in the hall. The door kicked in, and the iron masks of Badge in full storm gear peeked around the corner. We didn’t move.

	“This is it,” the lead guy said. He didn’t sound too sure, more like a ques­tion than any­thing. He poked his shortrifle in then crept into the room. Oth­ers fol­lowed. He wasn’t ten feet away when Emily star­ted shoot­ing.

	She had the shot­gun low, braced on her shoulder as she lay un­der the bed. The shot went out through the metal frame­work of the bed, cut­ting a bright red line through the Badge­men. A couple fell, their knees pulpy red, scream­ing. Their mates fired back, grabbed the downed of­ficers and dragged them out. The door closed again.

	“What the hell was that?” I asked.

	“It worked, right? They’re gone.”

	“They’re go­ing to come back, lady. They’re go­ing to come back with more people.” I stood up and slid one of the tables so it blocked the short hall­way to the door. “They’re not go­ing to take any chances with sneak­ing in or clear­ing the build­ing. They’re go­ing to burn us out.”

	“I think not,” Wilson said from high above. “They have enough people out here. They seem in­tent on tak­ing us alive.”

	A heavy rope fell in the cen­ter of the room, its end trail­ing up into the dark­ness. I grabbed my bag.

	“Get up,” I said to Emily. “They’ll take a few minutes be­fore they try again.”

	“After you,” she said. “I won’t have you look­ing up as I go.”

	“God­mercy. The dain­ti­est whore in Veridon. I half think-” She really stepped into the blow. She put the heel of her palm into my jaw, twist­ing my teeth into my tongue and spin­ning my head. I sat down on the floor.

	“Watch the fuck­ing door,” she spat, then hiked up the rope with her satchel across her back. I waited un­til she was good and clear of the floor be­fore I fol­lowed. My mouth was leak­ing blood.

	On the roof, Wilson seemed to have re­sumed his civ­il­ized de­meanor. He still had his legs out, and his eyes were wild and free, but when he talked it was with a reas­on­able voice. He was perched at the top of a steeple, his legs pinched down on the wind­vane, his hands clutch­ing a long rifle. The rope came out from a sky­light that ringed the steeple, the panes blackened with pitch. The whole roof slanted pre­cari­ously to the street. I held on to the rope and hunkered down.

	This col­lec­tion of build­ings was on a nar­row ter­race between broader dis­tricts. All the stone had settled like tired sol­diers at the end of a cen­tury of march­ing. The nar­row, crooked streets were full of Badge. Wilson’s build­ing fron­ted a tiny square, part of the old aca­demic dis­trict, from be­fore the Al­gorithm’s dom­in­ance. The walls were all close to­gether, the streets shad­owed by stone and mossy eaves. They weren’t built for the large auto­mated car­riages that dom­in­ated traffic in mod­ern Veridon. The Badge had all the routes blocked. I could see two whole fists of the gray-coated of­ficers stand­ing in bunches or knock­ing on doors in the dis­trict. The sky above was slate, a low cloud cover that threatened rain.

	“What the hell are we sup­posed to do? Fly?” Emily whispered.

	“We’ll go by roof, un­til they see us. If the zeps get in­volved, we’ll just have to bite the bul­let and find a way out by street.” Wilson checked the load on his rifle then scampered down the roof. We fol­lowed, but care­fully.

	Wilson led us to what looked like a ware­house. His build­ing was part of an aca­demic com­plex, the whole block seem­ingly aban­doned. Get­ting to the ware­house was a trick, but it looked like Wilson had prac­ticed this route be­fore. He scuttled down the roof then pounced across the al­ley and rolled be­hind a chim­ney. Emily and I waited at the gut­ter, look­ing at each other nervously, un­til the thin man re­appeared with a board. It wasn’t wide enough to make for a com­fort­able cross­ing, but we made it. He was pulling the board back when he stopped, his face pale.

	“The beetle.” He turned to us. “You have it?”

	“I don’t,” I said. “Emily? Where’d you put that little bottle?”

	“Back on the table. You can al­ways make an­other.”

	“I need to go back,” Wilson said, scrap­ing the board back into place. His spider legs were twitch­ing spas­tic­ally, their hard talons click­ing against the brick of the ware­house walls. “I don’t know what that pat­tern means, but I don’t want to hand it to the Badge.”

	“We’ll wait,” I said.

	“No, you won’t. Go down the roof here. You’ll have trouble cross­ing to any other build­ings without my help. There’s roof ac­cess from that little shack, a stair­well that leads into the build­ing. From there-”

	“We’ll wait,” I said. I crouched be­hind the tiny brick wall that ringed the roof and nod­ded to the domed build­ing we had just aban­doned. “Go get your bug.”

	Wilson looked between us, then nod­ded and hurtled across the gap. His hu­man limbs didn’t even touch the shingles as he scuttled up to the peak of the roof and dis­ap­peared into the sky­light.

	I glanced over at Emily. She had her head down, the shot­gun peek­ing over the roof’s edge at the street be­low. She wouldn’t look at me.

	“Where’d you say you found this guy?”

	“An old friend. He fixed things for me, back when I was a kid.”

	“He’s a little creepy,” I said.

	“Hm,” she said. She turned her shoulder to me. I kept my eyes down on the square. The Badge seemed to be or­gan­iz­ing. The word was spread­ing. They’d found the build­ing, and re­in­force­ments were on the way. I looked over at Emily again. Her back was stiff.

	“Look, I’m sorry. You know I don’t mean shit like that.”

	“What?” she asked.

	“The whore thing. I didn’t mean it like that.”

	“How did you mean it?” she asked. “The whore thing?”

	“Just… I don’t know. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

	“Sure.”

	I pock­eted my re­volver, spun the cyl­in­der then drew it again. Spun the cyl­in­der and shif­ted on my heels. Emily still wasn’t look­ing at me.

	“Any­way. I’m sorry.”

	“Sure,” she said. It was quiet for a little while.

	“Your creepy friend is tak­ing his time,” I said. “You sure you left the bottle on the table?”

	“I said so, right? I put it right back where-” The build­ing across from us ex­ploded in gun­fire. The blacked-out sky­lights were limned in red. Wilson burst from the open win­dow, his back to us, the long rifle dip­ping into the build­ing. He opened up a long line of fire. The Badge in the streets be­low looked up. I cracked a shot at them, enough to keep their heads down.

	Wilson got to us in a flash. His face was black and thin lines of blood traced the path of shattered glass across his cheeks.

	“I couldn’t find it. They came through the door with a storm en­gine. Didn’t think I would make it out.” He shot a look down at the street. The Badge was swarm­ing. “We won’t be tak­ing the stairs. Fol­low me.”

	Be­hind us the dome of sky­lights wrinkled and a ter­rible roar tore up from the roof. Glass shattered in a long cas­cade, and a thin rope of wind twis­ted up from the build­ing. Light­ning flashed down its length, then the whole en­tity col­lapsed into dust. There was a lot of yelling in the streets.

	“They’re not fuck­ing around,” Emily said next to me. I shook my head and turned to Wilson. He was already gone, scut­tling to the next build­ing over, hop­ping to the roof with prac­ticed ease.

	“I don’t sup­pose any of us are, any­more. Whatever’s go­ing on, Em, it’s big. And it’s drag­ging us along with it.”

	She grim­aced, and then the two of us crossed to the next roof. Wilson was wait­ing. We spent an hour hid­ing, run­ning, look­ing for some­place in the city where we’d be safe from whatever forces pur­sued us. We didn’t talk much. It was grim work.

	We found a hole and planted. Veridon is full of holes, bur­rows in the steep slopes or nooks un­der the built up ter­races of the mod­ern city. This one was a ware­house that had lost its floor to a cistern that had col­lapsed, one of the an­cient rivers that ran un­der the city shak­ing off its do­mestic bor­ders and cut­ting into the ar­chi­tec­ture.

	We set up on the ledges around the lake. Stairs led down into the wa­ter, and un­der the old first floor there was a cave of brick and mud, just a sliver of space that couldn’t be seen from the street. It was cool down there. The bricks were mossy and slick, and the air smelled like dead fish.

	I lay my coat out on the brick and tried to re­lax. Wilson was set­ting up in the corner, and Emily was crouched at the wa­ter’s edge, star­ing down into the cold.

	“Don’t get too com­fort­able, Wilson,” I said. He was hanging his tool belt on the wall, hold­ing it there with some kind of vis­cous gunk. “We’re not stick­ing around.”

	“Was that some crude swipe at hu­mor?” he asked.

	“I don’t know. Was it funny?”

	“Not par­tic­u­larly.” He kept his back to me. His shoulders were twitch­ing.

	“Well then. I guess not.”

	“We’re go­ing to need food,” Emily said. “And we can’t be hid­ing in empty build­ings forever.” She craned her neck to look at us over her shoulder. “We need a plan.”

	“We need to know what we’re deal­ing with, first,” I said, strug­gling up. “There’s a lot more go­ing on than is ap­par­ent.”

	“Every Badge­man in Veridon is hunt­ing us, Valentine has banned you from the or­gan­iz­a­tion… there’s more than that?”

	“Yes,” I said. “The gods are try­ing to kill us or some­thing?” Emily asked.

	“Some­thing like that.”

	Wilson snorted, but he didn’t say any­thing. I fol­ded my coat open and fished out the list I had got­ten from Calvin.

	“The guy you talked to, after I left. A little shorter than me, neatly dressed. Could have been mil­it­ary at some point. Bald. Leather gloves?”

	“Yes,” she said. “It’s the gloves I re­mem­ber the most. And his hands were hard. Very strong.”

	“That’s Mr. Mal­colm Sloane.” I took the pa­per and spread it out on the ground, smooth­ing it down. “Right here at the top.”

	Wilson and Emily gathered close, stoop­ing to look at the list.

	“What is this?” Emily asked. “An­gela Tomb is on this list. Where did you get this?”

	“A friend. It’s a list of de­ceased, all from a single mil­it­ary unit. Their date and cause of death was cen­sured, by or­der of the Coun­cil. An­gela’s name is here be­cause she au­thor­ized it. Sloane was Co­ordin­at­ing Of­ficer.”

	“Then he’s not the guy who came by Emily’s place, is he?” Wilson looked at me. “I mean, if he’s been de­clared dead.”

	“Two things,” I said. “Co­ordin­at­ing Of­ficer is not a field rank. It’s ad­min­is­trat­ive. These other names could be the de­ployed unit. Sloane was the guy they’d re­port to when they got back to the city. Secondly, re­cog­nize any­one else on the list?”

	“Mar­cus?” Emily said. “I didn’t know he was mil­it­ary.”

	“Neither did I. A man of sur­prises, our Mar­cus.”

	“This guy, too,” Wilson said. “Ger­rus. I know he wasn’t mil­it­ary. A very clever thief, but never mil­it­ary.”

	“So maybe this isn’t a mil­it­ary list after all?” Emily asked. “Maybe it’s some­thing else. A list of crim­in­als?”

	“I’ve seen the ori­ginal. This is mil­it­ary, trust me.” I took the ID card out of my coat and set it next to the list, by Wel­lons’s name.

	“You col­lect mil­it­ary re­cords now, Jacob?” Emily asked.

	“This I got off a body, up on the Heights. It was in the quar­ters of the Ar­ti­ficers, sur­roun­ded by dead Guilds­men.”

	“A mar­ine. You’re say­ing a mar­ine killed a bunch of Ar­ti­ficers? Or someone killed them, and this guy tried to de­fend them, got him­self popped?” Wilson grim­aced. “Seems un­likely.”

	“No. Our friend Wel­lons was long dead. At least a couple weeks.” Emily and Wilson stared at me dully for a few breaths. Fi­nally Emily nod­ded as though she un­der­stood.

	“Huh,” she said.

	“So.” Wilson mur­mured. He sat back on his heels. “So, we’ve got a list of people, with de­ceased dates two years old. Only we know two of them didn’t die two years ago. But both of those people are dead now. This is good.” He smiled. “This is meaty.”

	“There’s more.” They both turned to look at me. “I think I know who Mar­cus was run­ning from.”

	“When he crashed the Glory?” Emily asked.

	“Yeah. The guy I told you about, the one who jumped. I saw him again, up on the Heights.”

	Emily got dead still. “You could have men­tioned that.”

	“Been busy get­ting shot. At least I think it was him. And he changed, he be­came some kind of… an an­gel.”

	“An­gel,” Emily said.

	“Yeah. Wings of steel and cog, talons like knives. An­gel.” Wilson was star­ing at me. They both were. Didn’t blame them. An­gels were part of the myth­o­logy of Veridon. The Church of the Al­gorithm claimed that the wreck­age they strained from the river Reine was sent to them by an­gels of steel and wire. They claimed to have been vis­ited by one spe­cific an­gel, a girl named Ca­m­illa. She was sick, and they were able to help her. In ex­change, she gif­ted them with the secrets of the river. No one be­lieved it, not even me, and I had seen an an­gel. I had killed an an­gel.

	“This is… un­usual,” Wilson fi­nally said. He was fid­dling with his tool belt, wor­ry­ing it between his thin fin­gers like a prayer chain. “What did he want?”

	“The Cog. Every­one wants the Cog. I saw him with the Ar­ti­ficers, and again later after I did the deal with Prescott. Later that night, I thought to go talk to him, went to see the Ar­ti­ficers. There was Wel­lons’s body, dead Guilds­men, the Sum­mer Girl miss­ing. He killed Prescott, prob­ably thought I’d given the Cog to him, then came after me. Nearly killed me.”

	“You’re a hard man to kill,” Wilson said.

	“We’ve covered that. And you’re right, I am. I put him down. Her, it turned out.”

	“Her?”

	“There was a per­form­ance that night. The Sum­mer Girl. It was her, the an­gel was her. When she died, the bugs fell away, the an­gel dis­solved. There was just her.”

	“That’s aw­ful,” Emily said. “Gods, you killed that girl?”

	“No. I killed that mon­ster,” I hunched over the list, gathered up my coat. “I didn’t know.”

	“What is this Cog?” Wilson asked. I sat up and looked at him.

	“Not sure. I picked it up off a dead friend. Mar­cus here,” I said, point­ing to the list. “Things have been weird ever since.”

	“I have that prob­lem some­times,” Wilson said. “Dead friends leave strange gifts. This friend of yours, he brought you this Cog?”

	“It ended up in my hands.” I stood up. The ruined ceil­ing was close. “I gave it to Emily to look after. See if she could find any­thing out about it.”

	Wilson looked to Emily. “You could have brought it to me.”

	“Things got strange,” she said, not turn­ing around. “I had to ditch it fast. Some people showed up at my place, then Jacob got shot. It got com­plic­ated.”

	“So.” Wilson said. “An­gels and Coun­cil­men. This must be one hell of a Cog.” He turned to Emily. “Where is it?”

	“Tomb has it. I gave it to the Fam­ily Tomb.” I nod­ded and loosened the re­volver in my hol­ster. The ham­mer was smooth and warm un­der my thumb.

	“Com­plic­ated,” I said.  



	
Chapter Seven 

	Trustlocks, Tombs and Eyes of Pale Flesh

	Emily ex­plained. Part of the deal Tomb had go­ing with Valentine in­volved safe houses. Tomb was one of the most suc­cess­ful of the old fam­il­ies, one of the few to main­tain both power and money. They had in­terests all over Veridon. Valentine was bor­row­ing some of those in­terests, to hide people and things he needed put quietly away when there was trouble. Emily was aware of the deal, and took ad­vant­age. The Cog was bur­ied in one of Tomb’s houses, safe as it could be.

	Right where we couldn’t get to it. Right where we’d have to be crazy to break in.

	“How do you know about that?” I asked.

	“What, The hid­ing places? I ar­ranged the deal.”

	“Not ac­cord­ing to Valentine. He told me it was true, that he had been talk­ing to the Tombs, but no one knew it. Not even you.” Emily flinched and sat down. “Let’s chalk it up to self in­terest.”

	“How?” I asked.

	“I’ve been snoop­ing around Valentine, months now. There’s a lot of money go­ing into that op­er­a­tion that’s just dis­ap­pear­ing.” She gave me a sick look. “I’m just try­ing to get a piece. Look­ing out for my­self, I guess.”

	“And you found out about his secret deals with one of the Found­ing Fam­il­ies?” Wilson asked. “That’s some deep secret you dug up.”

	“It wasn’t easy. The Tombs were over­con­fid­ent. One of their cour­i­ers…” she looked em­bar­rassed and shot me a hot look. “He likes me. So. I found out.”

	“Well. You could have men­tioned that earlier.”

	“You don’t re­act well, when I bring up that side of my life.” I shrugged. Wilson chuckled. “So what now?” he asked.

	“You put it there,” I said. Emily was fa­cing away from us again, a little pale. “You can get it back. Right?”

	“I was about to say. That’s what I was try­ing to do, while you were laid up at Wilson’s.” She shif­ted in her seat. “It’s gone.”

	“Gone? What, like someone came through and cleared the place out? Stole it?”

	“No, just it. Just the Cog. Everything else was the same, near as I could tell.”

	“You tell any­one else you put it there?”

	“No.”

	“So someone ma­gic­ally guessed that it was there, broke in, and took just that.”

	Emily squirmed. “They didn’t break in. There are signs, trustlocks that have to be main­tained. Someone in on the deal had to take it. No one else knows the pat­terns.”

	“The deal? The one between Valentine and Tomb, you mean?”

	“Yeah, that deal.” Emily turned to look at me. She looked sorry. “So someone on the in­side. Valentine’s people, or Tomb’s. No one else knows.” I sat back. Trustlocks were tricky. It took a com­bin­a­tion to open them, a com­bin­a­tion based on the con­fig­ur­a­tion of the lock. And when you closed it again, it never went back in the same way. Had to be set. The whole deal was based on one use-codes and al­gorithms. You could pick them, but you couldn’t put them back without the codes, least not in a way that the next guy open­ing it wouldn’t no­tice. Tamper-proof. They got used a lot, by people who didn’t trust each other.

	“So one of Valentine’s. Or one of Tomb’s.” I rubbed my eyes. “Valentine doesn’t want any part of this. So let’s say it’s one of Tomb’s. Let’s say the Lady Tomb has this thing, now.”

	Wilson sighed. He had taken up a spot in the corner of our little room, sit­ting on his hands and watch­ing us ar­gue. “What does that mean to us?” he asked.

	“If we’re ser­i­ous about fig­ur­ing out what’s go­ing on here, it means we have to go get it,” I said. I took my re­volver out and laid it on the coat, then star­ted to dis­as­semble and clean it.

	“Yeah. So what? We break into the Manor Tomb and steal it?”

	“Prob­ably not,” Emily said. “That’s prob­ably too much of a task, even for the great Jacob Burn.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” I kept fo­cused on the pieces of the re­volver. A simple puzzle, a task I knew. “Prob­ably ask­ing too much that she has it on dis­play some­where. Prob­ably go­ing to take talk­ing to her.”

	“You want me to handle that?” Emily asked.

	“You’ve had con­tact with her?”

	“No, I just…” she stuttered to a stop. “No.”

	“No, you haven’t. I have. This is my job. This is just the sort of job Valentine hires me for.” I sighed and sat quietly for a minute as I fin­ished up with the re­volver. When it was to­gether again I put it into my shoulder hol­ster, then stood up. “Stay here. I’ll be back, soon enough.”

	“Like hell,” Wilson said. I paused at the door to the base­ment and turned. He was stand­ing.

	“You don’t trust me?” I asked.

	“Bet­ter. I don’t even know you. You’re ask­ing us to stay here, to stay put, while you go run­ning around the city. The Badge is look­ing for you, Jacob, and they’re look­ing for us too. They catch you, it isn’t go­ing to be long be­fore they get us.”

	“Look, I do this kind of job all the time. It’s what Valentine pays me for. Look smart, talk to the pretty people, maybe threaten some milk­sop then get out.” I turned back to the door. “All the damn time.”

	“It’s not like that this time, Jacob.” Wilson walked over to me, wedged him­self between me and the door, and crossed his arms. “This isn’t some drug deal, okay? I’m go­ing with you.”

	“A bug,” I turned to Emily and waved my hand. “Em, maybe, but I’m not tak­ing a bug.” I stopped talk­ing when I felt the steel against my cheek. I turned, slowly.

	“We don’t use that word,” Wilson said. “Civ­il­ized people like us don’t use that word.”

	“Right. Sorry,” I muttered. He lowered the knife. “I just don’t think Tomb is go­ing to be too friendly to me show­ing up with an anansi. That’s all.”

	“It’s okay,” he said, sheath­ing the knife. “You’ll tell them that we’re friends.” He looped his arm through mine and pulled me to­ward the door. “Good friends.”

	“Be care­ful, kids,” Emily said. I think she was chuck­ling.

	“Yes, dear,” I said.

	I clambered out of the flooded base­ment, swirl­ing my coat on over my shoulders. Dusk was set­tling down on the streets of Veridon. The fric­tion­lamps were hum­ming.

	“And while we’re out, we can look for some en­gram beetles, for your pat­tern,” Wilson said with a sharp smile and a tug on my arm.

	I thought of the sharp legs claw­ing their way down my throat, the blood and chitin flak­ing off my lips when I woke up. I grim­aced.

	“Sure,” I said. “We’ll look.”

	It worked like this. The Fam­il­ies on the Coun­cil, both the Founders and the new breed that’s buy­ing them out, they have their own ser­vants. Drivers, but­lers, hand­maid­ens, sta­blers… the whole do­mestic scene. They have their own little brute squads, too. House Guard. Housies, we called them. They, you know, guard the house.

	Tomb’s House Guard was nowhere to be seen. The Manor Tomb sits in the older part of town, just on the edge of what could be called re­spect­able real es­tate. It was high up in the city. It star­ted out posh, but the years had built up and the wealth had mi­grated. Now the smoke from the Dunje-side factor­ies formed a pu­trid strata that clung to the streets and scraped against the walls up here. Rich as the Tombs were, they couldn’t af­ford to move their ad­dress. Grandpa was in­side, and grandpa was im­mob­ile. And when grandpa went, the whole fam­ily went, the writ of name already mort­gaged off to one of those new fam­il­ies. So. The manor stayed.

	The Manor Tomb was an im­press­ive place, all stone and wrought iron, the brows of the man­sion scowl­ing at the street be­low. The wall that sur­roun­ded the grounds was stone, and the gate was well main­tained and usu­ally guarded. Not today. Today, the gate­house was empty. Per­fect op­por­tun­ity, right, ex­cept for the street around the manor. The street was full of of­ficers of the Badge. They looked like they were pre­par­ing for a war, agit­ated, the men clutch­ing their weapons as they faced away from the manor, like they ex­pec­ted Veridon to rise up and in­vade the place. Lots of Badge, with equip­ment and of­ficers and march­ing or­ders. It didn’t look right.

	It was go­ing to be tough to get an audi­ence with the Lady un­der those cir­cum­stances. Of course, the al­tern­at­ive was to squat in that flooded base­ment while Wilson stuffed bugs down my throat. I figured to give it the old Burn try, at least.

	Wilson and I circled around the Manor, cross­ing streets un­til we were out of sight of the wall and then work­ing our way back to the postern. There was Badge back here, too, but they were play­ing sneaky; hid­ing in shops, gath­er­ing be­hind the boarded up win­dows of ware­houses. We picked our way closer to the postern, try­ing to not catch the eye of the Badge. Wilson walked with his head down, his hunched shoulders twitch­ing un­der his coat.

	The grounds of the Manor Tomb were old. The wall was ori­ginal to the found­ing, from when the Veridon Delta was still a dan­ger­ous place, and didn’t con­tain that much space. In the gen­er­a­tions that had since passed, the Tombs had filled the in­terior of the wall with build­ings and gar­dens and the like. That left no room for stables or gar­ages for the fam­ily car­riage. These things were out­side the postern now, spill­ing out into the dis­trict.

	I ducked into the stables, Wilson close be­hind me, and hunched my way to the gate. The Badge out­side hadn’t stopped us, so that was half the fight. I looked down at my grimy shirt. I couldn’t look too good, I thought, prob­ably not good enough to bluff my way into the es­tate. Best to be dir­ect.

	There were two guards by the postern, look­ing nervously between me and Wilson. They were armed with shortrifles and had been eye­ing us since we came around the corner. I smiled at them and bobbed my head.

	“Morn­ing, boys. Here to see the Lady Tomb.”

	“Lady’s not tak­ing vis­it­ors today,” the Over­Guard said. He had his back flat against the iron bars of the gate. Over his shoulder I could see a dozen more Housies, peek­ing around corners and kneel­ing be­hind bar­rels. He looked briefly at me, and then poin­tedly at Wilson. Wilson smiled, his mouth full of tiny, sharp teeth. It would have been bet­ter if he didn’t smile.

	“Some­thing up? Aw­ful lot of steel in the street this morn­ing,” I said.

	“Badge is agit­at­ing. Say they’ve got re­ports of a riot in the area. They’re of­fer­ing se­cur­ity.”

	“Gen­er­ous of them,” I said. “So you said Lady’s not tak­ing guests today?”

	“Not today. Con­sid­er­ing the situ­ation.”

	“Maybe tell her, any­way. Someone who knows some­thing about the little prob­lem she had up on the Heights.”

	“That some kind of code?” he asked.

	“Nah. But she’ll let us in.”

	He grim­aced, then nod­ded to someone be­hind the gate. A page ran up, got the mes­sage from the guard, and ran off again. We all stood around smil­ing nervously and peer­ing out into the street while we waited. When the page came back there was an­other guard with him.

	“He’s in,” the page said, out of breath. He poked his fin­ger at Wilson. “That one stays out­side.”

	“Well, that’s too bad.” I turned to Wilson. “You’ll just have to stay here and…” Wilson, still smil­ing, leaned close to me.

	“If you leave me here I will climb the walls and find you,” he hissed. “I will kill every man, child and widow’s dog that gets in my way. And when I find my way to your bitch-Coun­cilor’s side, I will wrap her in gum and vomit fly eggs down her throat.”

	When he was done he leaned away from me again, slowly, keep­ing his eyes on mine but smil­ing all the while. I turned to the guards.

	“It’s best if he comes with me.”

	“Lady said-”

	“An­gela will un­der­stand. Hon­estly, every­one will be a lot bet­ter off if he comes with me.”

	They inched back a little. The mes­sen­ger shrugged, and the watch cap­tain nod­ded.

	“It’s on your head if he causes any trouble,” the cap­tain said to me.

	“Sure, sure.”

	The other guard un­locked the gate and let me in, then locked it again from the in­side. The guys out­side showed no sign of hav­ing keys.

	“They leav­ing you out in the cold?” I asked the Over­Guard. He shrugged, then put his back to the gate and stared out into the stables.

	“Come on,” the new guard said. He was a lot cleaner, his uni­form fit too well. He prob­ably didn’t like be­ing near the gates at all. I nod­ded and fol­lowed him into the manor. Once we were away from the gate I shot Wilson a look. He shrugged and stopped smil­ing.

	“You aren’t leav­ing me be­hind in this, Jacob.”

	“I see that. But there’s no need to threaten.”

	“Threat is a lan­guage you seem to un­der­stand.” He shot his cuffs and re­arranged the knives hid­den in his coat. “But there’s no reason we can’t work to­gether in this.”

	“If you say.”

	There were a lot more Housies in­side, more than I ex­pec­ted. Maybe that riot story was true. They hadn’t even bothered to dis­arm me when I came through, either. I fingered the re­volver at my belt and looked around. The house was quiet.

	She met us in the din­ing room. The long table was clear, the phalanx of chairs tipped against it. The only other fur­niture was an empty china cab­inet.

	An­gela was stand­ing by the win­dow, look­ing out over one of the pocket gar­dens that spot­ted the grounds. She wore a rid­ing jacket and pants in deep ma­roon. The guard left us and closed the door. I mo­tioned Wilson to one side, a step be­hind me. Maybe if An­gela thought he was some sort of ser­vant she would ig­nore him.

	“An­gela,” I said.

	“I thought it might be you.” She had her arms crossed, and didn’t turn. “When Har­old said it was someone with news from the Heights. I thought it must be you.”

	“I was hop­ing we could talk about that,” I said. I crossed to the table. “There are a lot of strange things go­ing on. Maybe we can, I don’t know, cla­rify some things.”

	She nod­ded, al­most ab­sent­mindedly.

	“You were able to get through the Badge?” she asked.

	“Yeah. Came around the back.”

	“No of­ficers that way?”

	“Some. They’re hid­ing, but they’re there.” She nod­ded again, then scratched at her cheek and looked at me. She paused when she saw Wilson, raised her eye­brows and looked at me ques­tion­ingly.

	“A friend,” I said.

	“Well. Friends are good,” she said. She sighed, and it soun­ded like she was enorm­ously tired, like a child about to fall asleep after a long sum­mer day. It re­minded me of the younger An­gela, the girl I’d known. It was hard to see, in these clothes, in this place. Hard to re­mem­ber we’d been chil­dren to­gether.

	“What about the Heights?” she asked. She mo­tioned to the empty table, then walked over and tipped a chair onto its legs. She sat. “What did you want to talk about?”

	I took a chair across from her, keep­ing my hands on the table. Wilson went to the win­dow and pre­ten­ded to ig­nore us. “I’ve had a pretty act­ive couple of days, An­gela.”

	She smiled. “I’m sure. But I thought you were used to that. The stor­ies I’ve heard, you lead a pretty act­ive life.”

	“Stor­ies.” I shrugged. “It’s been more in­ter­est­ing than usual. A lot of the things that I know about how this city works,” I spread my hands, palms up. “Haven’t been work­ing. The Badge has been very… per­sist­ent.”

	“That’s un­usual? The Badge en­for­cing the law?”

	“One of Valentine’s men was rolling my room when I got back from your little party. In­sisted it wasn’t at the boss’s be­hest, and later that day the old clock­work told me he couldn’t get in­volved. Didn’t want me in his gang un­til this was all straightened out.”

	“Un­til what was all straightened out?” She leaned for­ward, touched the table with her el­bows. She seemed to be hov­er­ing, just off the wood.

	“There are some names I want to ask you about, An­gela. Some people I’ve met, if briefly. Tell me if they’re fa­mil­iar to you.”

	She was very still, watch­ing me. She didn’t say any­thing. I took the pa­per I had got­ten from Calvin out of my pocket and lay it on the table between us. She took it, un­fol­ded it, looked at it for a solid minute without speak­ing. Then she fol­ded it back up and set it on the table again. She sighed.

	“Where did you find that?” she asked.

	“Friends. Part of my in­ter­est­ing life. Now, I know some of those people. I killed at least one of them, and I’ve seen the body of an­other. And a third I met at your party. Who are these people, An­gela?”

	“Wel­lons,” she said. “Is he the one you killed?”

	“No. But I saw him, sure enough. In your house. Sloane, too. But it’s Mar­cus I killed, on the Glory of Day. And he gave me some­thing.”

	“A dirty con­science?”

	I smiled. “You know what he gave me, An­gela.” She wouldn’t meet my eyes. She stood and crossed to the china cab­inet, ran a fin­ger down across the wood in­lay.

	“Let’s say that I do,” she fi­nally re­len­ted. “What does it have to do with what happened up on the Heights?”

	“You saw that thing, An­gela. Every­one there did. What are they pay­ing those of­ficers to keep quiet? An An­gel, ran­sack­ing the Manor Tomb? That can’t be good for your repu­ta­tion.”

	“They’re all good boys, Jacob. Good cit­izens. They know what to keep quiet.”

	“But someone will talk. They’ll get drunk, and they’ll talk. And what are they go­ing to say? They saw an An­gel. The myths are real. There’s an An­gel in Veridon, An­gela.”

	“What are you do­ing here, Jacob? There are people try­ing to pin you for the death of those Guilds­men, you know. And the Sum­mer Girl. And Re­gister Prescott.”

	“You know I didn’t kill them.”

	“I know you didn’t kill all of them,” she said quietly. She turned to me. Her eyes were wor­ried. “What’s the An­gel do­ing, Jacob. What did it say to you?”

	“It was after some­thing, An­gela. Some­thing it thought I had. And so was Pedr, and so is the Badge. Some­thing they all think I have. And I’m hop­ing you can help me with that, An­gela, be­cause we both know I don’t have it.”

	“Say we do, whatever it is.” She turned again, re­fused to look at me. “What’s that mat­ter to me?”

	“You know I don’t have it. You’re on the Coun­cil. Coun­cil holds the reins of the Badge. Call them off.”

	She leaned against the cab­inet and crossed her arms thought­fully.

	“The Coun­cil is a com­plic­ated place. Maybe the seats push­ing the Badge around right now don’t have the whole pic­ture.”

	“You’re say­ing you don’t have a handle on the army out­side your door?”

	“It’s an in­ter­est­ing ques­tion,” she said. She crossed over to the win­dow, looked out over the grounds. You could see the rooftops of the sur­round­ing dis­trict, pok­ing out over the wall like dis­tant moun­tain­tops made of shingle and soot. “What they think they know and what they ac­tu­ally know. An in­ter­est­ing ques­tion. But let’s crack to the mar­row here, Jacob.” She went back to the cab­inet and slid one of the draw­ers open. There was a lot of busi­ness, slid­ing things around, fuss­ing with fab­rics; then she came over and placed the Cog on the table. It whirled like a hur­ricane, the in­ner wheels buzz­ing in near si­lent period.

	“You have it,” I said. I knew she prob­ably did. “So why are they still chas­ing me?”

	“Be­cause this is just a part, Jacob.” Her voice was fra­gile. I looked up. She held a pis­tol, a small, or­nate piece, its bar­rel draw­ing a line to my eye. “Now, slowly, let’s have that piece up on the table. Very. Slowly. And your friend shouldn’t move. For his own sake.”

	I com­plied. Wilson had stiffened at the win­dow, look­ing sternly at the two of us. Soon as my pis­tol was on the table, half a dozen Housies came into the room. Har­old was there, look­ing at me with a dis­ap­prov­ing eye. He smiled at me tightly. The old guy had a new scar across his face, and it pinched his cheek when he smiled.

	“Not what I was ex­pect­ing,” I said. “Not ex­actly.”

	“Like you said, Jacob. Strange days.” She leaned her head to Har­old. “Let’s get this all out of sight. We’ll have to wait un­til the Badge gets out of the way be­fore we can act.”

	“There is the postern gate, ma’am,” he said. “The car­riage could be-”

	“They’re out there,” I said.

	“Yes, Jacob was good enough to come in that way. They’re hid­ing around the-”

	“No,” I said. I nod­ded to the pocket garden out the win­dow. “They’re out there.”

	Every­one turned. A half dozen Badge were scram­bling over the hedge wall, shortrifles in hand. They spot­ted us and raised their weapons. A bul­let splintered the win­dow, then there was a fu­sil­lade of re­turn fire. The glass fell like a wa­ter­fall. I threw my­self to the floor.

	“Har­old! Hold the room!” An­gela shrieked. “Jacob, you will come with me. There are depths they wouldn’t dare breach.”

	The door be­hind us cracked with gun­fire, wood splin­ter­ing un­der in­com­ing fire from the hall­way. The Badge had gained the house, it seemed.

	“M’Lady, per­haps now is the time for ne­go­ti­ation,” Har­old said. An­gela spat an­grily, wrenched the man’s pis­tol from his hand and fired out the win­dow.

	“Like that, you sot!” She crushed the weapon back into his hands and then looked at me. “Come on.”

	An­gela swooped by the table, picked up the Cog and then, ig­nor­ing the in­creas­ingly frantic skir­mish around her, levered open a con­cealed door in the wood panel wall. She dis­ap­peared. Shoot­ing a glance at Har­old, who was pay­ing des­per­ate at­ten­tion to the re­load­ing and aim­ing of his weapon, I slid my re­volver off the table and into a pocket. I lost track of Wilson, turned just in time to see him go into the cor­ridor. No one stopped me, so I fol­lowed them through the secret door, hop­ing Wilson didn’t do some­thing rash be­fore I caught up to them.

	The cor­ridor was a small space, wooden walls that quickly gave way to un­fin­ished stone. I put a hand on Wilson’s shoulder as soon as I could. He had the knives out, but gave me a nervous look then let me go ahead. An­gela was only a little ways ahead, hur­ry­ing through the semi-dark­ness. We passed vari­ous listen­ing holes as we went, placed to spy on the house in secret. There was fight­ing through­out the manor. I smelled smoke once, but it passed, and I didn’t say any­thing. An­gela must surely have no­ticed.

	“I didn’t want it to be like this, I swear. By the Celestes, I swear,” An­gela whispered. “Not my in­tent at all. You’ve armed your­self again, I as­sume.”

	I took the re­volver from my coat and cocked the ham­mer in re­sponse. She nod­ded without look­ing around.

	“Good. May need it. You trust your friend, there? Is he good with those stick­ers?”

	“Good enough, ma’am. As soon as I fig­ure out who to poke.” She laughed, not a trace of nervous­ness or fear in her voice. “I never ex­pec­ted them to make such a vul­gar play.”

	“Who?” I asked.

	She paused at a branch in the pas­sage, con­sid­er­ing our path. One way led down, the other up. She looked nervously down, then be­hind us, over my shoulder. I could hear feet, far be­hind.

	“Can’t risk that,” she said. “Some things can’t be put into play.” We went up.

	“Who’s do­ing this, An­gela? You said someone in the Coun­cil was push­ing the Badge around. Who is it?” I ima­gined these things hap­pen­ing at the Manor Burn, my fam­ily hid­ing in the walls, my father arm­ing the manser­vants and bolt­ing the doors. “This is prac­tic­ally war.”

	“It does seem a bit much,” An­gela said. We were mov­ing quickly up a tight spiral stair­case. We passed through an­other hid­den door and were again in the com­mon hall­ways of the house. The floors here were dusty, but there were win­dows and sun­light. The fight­ing be­low had quieted, but there were still Badge out­side. “I may press a formal com­plaint in the Cham­ber.”

	She led us to an­other stair­way, an­other spiral that went up, this one hung in tapestries. We were run­ning now. There was no ques­tion of mak­ing a stand. We were just try­ing to find a place to hide. We ended up on a bal­cony, a tiny cu­pola that over­looked the es­tate grounds. Badge were crawl­ing over the grounds, tramp­ing through gar­dens and kick­ing in doors. An­gela mo­tioned us down be­hind the rail­ing. Wilson peeked his head over, as though meas­ur­ing dis­tances and heights.

	“If we’re quiet, and lucky, we’ll es­cape no­tice. This is a uni­lat­eral ac­tion, Jacob, what the Badge is do­ing. Someone is act­ing without or­ders, or with secret or­ders. I don’t know who, ex­actly. But it’s only a mat­ter of time be­fore the ac­tual au­thor­ity re­as­serts it­self, and they pull back. We’ve just got to-”

	A bul­let whizzed off the stone rail by An­gela’s head. On an­other cu­pola, lower, an of­ficer stood with a rifle. He was point­ing at us and yelling to the court­yard be­low. There were already feet on the stairs be­hind us, ham­mer­ing closer.

	“I don’t think quiet’s go­ing to be enough, An­gela. We’re go­ing to need to se­cure the door and-”

	A loud shot, and fire filled my chest. I looked down to see my shirt blackened with powder. The blood star­ted, hot across my ribs.

	An­gela turned her pis­tol to Wilson, hold­ing it stead­ily at his head. “I’m sorry, Jacob. I can’t let them have it all. If not us, if not the Founders; well, then no one.”

	“Yeah,” I choked. I could feel the bul­let, grind­ing against the ma­chine of my Pi­lotEn­gine. Or whatever it was, whatever secret thing lived in my chest. She prob­ably ex­pec­ted to kill me with that shot. It’s what I ex­pec­ted. “Yeah, sorry.”

	I slapped the pis­tol aside and punched her. She fell in a heap, the Cog fall­ing and rolling to my boot. I picked it up. Dark­ness was filling my head, an icy void that reached up from my chest to my eyes. I stumbled. Wilson put a hand un­der my arm. He was clearly torn between hold­ing me up and slit­ting An­gela’s throat.

	Blood and the cycle of my heart poun­ded through my skull. I put one hand on the rail­ing and pulled my­self up. In the court­yard be­low, the little gray of­ficers of the Badge had slowed down. The one with the rifle was still in his cu­pola, still look­ing at me. He was shout­ing, but the noise came through as a soft roar. I re­membered the feet on the stairs and lurched to close the door. The lock was simple, but it took my clumsy hands long heart­beats to se­cure it. I leaned against the old wood. The Cog had slipped from my hand. I bent down to get it again and when I stood a shadow was passing over me.

	The An­gel. Twenty, thirty feet from the bal­cony, fly­ing in lazy circles. Wilson was star­ing at him, his long face slack with shock. I raised my pis­tol and fired. The bul­let went into him, draw­ing a con­temp­tu­ous scowl. I fired again, again, the heat go­ing out of my hand, my arm turn­ing into river clay. He watched me, wait­ing. The ham­mer fell on an empty cham­ber. I leaned against the rail­ing and looked down. Long way down. Wilson was stand­ing between us, both knives out. I put a tired knee on the rail­ing and star­ted to lift my­self over.

	The door be­hind me opened, the lock pop­ping with barely a fight. Badge­men, their shortrifles glossy black in the sun. They looked at An­gela, blood leak­ing from her lips, then at me. I made ready to jump. Wilson was a clever climber, right? He’d make sure I got down safely. Right?

	The An­gel hit me, hard, scream­ing. Bul­lets ripped past me as the Badge­men fired in blind panic. Hot lines traced across my chest, then I rolled to my feet. Wilson was drag­ging at my sleeve, blood across his face, one knife sheathed and the other drip­ping metal blood. The Badge had fallen on the An­gel. He stood and shrugged them off in bloody majesty. Wilson and I jumped for the door and stumbled down the stairs in a dizzy­ing ar­ray of thin arms and faint­ing legs. He fol­lowed, awk­wardly, his wings tear­ing at the tight walls.

	I fol­lowed our path back, found the secret door An­gela had brought us through. My head was ham­mer­ing with the grind­ing tear of my heart. Blood was leak­ing from my chest, mixed with the oily gunk of my sec­ond­ary blood. I star­ted cough­ing and couldn’t stop. Wilson put an arm around me, car­ried me down. I stumbled to the floor of the secret pas­sage and vomited while Wilson paced nervously around me. He was talk­ing, but I couldn’t hear what he was say­ing. Even­tu­ally I stood up and con­tin­ued on. I smelled more smoke, but that might have been me. My mouth tasted like ash. Wilson kept look­ing at me nervously, mov­ing ahead of me down the cor­ridor, then com­ing back to make sure I was still mov­ing. Twice we passed dead bod­ies, Badge­men who had been cut by Wilson’s knife. I no longer heard the an­gel be­hind us.

	Wilson stopped us at the cor­ridor where An­gela had paused. He propped me against the wall and bent to my chest, pok­ing and frown­ing. Ac­tual smoke was com­ing up out of the metal of my heart, leak­ing in oily plumes out of my mouth.

	“You’re look­ing bad, son.”

	“Yeah. Feel it.”

	“We can’t go much fur­ther. That din­ing room is clogged with Housies. Looks like that Har­old guy got his balls to­gether.”

	“About time.” I held up the Cog and pushed it against Wilson’s chest. “Get out, bug. Fig­ure out what this is, what they want with it.”

	He took the Cog, looked down at it. His eyes looked like a child’s eyes, so full of awe and won­der. Fi­nally, Wilson shook his head and slid the Cog back into my pocket.

	“Not yet.” He nod­ded down the stairs. “What’s that way?”

	“The old guy,” I said.

	“Seems like a hell of a place to keep your senior cit­izens.”

	“He’s a hell of a senior cit­izen.” I was feel­ing a little more stable. The smoke had cut back. I didn’t like that. I don’t re­mem­ber smoking be­fore. I spat and stood up. “Come on. Maybe there’s an­other way back here.”

	“There’s not,” Wilson said. He took my arm and pulled me to­wards the stairs. “This is the only way.”

	“Well, then. We go this way.”

	We took the down­ward stairs. I could hear the an­gel be­hind us, dis­tantly, smash­ing vases and tear­ing fur­niture. He was look­ing for the en­trance to the secret pas­sage. Wilson pulled faster, and we hur­ried down.

	The stairs here were an­cient, maybe older than the house it­self. They were rock, but smoothly joined as solid stone, as if they had been grown in this form. The air was quiet and wet. The sounds of fight­ing passed, and I slowed down. Wilson stayed at my side. My legs were heavy lead, and my lungs felt as though they were full of broken glass. I kept one hand, re­volver and all, over the hole in my chest, and the other clutched tightly around the Cog. An­gela shot me, I thought. She shot me.

	We came to a door. It was old and heavy, the hinges gummy with rust. I fell against it while Wilson ran his hands over the sur­face, look­ing for an open­ing mech­an­ism. It was warm, and as I lay against it, the iron seemed to beat like an an­cient heart. I was just sum­mon­ing the strength to stand and try to give Wilson a hand when the door opened. I fell in­side, and the door shut be­hind me. Wilson rushed to sup­port me. He got in just be­fore the heavy iron slammed shut with a tor­tured grind.

	The room was like a bowl, ter­raced circles lead­ing down to a pit at the cen­ter, a stage of dark, pol­ished wood. On each level there was crowded re­fuse, like a scrap heap, ma­chines that hissed and gurgled and twitched in the bare light. Stairs led down through this mess. There were fric­tion­lamps at reg­u­lar in­ter­vals. They spun up as we came into the room, cov­er­ing everything in soft, warm light. There was a lot of brass, and a lot of deep, brown leather. The air smelled like a fur­nace that was about to blow. There was some­thing at the bot­tom of the pit, some­thing on the stage. It was swollen and alive, like an abs­cess of the ar­chi­tec­ture ready to burst. Light shone off metal and coils quivered. Some­thing was breath­ing with the cold metal reg­u­lar­ity of an en­gine and valve.

	I walked down the stairs on stiff legs. The pain in my chest was a sear­ing flare. I’m go­ing to die down here, I thought. I ap­proached the thing on the stage. Wilson hung back, his at­ten­tion caught by the col­lec­ted de­tritus of the pit. He looked at me nervously.

	“I don’t think we should be here, Jacob,” he hissed. “I think this is the kind of place the Tombs would kill you for see­ing.”

	“Tried once, already.” I paused at the edge of the stage, my hand on my heart. “What’s the harm?”

	“There’s al­ways harm,” Wilson said. He crept up be­hind me. “What is it?” It was a face, iron, huge. It re­clined on the ruined wood of the stage, eyes closed, fat cheeks and lips re­laxed. It looked like a gi­ant, sleep­ing. My hand was on the chin. Cables spilled out from all sides, twitch­ing with power and hy­draulic cur­rents. I stepped back.

	The eyes opened, slowly. Be­hind the lids were eyes of glass, win­dows into a tank of green li­quid. A body floated there, bloated and an­cient, the flesh pale, cables mak­ing a ruin of the flesh.

	“Pat­ron Tomb,” I said.  



	
Chapter Eight 

	A Fal­low Har­vest

	“You are the Burn child.” The voice came out of a box, near my feet. Each word soun­ded like the fi­nal ex­hal­a­tion of an old man, dy­ing of wasted lungs.

	“Yes,” I said.

	“Yes.” The Pat­ron had signed over his fam­ily’s Writ of Name gen­er­a­tions ago, to be en­acted on his death. He lived on, here, al­ways dy­ing but never gone. “An­gela speaks of you. Who is your com­pan­ion?”

	“This is Wilson, a friend.”

	“He is anansi,” Tomb groaned.

	“Yes,” Wilson said. He soun­ded nervous.

	“Wilson, of the anansi. We have met be­fore.”

	“I think you’re mis­taken,” Wilson said.

	Tomb was quiet for a minute, the body in his eyes drift­ing slowly around the cold li­quid of his cham­ber.

	“Of course I am. Par­don an old man.” His ma­chinery rumbled. “Burn, you are close to An­gela? A friend?”

	“She and I were friends, when we were younger.”

	“And now?” The mauso­leum’s voice was slow, each word weighted with time and pa­tience.

	“I couldn’t say. Times have been strange.”

	“Times have al­ways been strange, child Burn. Time in Veridon is a grace­less thing, lurch­ing through the city, leav­ing ruin and prom­ise equal in its wake. And even its prom­ises are ru­in­ous.”

	“Yes, well.” I held down a cough, cringed at the bright crim­son pain that arced through my ribs. “This is the sort of strange where she shot me. It’s hard to get past that, child­hood friends or not.” The Tomb was si­lent for a mo­ment. “When next you are offered the op­por­tun­ity to die, child Burn, I would con­sider it more closely.”

	“You threaten well,” I said, shift­ing away from the Pat­ron, “for a body in a tank.”

	“I don’t make threats.” He was si­lent for many long, metal­lic breaths. “It was ad­vice, from someone who has gone on ahead.” I waited in the si­lence, in the dark heart of the strange theater, listen­ing to this liv­ing Tomb breath and re­mem­ber.

	“What’s go­ing on, up­stairs?” I asked. I had heard stor­ies of how the Pat­ron lived through­out the house, like a pi­lot on his ship.

	“You said your­self, child.” The body be­hind the eyes seemed to shift. “Strange times.”

	When he didn’t go on, I promp­ted. “Is it the Church? Are they mov­ing against the Coun­cil, try­ing to lever­age the Fam­il­ies apart so they can take over?”

	He made a harsh noise, some­thing that might have been laughter.

	“The Church will never up­set the bal­ance. They are the bal­ance. They are the power! No. This is the busi­ness of dead men. Their choices come back to tempt us.”

	“If not the Church, then who? Someone in the Coun­cil?” An­other long si­lence. Sounds of fight­ing drif­ted down through pipes and duct ways, dis­tant and tiny in this crowded room.

	“I re­mem­ber your grand­father,” he said. “Or his father. It’s hard to keep track. We built this lovely city, out here on the edge of the world. Built it on the bones of old gods, among mys­ter­ies and won­ders.” The voice­box rumbled. “I wasn’t a Tomb then, either. Walk­ing, that’s the name I was born with.”

	“Yes, Pat­ron. I know the his­tor­ies. But what’s hap­pen­ing to your city now?” Would the old man know any­thing about his Fam­ily’s plans, or was his time spent in addled nos­tal­gia?

	“Now?” The face seemed to settle, as though it was drift­ing into sleep. “There is a great deal of des­per­a­tion, Al­ex­an­der. The girl has got­ten in­volved in more than she can handle. You shouldn’t have asked it of her.”

	“What?” I asked. I ex­changed a quick look with Wilson. He shrugged. Tomb had for­got­ten which Burn I was. He mis­took me for my father. “What shouldn’t I have asked of your An­gela?”

	“Do you keep things even from your­self? A bad habit, Al­ex­an­der. This plan of yours has be­come too much.”

	“I be­lieved she could do it.” How to un­cover the plan without tip­ping off the source. “But she has failed me, hasn’t she?”

	“Your son, he’s the fail­ure. He’s the damn weak link, Burn. You trus­ted him with too much. Don’t blame my Fam­ily for your wastrel’s dim headed­ness.”

	“Listen, you fat shit! Jacob’s busi­ness is his own. He doesn’t want to be in­volved in your god­damn power games. Leave him out of it.”

	The Tomb tensed, then seemed to settle, again with that sound that passed for laughter.

	“Per­haps he thinks him­self more clever than the old man. Per­haps he thinks him­self too clever by far.” A long sigh. “Don’t play those games with your eld­ers, Jacob Burn. It’s be­neath you.”

	“What did my father ask of you, of your fam­ily? I’m tired of be­ing jerked around, Pat­ron Tomb. I’ve given enough to this city.” I snarled and poked my fin­ger at his metal chin. “Tell me what’s go­ing on.”

	“You threaten the dead, child. With what? Dis­respect? Vi­ol­ence?” The body shif­ted be­hind the green eyes, the puffy face float­ing near the glass. “Do not think to threaten us.”

	“There is more in the world than you, old man.” I tapped my foot against the metal tubes that fed his body. “What good is the Pat­ron if his Fam­ily is gone? What will you be if the Fam­ily Tomb is no longer re­spec­ted in Veridon?”

	Long si­lence, metal breath. “He shouldn’t have asked it of her,” he said, crossly, the an­ger com­ing through the voice­box as a sharp hiss. “She didn’t grasp the whole pic­ture. I ad­vised against it.”

	“What, ex­actly, did you ad­vise against, Pat­ron?”

	“Why are you here, Jacob Burn? What brings you into my house, to dis­turb my rest? Al­ex­an­der didn’t send you. Ask your­self why, Jacob. And why, if he hasn’t let you in on the secret, why should I?”

	“I didn’t come to see you, old man.” The pain flared in my chest again. I was feel­ing bet­ter, I real­ized. I was feel­ing al­most nor­mal again. “I’m here on my own busi­ness.”

	“But not Fam­ily busi­ness. No, you don’t stand for the Fam­ily Burn, do you? Are you here as a rep­res­ent­at­ive of your new fam­ily? What is that wind-up thug’s name. Valentine?”

	“I am act­ing on my own, Pat­ron. I stand for my­self.”

	“Noble words. But what you mean is that you’ve been aban­doned. Again. Valentine has fores­worn your ser­vice, for­bid­den his people from work­ing with you. Isn’t that right?” He seemed to leer up from his wa­tery bed. “That must be a feel­ing you’re get­ting used to, eh? Be­ing cut out, like a sick­ness.”

	“I am not alone. Friends stand with me. You don’t know the whole game, old man.” He was dis­tract­ing me, di­vert­ing my at­ten­tion from the cent­ral point. “What is my father’s role in this? What is your Fam­ily’s role? If I’m meant to be a part of it, as you im­ply, then how can I be of any help if no one will tell me what’s go­ing on?”

	“You are here for the ar­ti­fact, yes? The one taken from the Church, in secret. Passed on by a crim­inal. I be­lieve they bur­ied him in the back­yard, all those years ago.” I ran a fin­ger down the Cog. How­ever it had got­ten here, it hadn’t been years ago. The Pat­ron was talk­ing about some­thing else. What could it be? “Per­haps. What is it? It has some­thing to do with all this trouble?”

	“Some­thing. What do you want with it?”

	“I’m go­ing to solve this thing, old man. Whatever my father in­ten­ded, I’m go­ing to put an end to this.”

	“Mm. It isn’t the sort of trouble that can be solved, child. Merely avoided, and sur­vived.”

	“Is that why you’re down here? Hid­ing from the trouble?”

	“My Fam­ily’s fu­ture de­pends on my sur­vival. You wouldn’t un­der­stand.” I laughed. “Did you fear death so much, that you trapped your Fam­ily into pre­serving you? Is that why you signed that ter­rible con­tract, black­mail­ing your Fam­ily with their place on the Coun­cil?”

	“Is this life! This fal­low har­vest, Jacob, is this liv­ing!” Heat rose from the Tomb, and the cables hummed. “You have no idea, sir, what this is. We make sac­ri­fices, Jacob, for fam­ily. For the city. Your father, he un­der­stands. He knows what it is to sac­ri­fice for fam­ily.”

	“My father? Noble Al­ex­an­der! Tell me, Pat­ron, if he un­der­stands the value of sac­ri­fice, of fam­ily, what is it, sir, that he val­ued so much that he sac­ri­ficed his own fam­ily, his own blood, his god­damn son!” Tomb was quiet. Even­tu­ally, “You wouldn’t un­der­stand.”

	“Now that,” I said, lean­ing in to­ward the massive face. “That I be­lieve.”

	“It is here.”

	“What?”

	“Your ar­ti­fact. Third shelf, against the wall. An ivory box. They made it into some­thing holy, those church­men. I don’t know where the key is hid­den.”

	I stood up. Wilson was already up the pit, rum­ma­ging in the area Tomb had in­dic­ated. “Why tell me? If it has been hid­den all this time. What would An­gela say?”

	“An­gela has gone a great deal farther than I think is prudent. And I am tired. Now, go.”

	He settled down, the face shift­ing ever so slightly into slack in­at­ten­tion. I bounded up the stairs. When I looked back the face was still open, the glossy green eyes star­ing up at the dark­ness with their pu­pils of bloated flesh.

	Wilson brought me the box. We squat­ted in the walk­way. It was a long, nar­row con­tainer, the flat planes thin sheets of ivory set in tar­nished sil­ver fit­tings. It was a simple mat­ter to crack open with my knife. The ar­ti­fact clattered out. I squat­ted above it, look­ing for dam­age. It was quiet in the hall­ways.

	The ar­ti­fact was a cyl­in­der of steel with grooves. Some­thing twitched in­side me, like a stolen memory burn­ing through my head. Without think­ing I ran my hand down the ar­ti­fact, triggered some hid­den catch, then bal­anced it on one end. The cyl­in­der blos­somed, like a flower.

	There was wire, a fly wheel, and a tightly packed cent­ral axis of stacked metal seg­ments. It spun up. Plates fol­ded out from the cent­ral core, sup­por­ted and guided by the wires, which stiffened as they ex­pan­ded. The plates spun in wider circles, shift­ing, slid­ing by each other un­til they blurred into a single bril­liant im­age. Viewed from above it made a pic­ture, like a cin­escope.

	It was a map. Most of it looked like noth­ing to me, just lines and rivers and a coast­line, far in the top left corner. And then I saw Veridon, or where Veridon should have been, near one edge of the map, in the arms of the Ebd and the Dunje. From there I found the Reine, the Break­ing Wall, the Cusp Sea, the Tavis Minor and Ma­jor, the Salt Sweeps. It was dif­fer­ent than the map I knew, the one I learned at the Academy, but some of the land­marks were sim­ilar enough. I fol­lowed the Reine where it left the Cusp, far bey­ond the bor­ders of the Academy’s maps.

	There was a city, massive, if the scale was to be be­lieved. It was at the cen­ter of the map, sprawled on both sides of the Reine hun­dreds of miles down­river from the Cusp. So far bey­ond the ken of the Academy’s far ran­ging Ex­pedi­tioner’s Corp I could only stare in amazement. I felt like there was someone over my shoulder, a pres­ence both an­cient and young, a pres­ence that stank of fear and isol­a­tion. I looked at that city and the phantom in me spoke with my voice.

	“Home,” we said.

	“Well now, ” Wilson muttered. “Well, well. Now isn’t that in­ter­est­ing.” He hooked an arm un­der my shoulder and dragged me to my feet. I real­ized I had been ly­ing down. He propped me against a shelf, littered with the parts of a shattered clock.

	“We need to get out of here,” I said. My throat felt like it was lined in barbed wire.

	“Be a hell of a time,” Wilson said. “Lots of folks out there. And I don’t think An­gela’s go­ing to like us walk­ing out with that thing.”

	“Yeah.” I tested my legs, found I could stand. “Well, maybe there’s an­other way out of here.”

	Pat­ron Tomb shuffled, his eye­lids crack­ing just slightly. “There is.”

	“You can get us out?” Wilson asked.

	“No. But I can show you the way.” He paused, his eye­lids flar­ing wider in sur­prise. “There is some­thing up­stairs, a pres­ence. It has found the hall­way.”

	“What?” I asked.

	“Some­thing… bril­liant. What is this thing?” Tomb’s voice was low, in awe.

	“The an­gel,” Wilson whispered. “We need to get the hell out.”

	“Yes, you do. My gods, you do. He’s at the door.” The door at the top of the stairs clanged. Dust settled from the roof in wide sheets. The clanging con­tin­ued, steady, met­ro­nomic.

	“This is go­ing to be in­ter­est­ing,” Tomb said. “I should thank you, Burn. It’s a good day you’ve brought me.”

	“It will try to kill you,” I said.

	“Per­haps. Here,” ma­chines cycled, and a nar­row door opened in the wall op­pos­ite the main en­trance. “That leads to a covered canal near the Bellin­grow. It’s quite a trek, I’m told. In case they ever need to get me out.”

	“You would never fit through that door.”

	“Des­per­a­tion and tech­no­logy can do amaz­ing things,” he said. “Now, hurry. He’s per­sist­ent.” We rushed out the door. I paused to look back. The old man’s bloated eyes were settled on the other door, watch­ing the an­gel break his slow way in, like the tide bat­ter­ing a rocky coast. The door closed be­hind us.

	I don’t re­mem­ber much after that. The dark­ness faded into gray, tun­nels of brick and dirt that stretched for an etern­ity and when I came to I was ly­ing on a hard stone floor, Wilson look­ing down at me.

	“You’re try­ing to show me wrong, son,” Wilson said quietly. His face was bent very close to mine, so I could smell his breath. It smelled like ground up flies and spe­ci­men jars. “Try­ing to die, aren’t you?”

	“Far from it.” My voice was a whis­per. “Just other folks, test­ing the the­ory.”

	“Well. More luck than sci­ence, this time.” He picked up a tin cup and rattled it around. There was a de­formed slug at the bot­tom, shiny with blood. “Frail gun she shot you with. More or­na­ment than weapon, I sus­pect.”

	“She who?” It was Emily talk­ing, some­where. I couldn’t see where ex­actly, but it soun­ded like she was stand­ing near my head, look­ing down. Be­hind me a little. I twis­ted and saw her face, grim­acing down at me.

	“Tomb. Little Lady Tomb.”

	“Bull­shit,” she said.

	“Fine, Em. Whatever. It was the Blessed Celeste. But she looked a hell of a lot like the Lady Tomb.”

	“It was her al­right,” Wilson said. He grinned tightly up at Emily. “Pretty as you please, nice to meet you, and here’s a bul­let for your time.”

	“What dum­bass thing did you do to get her to shoot you, Jacob? Did you break into her house? Steal some sil­ver­ware?”

	I tried to an­swer, but it came out as a dry rat­tling cough. Wilson put his hand on my chest un­til it settled down. When I could talk again, even I had trouble hear­ing me. Emily bent down close. She smelled like sweat and dry flowers.

	“Badge broke into her house. Stormed the place. We were run­ning, got cornered.” I paused to spit, but came up empty. My tongue felt like a strap of leather. “She said some shit about not let­ting them get a hold of me. Then she put a bul­let in my chest.”

	“Hm,” Emily said. She stood up and walked out of my field of vis­ion. Wilson watched her go, then looked back at me. His eyes were care­fully neut­ral.

	“How’d you get out?” she asked.

	I star­ted to an­swer, but Wilson shushed me.

	“We lost her and found a back door. Things were very…” he paused, nod­ding to him­self. “Very con­fus­ing. For every­one, I think.”

	“Lost her? You didn’t kill her, did you?”

	I shook my head. “An­gel’s back,” I said.

	Emily raised her eye­brows. “That’s sud­den. Thought you said you’d killed it?”

	“I killed some­thing. But it was the same guy.”

	“I’ve been mean­ing to ask you about that,” Wilson said, wash­ing off his hands in a puddle of rain wa­ter. “I have some thoughts.”

	“Are they warm, happy thoughts?” I asked. “Thoughts that are likely to re­as­sure me as to our own safety?”

	“Not com­pletely,” he said. “But they may shed some light on what we’re deal­ing with here.”

	“Then keep them to your­self.” I stretched out on the floor and laced my fin­gers be­hind my neck. “I’m lim­it­ing my­self to good news for a little while.”

	“Let’s hear it, Wilson,” Emily said, shoot­ing me a cross look.

	“Ever since you talked about killing the Sum­mer Girl, I’ve been churn­ing away at what could have happened there. What happened, ex­actly, to bring about that spe­cific trans­form­a­tion.”

	“I hit her with a ham­mer,” I said.

	“Not… gods, you’re hor­rible. Not that trans­form­a­tion. The one where this little girl turns into a mur­der­ing an­gel.”

	“Ah. Con­tinue.”

	“Well, the way that the Sum­mer Girl works, the way all en­gram sing­ers work, is the maker beetles. That and the queen fetus. The Ar­ti­ficers burn a pat­tern into the queen, the queen takes up res­id­ence in the singer’s in­ternal ma­chinery, and then the beetles bur­row their way-”

	“What?” Emily al­most shrieked. “They bur­row into her body?”

	“You’ve never seen an en­gram singer?” I asked.

	“No, you filthy noble pig. I grew up watch­ing nor­mal people sing nor­mal songs, that they had mem­or­ized or made up or some­thing.”

	“Oh, right. I keep for­get­ting I was born so much bet­ter than you.”

	“Listen, you little fuck­ing-”

	“Okay!” Wilson in­ter­jec­ted. “Okay. So the beetles bur­row in,” he turned to Emily, “through her ma­chine. There are little tun­nels that run through her body. Most of the trans­form­a­tion is fa­cil­it­ated by the ma­chine, but it’s the beetles that do it. The ma­chine is kind of like… like a hive, I sup­pose. Okay?”

	“It’s still weird.”

	“The point is, there’s a pat­tern, held by the queen. Sound fa­mil­iar?”

	“Cog­work,” I said. I sup­pose I had al­ways known the two prac­tices were sim­ilar, I had just never thought about how they were al­most identical. “The Wrights have you mem­or­ize a pat­tern, they in­ject the foetal metal, and the metal makes it­self into whatever the pat­tern dic­tates.”

	“More or less,” Wilson said. “The pat­tern is also in­scribed onto a coin and put in with the foetus. But without the pat­tern, the foetal metal is noth­ing. Just hot metal.”

	“Where do the pat­terns come from?” Emily asked.

	“The Church,” I answered. “And where do they get them? Who knows. But it’s the found­a­tion of their re­li­gion.”

	“So the Ar­ti­ficers and the Church, they both make their tech­no­logy the same way?”

	“Let’s make no mis­takes, Emily.” Wilson sat up straight. “The Wrights only have what they’ve found. Their holy ves­sels come down the river, and the Wrights catch them and scrounge out any mys­ter­ies they can man­age. They’re very good at it, and very good at ap­ply­ing what they find, but it’s not cre­ation, really. More like scav­en­ging.”

	“And the Ar­ti­ficers?” I asked. I’d never met any­one will­ing to talk about the Ar­ti­ficers and their tech­no­logy. Ever since their Guild had been un­of­fi­cially dis­ban­ded and their role in the city gut­ted so many years ago, their meth­ods were not a mat­ter of pub­lic dis­course. If they hadn’t been al­lowed to con­tinue the minor en­ter­tain­ments like the Sum­mer Girl, most folks wouldn’t even know the Guild had ever ex­is­ted.

	“The Ar­ti­ficers? Oh, well. They do things dif­fer­ently. Let’s leave it at that,” Wilson said. “The point is, there’s a pat­tern in­volved. Every piece of cog­work, from the zepliners to the simplest aba­cist, has at its heart a holy pat­tern of the Wrights. In­clud­ing your Pi­lotEn­gine, Jacob.”

	“Yeah, well. Maybe they fucked mine up.”

	“Maybe. That’s why I keep try­ing to get a good read off you, with the beetles. Try­ing to see the pat­tern of your heart.”

	“Any­way. The An­gel?”

	“Yes, the An­gel. You’re sure it was the same one?”

	“Sure as hell,” I said.

	“But you killed that one, or one very much like it, yes? On the Heights?”

	“Right.”

	“And that one, the one you killed on the Heights, the one we saw at the Manor Tomb just today, it’s the same one you saw on the Glory .”

	“He jumped off, just be­fore we crashed.” Wilson stood up and, hunch­ing over, began to pace the room. “Jumped off. Just be­fore you crashed. And Jacob, you found this other fel­low, this mar­ine, in the Ar­ti­ficer’s rooms?”

	“Wel­lons. Yeah, but he’d been dead for a while.”

	“Do you think the Sum­mer Girl was on the Glory?” he asked.

	“No, of course not.”

	“Of course not. Do you think Wel­lons was?”

	“I didn’t…” I stopped. “You’re say­ing the An­gel was Wel­lons?”

	“At one point. And then, for whatever reason, it left Wel­lons and be­came the Sum­mer Girl.”

	“What? How?” Emily asked.

	“I don’t have an an­swer for how.” Wilson stopped pa­cing and pulled the Cog from his pocket. “But I have an idea about why.”

	He set the Cog on the ground near my feet, then crouched over his bag and pro­duced a glass jar that jingled as he moved it. He un­screwed the lid and rum­maged through the con­tents, then set what looked like a coin on the ground next to the Cog.

	“What do you see?” he asked.

	I sat up. Emily and I leaned closer to the two ob­jects. The Cog I knew. The coin was a flat metal disk, dull, with lines etched into its sur­face and cog-teeth along a quarter of its peri­meter. It looked old.

	“Al­gorithm,” I said, point­ing to the coin. “That’s one of the Church’s pat­tern-coins.”

	“For cog, yes. This is what serves as the ground­work for all cog­work. Put one of these in your mouth, in­ject the foetus, and some­thing grows in you.” He nudged the coin around, ex­amin­ing the pat­tern. “In this case, a mu­sical in­stru­ment that re­places your lungs. Or some­thing. I for­get. The point is, it’s the blue­print for cog­work. What else?”

	I looked more closely at the coin, then the Cog. “I don’t-”

	“Pat­tern,” Emily said.

	Wilson poin­ted at her. “Pat­tern. Yes.” He held up the Cog. “This is a very big, very com­plic­ated pat­tern coin.”

	“My gods,” Emily said. “For what?”

	Wilson shrugged. “I don’t know. But we could find out.”

	“I’d rather not,” I said. “So, Mar­cus and Wel­lons and who­ever else was on that list stole this from the city, and now that an­gel is chas­ing them?”

	“City?” Emily asked. “Which city.”

	“I didn’t tell her,” Wilson said. “Yet.”

	“We found a map, at the Tomb place. It shows a city, huge, way down­river.”

	“Like an­other Veridon?”

	“Noth­ing like Veridon. Veridon’s a damn out­house com­pared to his place. I don’t know what it is.”

	“Okay. One thing at a time.” Wilson poin­ted to me and shook his head. “I don’t think so, by the way. I don’t think they made it all the way to that city. But I think that’s where they were go­ing. They just ran into some trouble.”

	“The An­gel?”

	“The An­gel. Maybe he was a scout, maybe he lived well out­side the city. If they’d got­ten all the way there, I don’t think we’d be hav­ing this con­ver­sa­tion. I think there’d be a whole swarm of those things turn­ing Veridon to mulch.”

	“Shit,” I said. I meant it, too. Veridon had been tough on me, but it was home. People here I cared about. Streets and build­ings I’d known my whole life. “So, what? They found an outly­ing build­ing, stole the Cog, and then the an­gel caught them and chased them.”

	“Bet­ter than that. Or much, much worse. De­pends on your point of view. I think they found that an­gel, killed him, and stole the body. Or at least part of the body.”

	“Why would they do that?” Emily asked.

	“Ques­tion for Mar­cus. Or Wel­lons. Maybe that Sloane guy you met. But I think they‘ve done it be­fore.”

	“Stolen body parts from an­gels?” Emily asked.

	“Where does the cog­work come from, Emily? Where do they get their pat­terns? They aren’t mak­ing them up, that’s for sure.” Wilson was pa­cing again, agit­ated. He stabbed his fin­ger out at us. “That’s for damn sure. They’re get­ting it from some­where else. What’s to say that this isn’t the source?”

	“We should ask the Church,” I joked. “I’m sure they’ll be very forth­com­ing on that.”

	“Not the Church,” Wilson said. “But the people on your list. An­gela Tomb. That Sloane guy. They’ll know.”

	“Yeah, well. But An­gela doesn’t seem much like talk­ing. And Sloane? I’ll ask him, if I find him. But what makes you say they stole a part of the body?”

	“Be­cause now we have it. And they want it back. And so does the ori­ginal owner.”

	“The Cog?”

	“Yeah. I think this is noth­ing less than that an­gel’s pat­tern. I think it’s his damn heart.”

	“So what happened with Wel­lons?” I asked. We had de­cided that whatever the Cog was, we had to keep it out of the hands of the Coun­cil. For now at least. I wanted to know more about what we were do­ing, what we were hand­ing over.

	“For whatever reason, the an­gel seems to need a host. I’m go­ing to as­sume that has some­thing to do with this,” Wilson said, hold­ing up the Cog. “And so far he’s only in­fec­ted people who have been heav­ily cogged. You said Wel­lons was an as­sault trooper, right?”

	“Ac­cord­ing to his uni­form, yeah. And those guys are metalled up to the balls.”

	“Lovely ter­min­o­logy. And the Sum­mer Girl, we know, had the beetle hive im­planted. None of the other Ar­ti­ficers would have had any modi­fic­a­tions, so she was the only choice.”

	“In­fect? Like he’s some kind of dis­ease?” I asked.

	“More like a para­site,” Wilson answered. His eyes had a far away look, and his voice was drift­ing into uni­ver­sity pro­fessor ter­rit­ory. What had he done with his time, be­fore his days as a black-mar­ket doc­tor? “Takes over the body and the mind, re­makes it. If the an­gels really are the source of Veridon’s cog­work, then who knows how ad­vanced they are. What they’re cap­able of.”

	“That’s creepy,” I said. “But isn’t that Church theo­logy? That the early Wrights were able to heal the dy­ing Ca­m­illa, and in re­turn she gif­ted them with the first cog­work?”

	Wilson shrugged. “Seems a con­veni­ent story, but maybe. Maybe.”

	“So it in­fec­ted Wel­lons,” I said. “Then fol­lowed Mar­cus back to the city. For whatever reason it had to leave him, then took over the Sum­mer Girl. So what happened when I killed her?”

	“You tell me. What happened?”

	“She… fell apart, I guess. It looked like the maker beetles, leav­ing her body, splash­ing down into the rain.”

	Wilson nod­ded. “And it might have been some­thing very sim­ilar. Maybe the cog-heart serves as his pat­tern, holds him to­gether. And he needs the host body just for the pat­tern in their im­planted cog­work. Some­thing to hold him to­gether. Dis­rupt that, and the thing falls apart.”

	“And then what? How does it find a new host?”

	“Goes dormant? Re­forms some­how, and latches on to someone new? This is all just the­ory, Jacob.”

	“But we saw it again, so we know it happened. Some­how the thing re­formed.”

	“A new host,” Emily said. “Who was at the party?”

	“Pi­lots,” I said. “Lots of Pi­lots.”

	“There you go.” Wilson spread his hands and grim­aced. “If cog­work is ne­ces­sary for in­fec­tion, Pi­lots are pretty close to the per­fect can­did­ate. If one of your Corps­men wandered down into the gar­dens, maybe look­ing for you, they could have stumbled into the an­gel’s scattered corpse and got­ten in­fec­ted without know­ing what happened.”

	I looked down at my palms. “How did I not get in­fec­ted?”

	“Who knows? Maybe when you dis­rup­ted the body it needs some time to spin up again. Let’s just say you got lucky, and you’ll be more care­ful in the fu­ture.” Emily had been quiet, stand­ing a little ways away from us. I turned to her.

	“So what are we go­ing to do now?” I asked her. When she didn’t say any­thing, didn’t even seem to hear me, Wilson stepped in.

	“Badge is after you, that thing in the sky is after you.” He shrugged. “Sounds like maybe the Fam­ily Tomb is after you, too. We’re go­ing to need a bet­ter place to hide.”

	“What’s wrong with here?” Emily asked. She seemed dis­trac­ted.

	“Not deep enough. Too close to the Fam­il­ies, to the cen­ters of the Badge’s power. Too many crowds. People here don’t love the Badge, but if they’re ser­i­ous about find­ing you, well. Someone will talk. Enough money and enough threats, people will talk.”

	“So where do we go?” I asked. I stood and stretched my back. My thighs felt like lead, and my chest was stiff. “I can’t go far, or fast.”

	“I have some ideas. We’ll wait un­til to­night, un­til you’re a little bet­ter.”

	“I feel pretty good right now. I just don’t want to push it. And with that thing in the air…”

	“I think the Tomb set you up,” Emily said. Wilson and I stopped and turned to her.

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“I think she set you up. That bit about the Badge in­ter­rupt­ing, I don’t think that was part of the plan, but I think she set you up.”

	I walked care­fully over to the wall and sat down with my back against it. “What makes you say that, Em? What do you know about this?”

	“Noth­ing. I mean, noth­ing solid. But the Cog miss­ing like that? It hadn’t been there long, like they were wait­ing for it to show up. And they had to know you’d come for it.”

	“Maybe. But that’s hardly evid­ence.”

	“And on the Heights too, I think.”

	I tensed up. I’d been won­der­ing about the Heights, what Emily knew about that job, really.

	“That job wasn’t from Valentine, Jacob.”

	“Okay,” I said, care­fully.

	“I wanted to make sure you’d take the job. I knew you wouldn’t turn down work from the old clock­work.”

	“That was risky. If he found out, if I said any­thing to him about it. A real chance you took there, Em.”

	“The drugs, with Prescott, that was his. But the mu­sic box wasn’t.”

	“That got Prescott killed, you know.”

	“Yeah. I know.”

	I flexed my hands, loosened my shoulders. “So. Who did the job come from, then?”

	“I don’t know. A guy, he looked… I don’t know. Noble.”

	“Like he was a Fam­ily guy. Someone’s im­port­ant son?”

	“Right. He gave me the box and told me it needed to go to Tomb. At the party. He said you needed to do the job.”

	“You were really look­ing out for me there, Em.” I kept my voice as even as I could. “Really watch­ing my back.”

	“Sorry. I’m sorry. You’re pretty good at hand­ling your­self. I figured it was some Coun­cil thing. Some… polit­ical state­ment.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “So. An­gela Tomb gets me up on the Heights, then tries again at the Manor.” I re­membered the troop of sol­diers out­side my door up on the Heights. I hadn’t given that much thought, what with all the blood­let­ting and fall­ing out of win­dows. What had they been do­ing there? They couldn’t have found Prescott or the Ar­ti­ficers, then rushed to ar­rest me on ba­sic as­sump­tion. “So what does that mean?”

	“I don’t know.” Emily shrugged. “Hon­estly. I could be wrong about the whole thing.”

	“Well. We’ll see. Any­thing else, Emily? Any­thing I should know?” She shook her head, kind of sadly. “Noth­ing else.”

	“Where does that leave us? An­gela Tomb wants me alive, then she shoots me.” I leaned over and took the Cog from Wilson and held it in my palm. “And lots of people want this. How many groups are we talk­ing about? Tomb. Who­ever’s push­ing the Badge around from in­side the Coun­cil. Who­ever paid Pedr to break into my room. Someone sent that gun up to the Heights, that wasn’t An­gela. Sloane, we know he vis­ited Emily after I left the Cog with her. And his name’s on that list, along with An­gela, Mar­cus, and Wel­lons.” I looked up. “Lotta folks in­ter­ested in us.”

	“What do we do?” Wilson asked.

	“I don’t know. Hide some more. Dig up some in­form­a­tion about this thing. Why every­one wants it. Fig­ure out who we’re up against, and why.” I slipped the Cog into my coat pocket and stood up. “But first, we hide.”  



	
Chapter Nine 

	The Church is an En­gine

	We moved at night, down the Prior Grosse and into the Long March wards. I was care­ful of the sky, dash­ing between build­ings and stay­ing to the nar­row al­ley­ways. We fol­lowed the ter­races down to­wards the Reine, where the streets covered gen­er­a­tions of pipe­work and his­tory. We went down to the cisterns.

	Walk­ing through the old av­en­ues re­minded me of home. We were un­com­fort­ably close to the Burn fam­ily grounds. Tomb was near the top of Veridon, but great old Burn made his lands farther from the thick walls of the old city. I saw the eternal lights of Tower Burn loom­ing in crim­son stained glory over the other build­ings on its ter­race. I hur­ried on.

	Emily drew up be­side me. She had her hands in her pock­ets. Wilson was a shadow be­hind us.

	“Jacob, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to go like this.” I kept my eyes for­ward. “Sure. You had your reas­ons for do­ing things.”

	“No, I mean it.” She plucked at the sleeve of my coat, an ir­rit­ated ges­ture. “Don’t get all noble on me. It was a gamble, but I figured you were up to it. I figured that if the Tombs were in­volved, well.” She shrugged. “That’s just the sort of job you were born for, isn’t it?”

	“Born and raised. But next time you gamble with my skin, lady, maybe let me know.”

	“You might have turned down the job.”

	“I might have. But I might have gone in bet­ter pre­pared. When did it oc­cur to you that Tomb might be try­ing to get a hold of me, Em? When those men came look­ing for me, in your of­fice? When the Badge chased me out of your apart­ment?” I turned to look at her. Her face was pale, like win­ter­glass. “Was it when you sent me into the Manor Tomb, to fetch that Cog?”

	“No!” she hissed. She turned her shoulders to me. Her face was pale, sure, but it was an­ger. She slammed her fin­ger into my ribs. “Damn it, no. I wouldn’t sell you out like that. If I thought it, be­fore then, if I thought it was a trap… who else has been with you since the start, Jacob Burn? Since you fell from your fancy house? Valentine? Cacher? Old Man Burn? No, cogs­dam­mit, it’s me. If you ever, ever once, ac­cuse me of selling out on you I’ll gut you and hang your noble god damn head on my wall. Emily Haskin doesn’t sell out her people.” We had stopped walk­ing. Wilson dis­ap­peared, prob­ably scrab­bling up some wall to get away.

	“Okay, Em. For­get it. For­get I said any­thing.” She balled her fist and lay her knuckles lightly against my jaw line, then let her nails brush my cheek.

	“For­got­ten.”

	She marched down the road, dis­ap­pear­ing between two build­ings while I stood, my hands still in my pock­ets, the light­ning burn of her touch traced across my face. Wilson was back. He pat­ted me on the shoulder as he went by.

	“This is good, the two of you. It’s good.”

	“Shut up.”

	He laughed, a sound like an un­greased winch, break­ing.

	“Just shut up.”

	Veridon was a city of ter­races, streets and av­en­ues that crossed canals, canals that be­came aque­ducts and then tun­nels and pipes. There were locks that raised and lowered the do­mest­ic­ated rivers of the city. Wa­ter­falls spilled into plazas, fed pools that drained into cisterns which in turn burst out at lower ter­races to rush in tor­rents along bricked canals through the streets. River and tun­nel, the flow and the fall, but every­where there was wa­ter, rush­ing and col­lect­ing, in deep stag­nant pools or wild tor­rents, driven by grav­ity or muscled along by an­cient pumps that seemed to pre-date the city on their shoulders.

	The city had settled in lay­ers over this vein­work of wa­ter, lev­el­ing out and spread­ing fur­ther to­ward the shore. Parts of Veridon ex­ten­ded far into the river Reine, held up by piers and pil­lars that kept the lower wards from sink­ing into the wa­ter. A brisk trade was done there, on the river be­neath the city, tar­blackened boats with shuttered lamps creep­ing in to secret docks be­neath non­des­cript build­ings. I rode those boats, in the messy, early days of my ex­ile. Be­fore Emily, and Valentine.

	The truly secret places of the city, though, were higher up. Between the streets and the stones were hun­dreds of miles of cisterns, piped canals, aque­ducts that had been strapped down with bridge after build­ing un­til there was no day­light to reach their grimy cur­rents.

	We hid ourselves in the guts of the city. It took hours to find the right place, some­where that had been aban­doned by the ser­vice crews and crim­in­als alike. We ended up on a stone pier that stretched into a cistern, the wa­ter deep and still, the walls smooth stone that echoed with our voices. It made us feel less alone. It was hard to be­lieve that the city had ever been this low, or the river this high. We col­lapsed on the pier, wrapped ourselves in jack­ets, and slept like the dead. When I woke up the tip of my nose was fri­gid, and my back was stiff. Ac­cept­able, for a man who should have died twice in as many weeks. Three times, if you count the Glory.

	Wilson had already left. I spun up the fric­tion­lamp to find his coat in a rumpled heap, the rest of his be­long­ings care­fully stashed in notches along the wall. Emily was asleep nearby, breath­ing quietly. I crept over to Wilson’s things and searched them care­fully. There were bottles and en­vel­opes of dust, a glass rod that was warm to the touch and seemed to vi­brate against my fin­ger­nail, other mys­ter­i­ous things that could have been tiny ma­chines or just rare in­sects, killed and dried. His shortrifle was there, loaded. He had taken that wicked knife.

	“He went out, about an hour ago. Said he needed some­thing. In­stru­ments or what­not,” Emily said. She had turned to face me, her eyes puffy with sleep. “Said he’d be back in a few hours.”

	“Maybe he’ll bring us some din­ner. Though I’m not sure I look for­ward to dis­cov­er­ing the joys of anansi ap­pet­ite.” I re­turned Wilson’s things to their proper place.

	“Oh, he’s not a mon­ster, you know.”

	“If you say. But if he brings me a sand­wich of fly wings, you know who I’m go­ing to blame.”

	She snorted and sat up. “You’re a ri­dicu­lous man.”

	“If you say.” I rumpled Wilson’s jacket, to make it look as it had when I first touched it, then stood up and stretched. “Emily, how well do you know him?”

	“Wilson? Well enough. Feel­ing sus­pi­cious?” I shrugged. “The Badge showed up, right on his heels. And maybe he let them know I was go­ing to visit the Manor Tomb, for the Cog.”

	“You said your­self, they saw you go in. You walked right past them, up to the gate. You an­nounced your­self, Jacob.” She rubbed sleep from her face and stretched, lux­uri­ously. “No, Jacob. I think that who­ever is push­ing the Badge around figured out Tomb had the Cog. You just forced their hand, show­ing up like that.”

	“You’re prob­ably right.” I sat on the pier, my feet over the wa­ter. “Still. You trust him?”

	“I do. Not every rock hides a snake, Jacob.”

	“Just the rock that kills you, pick­ing it up.” She snorted again and stood, ad­just­ing her rid­ing skirt. How she kept up with us in that thing was a mys­tery to me. She sat next to me and sighed.

	“What now, Jacob Burn?”

	“Lots of stuff I want to know. Why An­gela shot me. Who sent me that gun up on the Heights. What this…” I had a pan­icked mo­ment, a stab of sus­pi­cion as I pat­ted my pock­ets, searched frantic­ally, found the Cog with a sigh and held it in my hand. “What this thing has to do with it all. I mean, if you’re right and Tomb set me up, well. She had the Cog. What does she need me for?” I fiddled with the Cog ab­sently, run­ning my fin­ger down its edge. The metal hummed at my touch, send­ing smooth fire into my bones. It felt nice. My chest seemed to al­most vi­brate with calm.

	“Tomb. Sloane. Mar­cus. Wel­lons.” I took the slip of pa­per out of my pocket. “Not a very likely bunch of com­pan­ions. And I don’t know any­one else on this list.”

	“Can I see?” Emily asked. I gave her the pa­per. She flattened it out and then traced her fin­ger down the list of names. “Is this an ex­act copy?”

	“No. I just took down the rel­ev­ant de­tails.”

	“So, ‘Hire: 4,’ there was no other in­dic­a­tion what that might mean?” I looked over at the pa­per. Emily had her fin­ger over the second to last line, just above where Tomb was lis­ted as the Coun­cil Ap­proval.

	“No idea. I think it might have been spelled out, rather than the num­ber.”

	“Be­cause the rest of these names, with the ex­cep­tion of Wel­lons, are all com­mon crim­in­als.”

	“Right. So?”

	“I don’t know Sloane. Never heard of him be­fore this mess. And I know every­one in the crime mar­ket. Is An­gela the kind of girl who hangs out with crim­in­als?”

	“Gods, no. Not her par­tic­u­lar so­cial circle.”

	“I didn’t think so. So someone else made the con­tacts.”

	“Makes sense,” I said.

	“Jacob. Four.”

	I looked at her, and it hit me. I was a fuck­ing idiot.

	“I’m a fuck­ing idiot,” I said. Mat­thew Four was an old friend of the Fam­il­ies, and prob­ably the first crim­inal I’d ever met. He provided Veridon’s rich with whatever gray mar­ket items they needed, without dis­turb­ing the so­cial fab­ric of their ex­pens­ive parties. If An­gela needed to hire a bunch of roughs, of course she’d go to Mat­thew. “Godsdamn it, Em.”

	“I’ll for­give you. But he seems like someone worth talk­ing to.”

	“Yeah, yeah. And he might know who gave you that mu­sic box, too.”

	“I thought we de­cided it was Tomb’s do­ing. Get­ting you up there, trap­ping you.”

	“Oh, she had her part in it. Sure. But other forces in­ter­vened. The an­gel, for one, in the form of the Sum­mer Girl. And the gun. Someone sent that to me, either as a warn­ing or a threat.”

	“Do you think it was the ac­tual pis­tol, the one from the Glory?”

	“I don’t know that it mat­ters. Someone was telling me that they know what happened up there, that night, they know what I did to Mar­cus. I didn’t tell any­one.”

	“You told me,” she said.

	“Is that what happened, Em? Did you mail me a secret pack­age, then send your an­gelic min­ion to kill me be­fore I figured it out?” I grinned a little grin.

	She laughed and leaned back, rest­ing on her el­bows, kick­ing her boots out over the wa­ter. She arched her back and smiled.

	“Yes, darling, you have me. I’m the secret an­gel min­ion killer. I’ve been in the busi­ness of killing my friends with secret an­gel min­ions since I was a wee child. My father, you see, was heav­ily in­volved in the sale and main­ten­ance of secret an­gel min­ions.”

	I smiled and twis­ted to look at her. My arm brushed the warm strength of her belly. Her eyes flashed.

	“You’re a ri­dicu­lous wo­man,” I said.

	“Per­haps.”

	We sat there for a mo­ment, quietly. The wa­ter be­neath us was very still, the stone cold.

	“So,” Emily said. “What now.”

	“I’m go­ing to talk to Mat­thew. See if I can find out where the pack­age came from. What happened to that girl.”

	She flashed her dark eyes down to my hands, the hol­ster on my belt, then settled on my face.

	“And me?”

	“You? I think you should stay here. Watch this.” I set the Cog on the pier between us. “Wilson will be back.”

	“Sooner or later.” She pulled her hair from its knot, let it fall as sun­shine cas­caded across her face and down her neck. Her body was stretched, the muscles taut be­neath the soft com­fort of her dress. She smiled at my dis­trac­tion.

	“I think I’m go­ing to take a bath,” she said quietly. “I’m in des­per­ate need.” I stood awk­wardly and busied my­self with my belt, fit­ting the hol­ster more com­fort­ably.

	“I’ll, uh. Be back,” I said. She laughed, a de­light­ful lilt that glanced down my spine and stuck in my bones. “Watch the Cog.”

	“At­tent­ively,” she called to my re­treat­ing back.

	Be­hind me I could hear fab­ric fall­ing, wa­ter splash­ing. I closed my eyes and hur­ried out.

	I got Emily’s laughter out of my head by walk­ing. I stitched my way across the city, cross­ing bridges and rid­ing car­riages, climb­ing the gentle av­en­ues that led up to higher ter­races or des­cen­ded to the city’s lower dis­tricts closer to the river, trav­el­ing ran­domly to lose the im­age of her step­ping into the wa­ter, her dress fall­ing away, hair loose as the wa­ter rose up her legs, the warm hum of the fric­tion­lamp the only light on her skin.

	I sighed and signaled for the busser to pull over. I was where I needed to be, where the guy I wanted to talk to was most likely to be found. I got out of the car­riage, paid, and lost my­self in the crowd. Plenty of crowd, even this time of night, here in the Three Bells. In other parts of the city, this many people on the street was usu­ally the pre­amble to a riot. Three Bells, though, this is just what happened at night. Drink­ing, ca­rous­ing, art. I used to be com­fort­able in this crowd.

	The crowd slowed around the BlackIron Theater. The show was get­ting ready to start, and folks were try­ing to sneak in be­fore the gate closed. I edged my way around the lo­g­jam un­til I was stand­ing by the re­served gate. Re­serve tick­eth­old­ers ar­rived when they wanted to, sat where they wanted to. Trick was, re­serve tick­ets couldn’t be bought. Some­thing you had to be born into. I went up to the gate.

	“Even­ing, sir,” said the well pressed guard be­hind the iron bars. He looked over my clothes with little re­spect. “This gate is for re­served seats. Main en­trance is that way.”

	“I’m fa­mil­iar with the ar­range­ment. I’ll be claim­ing the Burn seats this even­ing.”

	“Ah. I don’t know that I’m ac­quain­ted with your claim, sir.”

	“My claim? Should I bleed out a little no­bil­ity for you? Or are you un­fa­mil­iar with the Fam­ily Burn? We have a tower, don’t we, right over that god­damn hill. Would you like a tour of the grounds, per­haps, a short walk through the Deep Fur­nace? Would that suf­fice? Sir?” The man had gone pleas­antly white. “Ah, no, no. What I mean, sir, is that the Fam­ily Burn is here fre­quently. Just the other night. And, ah, I am… I know them all, sir.” I tilted my chin, hooked my thumb in the loop on my hol­ster in the tra­di­tional du­el­ing stance of the Fam­il­ies, and stared him down.

	“I am Jacob Hast­ings Burn, first son of Al­ex­an­der, formerly of the High­ship Fas­ti­di­ous.”

	His face fell. He looked me over again, try­ing to de­cide if he could turn me down based on my his­tory, my un­sure place in the com­plic­ated world of ob­lig­a­tion and honor that ruled among the Fam­il­ies.

	“No weapons in the theater, sir?” It was a des­per­ate try.

	“Bull­shit. Every father’s son in there has his iron. Don’t think to lock me out on that.”

	He looked down, fiddled with the baubles on his cuffs, wor­ried the corners of a pro­gram that he had picked up.

	“So what’s the show, friend?” I asked.

	“ The As­cen­sion of Ca­m­illa.”

	“Swell.” I stuck my hand out for the pro­gram. “Let’s see it.” He looked at the pro­gram in his hand, de­flated, and handed it to me through the bars. With a clat­ter he slid the gate open and showed me in­side.

	“This way, sir.”

	“I know the way.” I shouldered him aside and dis­ap­peared into the vel­vet dark­ness of the theater. The BlackIron was a re­mark­ably com­plic­ated build­ing. A com­plic­ated en­ter­tain­ment, really, but it served to show off the city’s ex­tra­vag­ant in­nov­a­tion. It was a majestic­ally con­ceited en­gine.

	The main hall was cool and dark when I slipped in­side. The show had star­ted, and the ter­raced rows of booths were bathed in the re­flec­ted light of the stage. It was just enough light to find my way. I spent a lot of time here in the fra­gile days of my youth, but it had been a while. I stood by the en­trance while my eyes ad­jus­ted, scan­ning the rows of booths. Mat­thew Four put in an ap­pear­ance at the BlackIron al­most every night. He was in the busi­ness of be­ing avail­able to the Fam­il­ies. Prob­ably the first crim­inal I had ever met.

	To­night’s story was of young and im­per­fect Ca­m­illa, and her be­ing raised by the Church of the Al­gorithm. It was one of the thin­ner pro­pa­gan­das, but the trap­pings were re­mark­able. Un­like the more prim­it­ive theat­ers, the stage of the BlackIron was at an angle, slightly steeper than the ter­raced seats of the audi­ence. There were dozens of trap­doors and metal tracks, whip­ping cables of wire and rope gathered up by pul­leys, all of it painted black to give the im­pres­sion of a blank slate, the empty table of storytelling.

	Into this empti­ness came the con­trap­tions of the Theater. Moved along the tracks or across the pul­ley-lines, the act­ors of the BlackIron told the story of little Ca­m­illa, fol­low­ing her from child­hood, por­tray­ing the struggles of her fam­ily, the con­di­tions of their poverty at the hands of an un­car­ing king, a dis­tant court. I had seen the play a hun­dred times. It was an old fa­vor­ite of the city, a fa­mil­iar tale re­peated un­til it was ritual. Much like The Sum­mer Girl , come to think of it. I shuddered, only half watch­ing the pro­duc­tion.

	They told the story well, pre­cisely, hit­ting every cue, re­cit­ing every line. But of course, their per­fec­tion was the con­ceit, for these were not the act­ors of just any theater. This was the BlackIron, renowned and re­membered, the pride of Veridon. These act­ors were art­work, en­gines of cog­work and per­form­ance, as­sembled es­pe­cially for each show, half-made and re­made every night.

	As I stood in the dim hall, Ca­m­illa her­self was tak­ing the stage. The pre­amble was over, and the as­cen­sion was be­gin­ning. I had seen it dozens of times, but it al­ways held my at­ten­tion. The dir­ector here was a clever man, per­son­ally re­build­ing the per­form­anceen­gines each night, bring­ing out some new re­ac­tion from the cog­work, so that every show was slightly dif­fer­ent, slightly more… per­fect.

	Ca­m­illa ap­peared from the cent­ral trap­door, high up on the stage’s palette. She un­fol­ded, un­bound by the rules of bio­logy, shuff­ling open to her full size, ex­ag­ger­ated to aid the view­ing of the audi­ence. No bad seats at the BlackIron. The girl’s voice was gentle, quiet, but ut­terly clear. She sang about her fam­ily, gone over the falls, swept away by flood. Her voice wavered as she went on, de­scrib­ing her sick­ness, the rot of her lungs, the weak­ness of her heart. My heart is fall­ing, wind­ing down. My heart is empty, fall­ing down. I whispered along.

	An­other voice, off­stage, joined her. The church­man, the Wright. His brown robes and oil-grimed hands whirred into view along a track. Their voices joined, the song con­tin­ued on, rising un­til the hall shook with her sick­ness, with his solu­tion. The com­plic­ated trick that was the cen­ter of the spec­tacle began, her arms first fold­ing out, un­be­com­ing, the Wright adding, re­pla­cing, cre­at­ing. Mak­ing her some­thing more, some­thing com­plic­ated.

	I lowered my eyes. It was a meta­phor, for the city. Whatever we were, whatever power we held, the Church was be­hind it. Their god was the secret ma­chine, and their wor­ship was the cog­work that ran the rest of the city. They didn’t let us for­get, not the Fam­il­ies, not the people. The Church was the en­gine, and we were the gear.

	I looked up and saw my man. He was at a booth by him­self, off to one side of the up­per rows. Avail­able yet dis­creet. I went up and sat at his booth. He looked startled, both be­fore and after he re­cog­nized me. He was an older man, his hair per­fectly coifed and his face deep with powder and age. His skin looked like old parch­ment.

	“Mr. Burn,” Mat­thew said. “Not someone I ex­pec­ted to see out and about.”

	“Why’s that, Mr. Four?”

	“Things I’ve heard, con­ver­sa­tions that have been go­ing around.”

	“Con­ver­sa­tions?”

	He nod­ded, then slowly brought his hands up from un­der the table and lay them flat on the linen.

	“You’re the sub­ject of a lot of con­ver­sa­tions.”

	“Are you go­ing to tell me what kind of con­ver­sa­tions, Mat­thew?” He shrugged. I rolled a coin across the table. He snatched it up, gave me a dis­ap­prov­ing look for be­ing so overt, then settled his at­ten­tion on the stage. I waited, my eyes go­ing between Mat­thew and the per­form­ance.

	“How long have I known you, Jacob?” he asked, even­tu­ally.

	“I don’t know. A while.” On stage the as­cen­sion was con­tinu­ing. Ca­m­illa had ex­ten­ded into some­thing ri­dicu­lous, her ribs a broad and white cage that held the ma­chinery of as­cen­sion. The Wright was be­low her, care­fully snip­ping off her legs with garden shears.

	“A while.” Mat­thew nod­ded. “Quite a while. The bet­ter part of your life, I sus­pect. And in those years, I have seen some things.”

	He drank from the nearly empty glass of wine by his hand. The play had got­ten very loud, the As­cen­sion Song crash­ing down from the stage. Ca­m­illa’s heart levered onto the stage, shat­ter­ing into cogs and wheels that ma­gic­ally ar­ranged them­selves into pat­terns. The ru­ins of the girl grew.

	“Some of these things, I never ex­pec­ted to see.” Mat­thew said, al­most too quietly to be heard above the mu­sic. I leaned close to him.

	“Tell me, Four. Did you ever ex­pect to see this?” I took out the pa­per, lay it out flat and slid it in front of him. He squin­ted down at it.

	“If I go for my glasses, are you go­ing to shoot me, Mr. Burn?”

	“I’ll save you the ten­sion. That’s a list of names, Mat­thew. People who are sup­posed to be dead, people hired by the Coun­cil to do a job.” I took the pa­per back. “Your name is on this list.”

	“Hardly shock­ing, Jacob.” He settled back into the plush leather of his seat and looked at me. “We both know the ser­vices I provide to the Fam­il­ies, as well as the Coun­cil.”

	“This spe­cific list is caus­ing me a lot of trouble. I’d like to talk to these people, but like I said, most of them are dead.”

	“Are you say­ing I’m about to be dead?” he asked, smirk­ing.

	“That’s not my call. I have no beef with you, if that’s what you mean. I just want to know what these folks were hired to do. And you seem to be the man to have hired them.”

	“Well, in mat­ters such as these, Jacob, the con­fid­en­ti­al­ity of the cli­ent is of ut­most im­port­ance. I couldn’t pos­sibly-”

	“You know a guy named Sloane? Mal­colm Sloane? He’s on this list.”

	“Ah. Oh, well. In that case, I’m pos­it­ive I shouldn’t dis­cuss this mat­ter. Please, Jacob, don’t make me tell you no.”

	“I guess I’m not ask­ing, Four. These people… Mar­cus Pitts, Wel­lons, Sloane… they did some­thing, went to find some­thing, and they’ve kicked up a whole world of trouble. The kind of trouble you wouldn’t be­lieve. It’s not just my own skin we’re talk­ing about here. Lotta people could die, this doesn’t get settled.” He looked at me coolly, his hands still flat against the table, his face emo­tion­less.

	“And now I know you’re threat­en­ing me, Jacob. But be­cause we’re old friends, be­cause we go way back, I’ll tell you this. I’ve never met Mr. Sloane. But I know the deal you’re talk­ing about.”

	“Couple years ago?” I asked. He nod­ded.

	“An­gela Tomb en­lis­ted my ser­vices. She needed a group of people who wouldn’t be missed, men who could handle them­selves in a fight. Prefer­ably men with some out of doors ex­per­i­ence.”

	“Did she say why?”

	“I’m smart enough to not ask. But that Sloane fel­low, he was the one I was sup­posed to send them to. I was to keep the Tomb name out of it.”

	I chewed my lip and looked around the theater. No one was pay­ing us any mind.

	“You’re caus­ing me a lot of trouble, be­ing here,” Four said. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me, hadn’t moved his hands.

	“Why? People tell you not to talk to me or some­thing?” He nod­ded slowly. “Valentine, for one. I sus­pect you know why. I’m risk­ing my stand­ing with the old clock­work, talk­ing to you like this. People are talk­ing about you, Jacob Burn.”

	“What are they say­ing?”

	“That you killed a bunch of people up on the Heights. A bunch more at the Manor Tomb, the other day. The Coun­cil is cut­ting it­self up, try­ing to get to you.”

	“Yeah, well. I’m the kind of guy people want to talk to. You should feel priv­ileged.” I slid my hand un­der the table, loosened the pis­tol in my hol­ster, then tried to look real cas­ual. “Any­thing else? Any idea, for ex­ample, why An­gela Tomb would want to kill me?”

	“Kill you? Gods, no. If any­thing, she wants to keep you alive.”

	“She has a funny way of ex­press­ing that. And how do you know what she wants, any­way?” He swal­lowed, glanced around. “Be­cause I’m an old friend of the Fam­il­ies, you un­der­stand. When she asked me to hire those people, she made a point of say­ing that you weren’t to be in­volved. And I should avoid hir­ing people you might know.”

	“Well,” I said. “Well. That’s funny. I don’t like it. But I’ve got reason to think she’s changed her mind about keep­ing me safe. Reason and a bul­let they had to dig out of my chest.”

	“She shot you?” he purred. “Dra­matic.”

	“Do you know where I can find this Sloane guy?” I asked.

	“I could prob­ably scare some­thing up,” he said. He was much calmer now than when we first star­ted talk­ing. He drank a bit of his wine, then dabbed his lips with a nap­kin. “What do you know about him?”

	“Not much. Met him at that party up on the Heights. And he talked to Emily, once.”

	“Up on the Heights? He was there?” Four fol­ded his nap­kin and lay it on his lap, then leaned closer to me. “Does An­gela know that?”

	“Why wouldn’t she? I as­sume they’re work­ing to­gether in this.”

	“Mm. You should pay bet­ter at­ten­tion to the mat­ters of the Coun­cil, Jacob. It’s your fam­ily’s busi­ness, after all. The forces that align with Sloane are, dis­tinctly, no longer friendly with the Fam­ily Tomb.”

	“Did he have some­thing to do with the Badge kick­ing in her front door?”

	“Sounds his style. If I were to pos­tu­late, Mr. Burn, I would say that it is this mat­ter, this list, that drove them apart.” I looked back up to the stage. The ru­ins of the girl had be­come a tableau of the city of Veridon. Gears and levers fluttered into build­ings. Ca­m­illa’s face ap­peared briefly in the streets, the canals, the sky­line… only to dis­ap­pear like a ghost. I shivered. If Sloane and An­gela weren’t work­ing to­gether, it just meant more groups aligned against me. There might be some way to play them off one an­other, but for now it just meant more trouble for me.

	“Jacob,” he said quietly.

	“Four, I need to know who stands with Sloane, and who stands with Tomb. And what they want with me, for that mat­ter.” I turned to him. There was a pis­tol flat on the table, his hand fol­ded around the grip.

	“You had to know, son.” He soun­ded le­git­im­ately sorry. “And I’ve heard all about your re­mark­able stam­ina.” He wiggled the gun. “Bane.”

	Bane was one of the things that got the ori­ginal Guild of Ar­ti­ficers dis­ban­ded and its Eld­ers hung in the pub­lic square. A liv­ing bul­let that took it­self apart in­side you, then ate its way out in a thou­sand pieces, in a thou­sand dir­ec­tions.

	“That shit’s il­legal.”

	“We’re all il­legal, Jacob. And I thought you might be com­ing by. Now,” he fol­ded his nap­kin with one hand and nod­ded to the nearest exit. “I have an ar­range­ment with the guard. If you’d be so kind. And leave your piece on the table.”

	I laid my pis­tol among the ru­ins of his din­ner and stood. He slipped my gun into his coat and fol­lowed me out. As we walked, he stayed far enough be­hind to keep me from tak­ing him by sur­prise, but close enough that he was sure to hit with his first shot. No one looked at us as we left. He’d done this be­fore.

	“So, all that stuff you told me be­fore, you make all that up?” I asked.

	“Of course not, my boy. More of an in­vest­ment. I sus­pect the people we’re go­ing to see will have some ques­tions for you. You’ll serve as a fine mes­sen­ger. Let them know what I know, what I’ve man­aged to con­nect. Maybe I can sell them some­thing.”

	“I’ll just lie. They won’t hear what you want them to hear.” Four chuckled. “The way they ask ques­tions? No, you will tell them what you know. Everything you know.” We went out­side. The guard even held the door for us, smil­ing, then locked up be­hind us. There was a car­riage in the al­ley, its en­gine already alive. We got in. The driver’s com­part­ment was sep­ar­ate from the pas­sen­ger’s seat­ing. I sat across from Mat­thew. He drew the cur­tains and we rumbled off, the driver go­ing faster than was wise on Veridon’s nar­row roads.

	“So,” I asked. “Who’s buy­ing me?”

	“Pa­tience, Jacob. You’ll have plenty of time for ques­tions once you’re de­livered.”

	“Sounds like they’ll be ask­ing the ques­tions, and I’ll be in no shape to ask my own.”

	“Oh, no, no. You mis­un­der­stand. They’re not go­ing to beat the an­swers out of you. Noth­ing so prim­it­ive, my boy.”

	I sat with my hands in my lap.

	“They’re not go­ing to hurt me? Did they tell you this, or is it just a lie you need to be­lieve, to salve whatever con­science still sur­vives in that powdered skull of yours?”

	He grim­aced and poked the pis­tol in my dir­ec­tion.

	“You won’t be hurt. Not your body at least. They’ve been very clear about that.”

	“They’ve been clear. Be­cause when they told you to take me, they also told you to bring me in un­harmed.”

	“Well…” he flexed his fin­gers around the trig­ger of his pis­tol. He was hold­ing the grip white-knuckle tight.

	“Which means you won’t be shoot­ing me with a load of Bane. Will you?” He raised the pis­tol. “Is that a risk you’re will­ing to-” I was. I lunged, duck­ing down. By the time he real­ized his er­ror, fin­ished cal­cu­lat­ing the risk of dis­pleas­ing his mas­ters versus the im­min­ent threat of my at­tack, it was too late. I had my hand on his shoulder. The shot went wide. The metal wall of the car­riage sizzled. I punched the old man twice, then hissed as a blade went into my shoulder. I bat­ted the pis­tol out of his hand and looked down to see the other wrapped around the hilt of a knife that was dig­ging around for my lung.

	“I’m sorry, Jacob,” he said through grit­ted teeth. “Things change. We have to move with the tide.”

	I broke his wrist, broke his arm and then plucked the knife out of my shoulder and put it into his throat. His powdered face flushed, then drained of color and he went limp. The driver was yelling. I banged on the wall of the car­riage and we slid to a halt. By the time I got out, the driver had ditched and was dis­ap­pear­ing around the corner of the nearest darkened al­ley­way.

	The side of the car­riage was brittle from the Bane. Not much good against in­or­ganic ma­ter­ial, cer­tainly not as dan­ger­ous as it was to flesh. I picked up the pis­tol and checked the cyl­in­der. The rest of the load was nor­mal shot. It rarely took more than one. I fished my gun out of Mat­thew’s pocket, then leaned over the car­riage wheel and threw up. I left Mat­thew his pis­tol, crossed his jig­saw puzzle arms over his chest and closed his blank eyes.

	I ran. It wasn’t more than a block be­fore the blood stopped leak­ing out of my shoulder, and in an­other block the wound didn’t hurt at all. I tried the arm out, twist­ing it back and forth. I was fine. Wilson was right. Whatever ar­ti­fact had been in­stalled in my chest was mend­ing me, and it was do­ing a bet­ter job of it. I felt less real every day.

	The ease with which I’d killed Mat­thew was still set­tling in. I’d known the old man since be­fore I went into the Academy. He had be­trayed me, fair enough, but to throw him away like that… it didn’t mat­ter. I could feel the des­per­a­tion nag­ging at my heels. I didn’t like be­ing des­per­ate. I was done be­ing des­per­ate.

	I stumbled into our hid­den cistern and star­ted gath­er­ing my things. Wilson was back, busy in his corner un­der a fric­tion­lamp, Emily peer­ing over his shoulder.

	“Any luck?” Emily asked. Her voice be­trayed none of our earlier awk­ward­ness.

	“Kind of. Had to kill an old friend. But I found out some in­ter­est­ing stuff.”

	“That your method now? Beat­ing secrets out of old friends?”

	“Hardly. He forced my hand.”

	“Who?”

	“Mat­thew Four. He pulled a gun on me. Bane.”

	“Shit,” Emily said. Wilson looked up.

	“He wasn’t bluff­ing?” Wilson asked.

	“Nope. He only had the one round, but it was the true thing.”

	“Shit,” Emily said again, just to be clear. “Valentine’s not go­ing to like that. Four was a re­source.”

	“I’m get­ting tired of other people’s re­sources, Em. Right now I’m tak­ing care of my­self.” I fin­ished pack­ing my things. “But like I said. Learned some good stuff.”

	“What, ex­actly?” she asked. Wilson had turned back to his work.

	I told them about Sloane and Tomb, and about the split that seemed to be form­ing in the Coun­cil. If the Found­ing Fam­il­ies were align­ing against the new Coun­cilors, the in­dus­tri­al­ists and the com­mer­cial mav­er­icks who had been buy­ing out the Coun­cil seats for the last twenty years, then things were go­ing to get dif­fi­cult. If that split centered around Mar­cus’s mis­sion down­falls, and this Cog, then the com­plic­a­tions were just go­ing to get worse and worse.

	“One thing’s for sure. If there’s a fight brew­ing in the Coun­cil, there aren’t go­ing to be any neut­ral parties. In the city, or in the Coun­cil.”

	“You think it’s that ser­i­ous?” Emily asked.

	“Maybe not yet,” I said. “But soon. Coun­cil trouble al­ways spills out on the streets.”

	“That’s how it was with the Guild,” Wilson said. “Dis­agree­ment among fam­il­ies, and a new ally in the Church of the Al­gorithm. They took a vote, and by the time the bal­lots were tal­lied there were Badge­men kick­ing in doors all over the city.” He nod­ded ab­sently, not look­ing up. “It can get bad fast, Emily.”

	“So what are you go­ing to do?”

	I straightened my jacket, did the best I could with my hair. Liv­ing un­der the streets was do­ing noth­ing for my repu­ta­tion as a rogue noble.

	“Time to talk to the Fam­ily, dear.” I sighed. “Time to make a little call home.” Emily ap­peared thought­ful, as though there was some­thing else she wanted to add but couldn’t de­cide if she should. I filed that.

	“Stay safe,” she said, even­tu­ally. “And be care­ful who you be­lieve.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “I will.”

	“I was hop­ing to beetle you again,” Wilson said, turn­ing to face me. He had a small vial in hand. Some­thing brown and shiny scuttled up its length.

	“Gee, sorry to miss that,” I said. I checked the load in my re­volver one more time and headed back up to the streets.  



	
Chapter Ten 

	Wa­ter Like Air

	When the Manor Burn was planted, gen­er­a­tions ago and gone, this part of the Veridon delta was noth­ing but mossy stones and wa­ter­falls to carry away the heat. Steam used to bil­low up in halos around our house. Now we piped it away, piped it and har­nessed it and sold it by the pound of pres­sure. The an­cient, deep fur­nace that was our fam­ily’s ticket into the circle of Founders still burned, would al­ways burn. Its heat blistered the rock un­der my feet. Most of the fam­ily’s early money had gone into mak­ing the Manor liv­able in the pres­ence of such in­can­des­cent fury. The high tower of the vent stacks glittered against the sky, spill­ing out flakes of burn­ing ash and coil­ing sparks. My mouth filled with the scent of burn­ing air and charred stone. Good to be home. Hard to for­get a taste like that.

	They let me in my own house. That was un­ex­pec­ted. I was nervous, walk­ing into the dusty marble foyer. They had done a bad job of fix­ing the ban­is­ter I’d bus­ted up, the day I walked out. The day everything changed.

	“Mas­ter Burn is in the lib­rary, gath­er­ing his morn­ing thoughts and tak­ing break­fast. He will at­tend you shortly.”

	“Thanks, Billy.” I sur­rendered my coat, but not my hol­ster. Billy dis­ap­proved, but that was okay. Billy usu­ally dis­ap­proved in my pres­ence. He dis­ap­peared.

	The tower looked much the same. Older. Emp­tier. It re­minded me of a store strug­gling to make the lease. Sell what it had in stock, not able to re­plen­ish its wares. Starving it­self off, dy­ing, but still alive. Hop­ing for some des­per­ate gamble to pay off, to turn the corner. Fail­ing in slow mo­tion.

	“Boy,” Al­ex­an­der Burn said as he walked in. He was wip­ing his hands on a well soiled nap­kin, ba­con grease on the care­fully trimmed curls of his mus­tache. His hair was falsely black. Still fat, too, but at what cost. “Haven’t seen you on the grounds in a while. Here to beg for your al­low­ance, per­haps?”

	“Doesn’t look like you could provide it, even if I asked.” I looked around the room. “Nice of Billy to an­swer the door, let me dis­turb your meal. You hop­ing I’ll of­fer a loan?”

	“Care­ful. You’re little more than a guest here, Jacob.” I put my hands in my pock­ets and did a turn around the room. He watched me walk, chew­ing the last of his break­fast.

	“Are you go­ing to tell me why you’re here?” he asked. “Or is this just an op­por­tun­ity to show off that re­mark­ably gaudy pis­tol and rub your father’s face in your new life­style?”

	I smiled and turned to him. “Go­ing to make me stand in the foyer all day? Father?”

	He grim­aced, fin­ished wip­ing his fin­gers with an ob­sess­ive twist and tossed the nap­kin onto an empty coat rack.

	“Fine. In here. Wil­li­am­son, a cof­fee. Jacob?”

	“Of course.”

	“Two, Wil­li­am­son,” he said, then left the room.

	“Thanks, Billy,” I said over my shoulder, then fol­lowed the elder Burns into the ball­room.

	The place was done up. Sconces hung with holly and beads, the walls draped in bright fab­ric. A massive auto­maton was sus­pen­ded from the ceil­ing, the sort of thing that would tell a slow, syn­co­pated story when it was in full swing. Everything was thick with dust, even the bowls of wax fruit and most of the floor space. I re­membered some­thing about the fam­ily host­ing a Beg­gars Day ball last year. Maybe they were hop­ing to re­use the or­na­ments next year. Or they couldn’t af­ford the work­ers to take it all down.

	It had just been start­ing, when I left. My child­hood was awash in trivial wealth. Noth­ing about those days of sum­mer es­tates and lav­ish meals had hin­ted at this end. Though, think­ing back, per­haps the signs had been there; the first des­per­ate thrash­ings of a dy­ing house.

	There were chairs, mis­matched, pulled into a tight circle by the grand win­dow. A news­pa­per rack sat off to one side, and a cart with the cool­ing re­mains of break­fast. So this was the lib­rary now. I wondered what that other room looked like, the walls of dark wood and leather spines. Did father eat here so he wouldn’t have to face those empty shelves?

	Al­ex­an­der in­dic­ated a chair, then sat down. I took a dif­fer­ent seat and propped my feet against the cart. In a few minutes, time spent in­ves­ted in scowl­ing and small talk, Billy brought cof­fee. It was good stuff.

	“So, what’s this about?” father asked, firmly clanging his spoon around the cup as he stirred in his sugar.

	“Tell me about the Coun­cil,” I said.

	“Fi­nally tak­ing an in­terest in your nameright? That’s nice, but it’s a little late. I’ll be passing the seat on to your brother, once he gets out of the navy.”

	“Ger­rald won’t take it. He’s mar­ried to the river, and that trol­lop from the outer banks. But that’s not what I mean. Tell me about the Coun­cil right now. The prob­lems you people are hav­ing.”

	“Prob­lems like what?” he asked. Al­ex­an­der fol­ded his hands in his lap and looked un­in­ter­ested in a care­fully cul­tiv­ated and well prac­ticed man­ner.

	“Let’s not play games, father. There’s some­thing go­ing on, in the Coun­cil. Either you’ve been sleep­ing through the ses­sions, or you’ve picked a side. I need to know what you can tell me about it.”

	He grim­aced and plucked a news­pa­per from the rack. Rather than look it over, he fol­ded it into a tight square, and then un­fol­ded it. Once it was open, he star­ted over.

	“Look, Jacob, son. This is all very in­tric­ate stuff. Yes, there’s some ten­sion in the Cham­ber Mas­sif. People are bal­an­cing ob­lig­a­tions, weigh­ing al­le­gi­ances. Try­ing to get a little ad­vant­age. But that’s the way it al­ways is. There’s noth­ing new about this squabble.”

	“An­gela Tomb shot me.” I poin­ted at his chest, then mimed a pis­tol shot. “Close to me as we are right now.”

	Al­ex­an­der looked at me dully. “I’m sure you’re mis­taken, Jacob. I’m sure Coun­cilor Tomb-”

	“People keep say­ing that to me. I’m the one who got shot, father. I’m the one the bul­let went into. Are you say­ing I mis­took the bul­let?”

	“The bul­let, no, but her in­tent, Jacob. Surely she didn’t mean to kill you. Per­haps the gun went off by ac­ci­dent? Know­ing you, you prob­ably gave her plenty of reason to hold a gun on you.”

	I slammed my palm down on the wooden arm of the chair. The slap re­soun­ded through the room. Billy rushed in, a broom in hand. We ig­nored him.

	“If not us, if not the Founders! Well, then, no one! Bang! What does that mean, Dad? What about that did I mis­take?”

	“Sir, if I may-” Billy began.

	“Later. And my cof­fee’s cold.” Al­ex­an­der leaned closer to me, pok­ing his fin­ger at my face. “We need to be very clear here, Jacob. The Tomb is a close ally of this house, and a good friend of the Fam­ily. We don’t go around shoot­ing one an­other, and to say any­thing less is plain ab­surd.” He swat­ted the break­fast cart with the fol­ded news­pa­per and stood up. “Now, un­less you’re go­ing to say some­thing sens­ible, I must bid you good day.”

	“Do you know Mal­colm Sloane?” I asked. My father was already on his way to the foyer, to see me out. He stopped.

	“What did you say?”

	“Mal­colm Sloane. Is that name fa­mil­iar to you?” Al­ex­an­der crumpled the pa­per in his hand, then re­turned to his chair and sat down heav­ily.

	“Sloane. Yes. How do you know that name?”

	“We met, at Tomb’s party on the Heights. Who is he?”

	“He’s… a friend to the Coun­cil. To some of the Coun­cil.”

	“Is he a friend to you?”

	Al­ex­an­der winced and looked out the win­dow. “We have worked to­gether, but no. I would not call a man like that my friend.”

	“What does he do?” I asked.

	Father kept his eyes out the win­dow, lean­ing for­ward, his hands clasped between his knees. His eyes were wa­tery, I thought, like an old man’s rheumy eyes.

	“Dif­fi­cult things,” he said. “Things Coun­cilors can’t do. Not dir­ectly.” He turned to me. “I ask again, how do you know that name?”

	“Like I said. We met at Tomb’s party. It was cas­ual.”

	“There are no cas­ual meet­ings with Mal­colm Sloane. In the same way that there are no cas­ual meet­ings with bul­lets, or back al­ley knives. Sloane is a weapon, Jacob, an an­imal. He’s a damn summoned mon­ster for the Coun­cil. Whatever busi­ness you have with him, aban­don it.” I laughed. “Gladly. But I seem to have his at­ten­tion. I’m in some trouble, and he keeps pop­ping up, every­where I look for a way out.”

	“So here we go, at last. You’re in some trouble, and you need the old man to get you out. Up­front, Jacob, you could have told me that.”

	“I can get my way out, sir. All I need from you is in­form­a­tion, and a little good will.” He stood over me, not a tall man, but an angry man. “Both are in short sup­ply, boy. What do you need?”

	“I need to know what Sloane has to do with the cur­rent trouble. Be­cause, for gods’ sakes, it seems to in­volve me.”

	“It doesn’t,” father said firmly. “It’s noth­ing to do with you.”

	“An­gela thinks dif­fer­ently. As does Sloane. Now out with it. What’s split­ting the Coun­cil, and how bad is it.” Al­ex­an­der ground his teeth, star­ing at me with his dark eyes. The news­pa­per was still in his hand, crushed and smudged. He walked firmly to the win­dow and stared out at the weedy re­mains of our formal garden. The room was quiet. Billy came, poured fresh cof­fee and then left. Father’s cup had stopped steam­ing be­fore he spoke again.

	“Stay here,” he said without turn­ing around.

	“Ex­cuse me?”

	“Stay here. Un­til it blows over. I can’t keep you in your rooms, but you could be com­fort­able. Safe. Gods know they would never look here.”

	I stood up and went to the break­fast cart. The saus­age was cut-rate, but the eggs had been cooked prop­erly. Too bad they were cold. I made my­self a plate. Father wouldn’t look at me.

	“That your plan, dad? Keep me safe and hid­den away. Maybe use me to bar­gain with whatever rogue ele­ment in the Coun­cil is hunt­ing me down. Maybe, if you’re lucky, get the ar­ti­fact in the bar­gain.”

	“Ar­ti­fact?” he asked, half-turned to­wards me.

	“Coy, old man. Yes, the ar­ti­fact, the one you and An­gela sent Mar­cus and his boys down­river to col­lect. The one that came in on the Glory of Day, right up un­til the whole ship burned up. That must have been a bitch, huh? All those plans, and the damn zep flames out at your door­step.”

	He turned to face me, his mouth set in a dis­taste­ful grim­ace. He looked like he’d drunk bad milk, lumps and all.

	“You seem to know more than you’re let­ting on, boy. Try­ing to trick your old man?”

	“Seems fair.” I ate a mouth­ful of eggs while I watched him pace the circle of chairs. “You weren’t go­ing to tell me any­thing use­ful, not will­ingly. First you act like there’s no prob­lem in the Coun­cil, then you of­fer to shel­ter me? So who do you stand with, pop? Sloane or An­gela?”

	“Would it mat­ter?”

	I shrugged. “Sloane hasn’t shot me, yet.”

	“You’ll be lucky if, when he finds you, all he does is shoot you. He’s an un­pleas­ant man.”

	“Sure. So who are you with, Al­ex­an­der? Who has your loy­alty?” He set his shoulders and leaned against the chair op­pos­ite me. He was still angry, but the an­ger was trimmed in shades of cold pride and des­per­a­tion.

	“The Fam­ily Burn. Al­ways, Jacob, al­ways my first loy­alty is to the Fam­ily. As yours should be.”

	“I lost track of loy­alty about the same time you threw me out on my ass, Al­ex­an­der. So tell me what this is about, or tell me to get out. I don’t care which way it goes.”

	He let out a long, slow sigh, then sat down and drank from his cup of cold cof­fee. He stared at me with his wet eyes while I ate. When I set the plate aside he laced his fin­gers to­gether and set them in his lap.

	“An­gela Tomb came to me, a couple years ago. Prob­ably three years now. She was talk­ing to someone in­side the Church. Maybe someone who had ac­cess to the Church, but whose pur­poses lay in dir­ect op­pos­i­tion to the Al­gorithm. This per­son had an ar­ti­fact that they wished to sell.”

	“Those guys are a pretty de­voted lot, father. I have trouble be­liev­ing that a Wright would be ne­go­ti­at­ing with the Coun­cil to sell a bit of his God.”

	“We had trouble be­liev­ing it, too. And the deal it­self was com­plic­ated. Many prox­ies, many dead drops. A deal of many hands. But the deal was made.” He stopped and took a drink of cof­fee, grim­acing as he swal­lowed. He set the cup aside. “But the deal came up in open ses­sion. At first it was just us, just the Founders. What’s left of them. But the oth­ers found out. The in­dus­tri­al­ists. They were… very in­ter­ested. And they held enough sway in the Cham­ber to force their way into the deal.” He reached for the cup, paused, then wiped his brow. “That’s how Sloane got in­volved.”

	“He was the rep­res­ent­at­ive for the Young Seats, then?” I asked.

	“Yes. He put a couple of his own men on the team. Some mar­ines-”

	“Wel­lons?”

	“I don’t re­mem­ber the names.” He squin­ted at me. “How do you know them?”

	“After the fact. I found Wel­lons’s body, shortly be­fore I met the An­gel for the first time.”

	“Ah. An­gela men­tioned that. Any­way. We had a map to some­thing… some­thing mar­velous, Jacob. And we sent a group of people after it.”

	“And they never came back.” I said.

	“Un­til a couple weeks ago, cor­rect. By then, the Young Seats had split from us. They were already or­gan­iz­ing an­other party to head down. When Mar­cus made con­tact with us via mes­sen­ger, both sides star­ted man­euv­er­ing. He must have been in Bon­ner­Well at the time.” Bon­ner­Well was the fur­thest of the mes­sen­ger sta­tions, barely a scratch of dirt on our maps. “He was com­ing in. And he had trouble.”

	“I’ll say. So you brought him in?”

	“On the con­trary. We told him to stay put. We’d send someone. Whatever was fol­low­ing him, we didn’t want it in the city. So, Mar­cus stopped talk­ing to us. Maybe he star­ted talk­ing to the Young Seats. Maybe he stopped talk­ing at all. We don’t really know. And then,” he shrugged, “he just showed up. Sent a mes­sage from Havreach. Noth­ing but the name of his ship.”

	“ Glory of Day.”

	Father nod­ded. “We had teams on the shore, wait­ing. I can’t prop­erly ex­press my shock at how things went. We were go­ing to quar­ant­ine the ship un­til we had Mar­cus and his ar­ti­fact in hand.”

	“Looks like he found a way around that.”

	“Prob­ably not how he planned it. Any­way. We wrote it off, figured he had died in the ex­plo­sion, and the ar­ti­fact des­troyed. And now we’re learn­ing that we were wrong.” I nod­ded my head, and doubted. Al­ex­an­der told the story like An­gela had come to him with the ar­ti­fact, but Pat­ron Tomb had been pretty clear that my father had ini­ti­ated whatever plan was be­ing un­der­taken. I’m sure there was some truth in what my father was telling me. I just didn’t know which parts were hon­est, and which were care­ful lies.

	“And all this busi­ness in the mean­time. An­gela shoot­ing me, the Badge chas­ing me out of Emily’s apart­ment, and then Wilson’s place. That’s just you guys try­ing to re­cover the ar­ti­fact?”

	“I can’t speak for the ac­tions of the Badge, Jacob. Or for An­gela, for that mat­ter. But yes, we’re just try­ing to get that ar­ti­fact.”

	“You couldn’t ask?” I smiled.

	“You would have answered?”

	I shook my head. He was right, of course. I wouldn’t have listened, wouldn’t have trus­ted. Didn’t trust him now.

	“So what is it, this ar­ti­fact?” I asked.

	“You tell me. We haven’t seen it.” He stood up and went back to the win­dow. An­gela has seen it, I thought. For that mat­ter, An­gela has held it in her hands. I put an­other check in the care­ful lies column. Or maybe the Tombs weren’t be­ing as forth­right with their al­lies as old Al­ex­an­der thought. “But it’s some­thing to do with the Church’s power. Some­thing that will shake them off our backs.”

	“By our backs, you mean the city? Or the Coun­cil?”

	“The Fam­il­ies.” He put his hands in his pock­ets and sighed. “They have too much fa­vor with the Young Seats. They have too much power. They’ve helped, of course. Without the Church there would be no zepliners, no cog­work. We’d still be deal­ing with the Ar­ti­ficers Guild. But they need to be put in their place. Re­strained.”

	“Good luck with that. Sup­press­ing re­li­gion al­ways goes well.” I stood up and wiped my hands on a spare nap­kin. “Thanks for the an­swers. And the break­fast.” I star­ted to leave.

	“Just like that? You’re go­ing to walk in here, de­mand an­swers, and then walk out?”

	“Looks like it,” I said.

	“And give me noth­ing in re­turn. You know I can’t let you do that, Jacob.”

	“You know you can’t stop me, either. I don’t have the Cog with me. I’m not go­ing to tell you where it is. You can’t call the Badge, be­cause they’ll take it to Sloane and the Young Seats. Are you go­ing to stop me? Is Billy?” He fol­ded his arms and looked at me. He was tired, I could tell. I shrugged and walked out.

	No mat­ter how I felt about my father, about his lies and his be­tray­als, I had the feel­ing he had mostly been straight with me back there. Nearly the truth was the best kind of lie. And the bit of the story that had me most in­ter­ested wasn’t the stuff about An­gela and the Young Seats and Sloane. That was all de­vel­op­ment, com­plic­a­tion. What in­ter­ested me was the seed of it. Someone in the Church, he had said. Someone with ac­cess to the Church of the Al­gorithm.

	The holy men of the Church of the Al­gorithm, the Wrights ded­ic­ated to the ma­chine’s main­ten­ance and liturgy, were de­voted to their clock­work deity. They didn’t break ranks, and no one left the ser­vice in­tact. I had seen the hobbled Wrights in the street, their peace­ful faces, the smooth ma­chine of their skull pumps. I shook my head. They went in to the ser­vice know­ing that there was no out. The Al­gorithm was jeal­ous of its rev­el­a­tion. For there to be someone in­side who was will­ing to sell bits of that rev­el­a­tion to the Coun­cil; it was un­think­able. There were no former Wrights. Well. There was one, and he had got­ten out in a very un­con­ven­tional way. He had died, drowned, and ended up among the Fehn. I swung by the cistern first, to pick up the map. I thought it would in­terest him.

	He drank wa­ter like I breathed. He kept a glass in his spongy hand, and every time he stopped talk­ing he lif­ted it to his blistered lips and drank. His voice gurgled.

	“These are un­usual ques­tions, Jacob.”

	“You wouldn’t be­lieve.” We were near the river Reine, two doors down from a pub­licly ac­cess­ible base­ment pier on Wa­ter Street. One of the few con­tact points with the Fehn. People came here to visit lost re­l­at­ives or trade with the people of the river. What they needed with money, I was never sure. Then again, they some­times de­man­ded more exotic pay for the treas­ures they dredged. “But what do you know about it?”

	He ges­tured to the pis­tol I had lay­ing on the table, the one from the Glory.

	“You think it’s the real thing?”

	“I think someone’s try­ing to scare me, or warn me. And the people who would want to do that?” I leaned back in my chair and looked the dead guy square in his milky eyes. “Those kind of people would take the time and ef­fort to get the genu­ine art­icle.”

	He nod­ded, then picked up the pis­tol in both hands, touch­ing it only with his fin­ger­tips.

	“We were con­trac­ted, of course. You know that. The Coun­cil hired us to re­cover the wreck­age, for their me­morial. This would have been part of that.”

	“And all that ma­ter­ial, all the wreck­age, it went to the Coun­cil.” He nod­ded. “The bod­ies as well. We kept our per­cent­age.”

	“Some of the vic­tims have joined the Fehn?” I asked. It would help to be able to talk to some of them. Maybe talk to Mar­cus. “Was there a guy named Mar­cus among them?”

	“Mar­cus, Mar­cus. The name is fa­mil­iar, but he was not among our tithe. Those we took have not hatched yet, if you mean to in­ter­rog­ate them.”

	“Maybe. But if Mar­cus isn’t among them, there’s no point. So you think this pis­tol is the real thing, maybe taken from the wreck­age for the me­morial?”

	“Un­less someone paid one of us to steal it. Un­likely.”

	“But could that hap­pen? Enough money or shiny beads or whatever you people trade in, someone could ask for a spe­cific thing?” I leaned for­ward. “Get one of you to fetch it?”

	“Fetch.” He curled his lip. “Fetch. Yes, I sup­pose. If it were im­port­ant.”

	“How would I find out? If this had been… re­trieved. And who paid to have it done?”

	“The way you talk about these people, it seems they would pay a great deal to have it done. And a great deal more to keep that trans­ac­tion from pub­lic eyes.” I sniffed, then re­gret­ted it. He smelled like stag­nant wa­ter and the sick­ness of swamps.

	“How do I find out?”

	He waved his hand, spread­ing the fin­gers like a fan. “Is that all this is about? This gun? Really, Jacob, you’re usu­ally so much more in­ter­est­ing than this.”

	“It’s im­port­ant, Mor­gan. I can pay.”

	“No, Jacob. You can’t. Just be­cause we live in the river doesn’t mean we don’t hear things. And you’ve been mak­ing a lot of noise. The Coun­cil, Valentine, some of the Found­ing Fam­il­ies.” He drank a long and slow glass of wa­ter, sa­vor­ing my dis­com­fort as much as the slosh. “I was look­ing for­ward to this dis­cus­sion, Jacob. I thought you might come to me for some­thing in­ter­est­ing. This?” He tapped the re­volver, then shook his head.

	“There’s more than this in­volved, Wright. Your old bud­dies, they’re in on it, too.”

	He paused, just as he was reach­ing for the pitcher to re­fill his glass. Just a second’s hes­it­a­tion, then he com­pleted the ac­tion. When he set the pitcher down, he stared at me with cold eyes.

	“The con­cerns of the Church are much deeper than this. You can’t claim to have caught the at­ten­tion of the Al­gorithm, Jacob. Un­less there’s much more to this than I’ve heard.”

	“Do the Church con­cerns in­clude an­gels, Wright Mor­gan?” I picked up the pis­tol. “There’s some­thing in the city. Hunt­ing.”

	“How dra­matic,” he said glibly, but he had the glass halfway to his lips, and showed no sign of mov­ing it.

	“A friend of mine, an anansi fa­mil­iar with the Ar­ti­ficer’s Guild, says it looks like a cross between the cog­work of the Church and the Ar­ti­ficer’s bi­ot­ics. It’s killing people, and it’s look­ing for some­thing. Look­ing for me, too.”

	“Well.” He set his glass down, then rubbed the slack skin around his eyes. “Your friend is a heretic, com­par­ing the holy pat­tern of the Al­gorithm to those Ar­ti­ficers and their damn beetles.” Drink. “But he has a lot cor­rect, as well. The pat­tern, as mani­fest in the seed­coin, is the body of God. Long­ing for the pat­tern in us. To­gether, we are be­com­ing some­thing more com­plex. More beau­ti­ful.”

	“Minus the theo­logy.”

	“Cog needs blood, and it needs our mind.” When he talked I could barely see the writh­ing pool of flat, black worms that re­placed his or­gans, squirm­ing at the back of his throat. “That is the lay­man’s ver­sion.”

	“So this An­gel?” I asked.

	He crossed his arms and stared just above my shoulder. Sev­eral long drinks later, he re­filled the glass from his pitcher and then steepled his fin­gers.

	“That in­terests me,” he said.

	He was quiet for sev­eral mo­ments, not even drink­ing. When he spoke, his voice was still, like a deep pool.

	“I had heard, of course. The events at the Manor Tomb have been spin­ning the ru­mor mill. To think, an­other of the Bril­liant would visit us, all this time later.”

	“An­other?”

	“Ca­m­illa. Jacob, you know your books.” He was re­proach­ful, dis­ap­poin­ted. “Her gifts raised the city up. I won­der what this visit por­tends.”

	“Ca­m­illa’s a story, Mor­gan. A par­able.” I took a drink of wa­ter, to fit in.

	“A story? A story.” His voice rose gradu­ally, like the tide. “Scrip­ture, Jacob. Truth. True enough to end wor­ship of those ghosts.”

	The Church liked to bring up the usurp­a­tion of the spir­itual reign of the Celestes whenever pos­sible. Es­pe­cially in the com­pany of the Found­ing Fam­il­ies, who held the eth­er­eal creatures holy for the longest time, held out against the en­croach­ment of the Al­gorithm. My child­hood home had been littered with the Icons of the Celestes, hid­den away whenever Church­men were to visit.

	“Not even your own Mas­ter Wrights ac­know­ledge that story any­more. Ca­m­illa is an ori­gin myth, a con­veni­ent vehicle to de­scribe the Church’s as­cend­ancy, and its mas­tery of the Cog. A child of the An­gels, really? No one be­lieves that’s real any­more.”

	“The child?” he asked, a grin leak­ing across his face. “Or the An­gels?” I grim­aced. “Two weeks ago, no one be­lieved in An­gels.”

	“Of course not.” Mor­gan sniffed, a strange sound in a river-logged head. “Such an en­lightened age for Veridon. Clearly ab­surd to think she was the child of An­gels. Right?” Drink, a messy slurp that drained his glass and sucked air. “Be­cause then there would be such a thing as An­gels. Which brings us, Jacob, back to your ques­tion. What was it, again? What did you want to ask me?” Mor­gan’s bond to the Al­gorithm may have dis­solved when his boat cap­sized and his life washed away so many years ago, but it was clear they still had his loy­alty. Strange, but it was prob­ably that fierce de­vo­tion that kept him so an­im­ate. So many of the Fehn simply faded into the dark cur­rent of the Reine, bump­ing against the piers and scar­ing chil­dren.

	Still, he had me. Deny as I may, the prob­lem at hand was an An­gel. Mythic or not, pro­pa­ganda or not, I had seen it twice and killed it once. It was real.

	“Yes, okay,” I said, shift­ing in my seat. “Okay. But it wasn’t just at the Manor. I saw it be­fore, a couple days ago. Up on the Heights.”

	“The Heights?” he asked. “The Tombs again? What have they done to at­tract its at­ten­tion?”

	“That’s what I’m look­ing into. Though, to be hon­est, he seemed pretty in­ter­ested in me. In some­thing I have.”

	“I am an old man, Jacob, and dead. Stop play­ing around with me. What do you have, and what do you know?” He leaned for­ward. “I can’t help you out if you’re not hon­est with me.”

	“Two things. One was given to me, one I took. A friend of mine, guy I hadn’t seen in a few years. He died, on the Glory of Day. Seemed pretty des­per­ate to get away from someone, des­per­ate enough to crash a Hes­perus class zepliner.”

	“Sab­ot­age? I thought it was an ac­ci­dent. Faulty Pi­lotEn­gine, just like…” he stumbled to a halt, awk­wardly aware of how close he was to old wounds. He re­filled his glass to cover the si­lence. “Who was your friend?”

	“Mar­cus, the guy I wanted to talk to,” I said, let­ting him off the hook. “He was com­ing home from a long trip. Gave me a Cog.” I held out my hands to show the size. “Like noth­ing I’ve ever seen.”

	“Oh,” he said, and leaned back. “I see. And do you… do you have any idea where your friend might have been com­ing from?”

	“Sure.” I slipped the map-ar­ti­fact out of my coat and put it on the table. Wright Mor­gan looked stunned, tried to cover with a long drink of wa­ter. His bloated hand was shak­ing. I spun up the map. He nearly dropped the wa­ter in his rush to cover the mech­an­ism.

	“No need.” His voice was quiet. “So you have it?”

	“I do.”

	Mor­gan was troubled. He wouldn’t look at me, and his hands kept mov­ing from the table to his face, paus­ing to tug at his slowly dry­ing robes.

	“So, so. Hell of a thing to bring to me, a man like me. And he gave it to you.”

	“He was dy­ing. He asked me to bring it to Veridon.”

	“And Tomb? What did they have to do with this?”

	“The map comes from their house. They sent him down the falls. I don’t know what they hoped to find.”

	“They had no idea. All these years, noth­ing.” He picked up the map, held it gingerly in his hands. “All these years, and then Tomb gets it. She gave it to them.”

	“She?”

	He stared wist­fully at the map, then set it on the table.

	“Do you keep up with your ser­vices, Jacob? Does the Fam­ily Burn still honor the House of the Al­gorithm?”

	“It’s been years. But my father still goes.” I didn’t bother men­tion­ing the Icon of the Celestes he kept in his pocket every time he crossed into the Church’s cor­ridors.

	“You should re­turn. Find a seat near the Tapestry of Hid­den Am­bi­tion. There is a pil­lar there, the Pil­lar of Deep In­ten­tions. North cen­ter of the room. Near the old Burn pews, if I re­mem­ber.”

	He stood. Wa­ter sloshed from his chair onto the grated floor. He touched the map one more time.

	“I’ve been here too long,” he said. His face was look­ing a bit soft, like a leather bal­loon half-filled. “Best to you, Jacob Burn. And good luck with your le­gends.”

	I watched him turn and go. He left a rap­idly dry­ing trail of wa­ter, slosh­ing out from his river-logged feet. 



	

Chapter El­even 

	The Cham­ber of the Heart

	The Church of the Al­gorithm is the heart of Veridon. It sits on the south bank of the Ebd river, a gnarled fist grasp­ing the cur­rent in fingered bridges, the wa­ter flow­ing over its open palm. Most of the Church is above the river, but the wa­ter is har­nessed by flow chan­nels, and un­known depths of the holy build­ing ex­ist un­der the river-tur­bines and boiler rooms that belch and hiss in the middle of the wa­ter.

	From the out­side, the Church looked like a can­cer of ar­chi­tec­ture. It grew, walls ex­pand­ing, roofs adding domes and towers that grew to­gether un­til they be­came walls. The whole struc­ture bristled with chim­neys leak­ing oily smoke, smoke that pooled in the court­yards that sur­round the Church. Everything around its bulk was smudged black. The ground rumbled with the hid­den en­gines of their god. I could feel it in my heels as we walked up.

	Emily and I stood out­side the pen­it­ent’s gate, watch­ing the line of beg­gars huddled in the flank of the Church. These were men and wo­men who couldn’t af­ford the up­keep on their cog­work, people with clock­work lungs and oiled hearts who could no longer pay for the li­censed cog­gers in the city. They came to the Church, the source, the holy men of cog. They paid in blood and time, lent their bod­ies to the Church’s curi­ous Wrights. They came out changed, or not at all.

	My father had sug­ges­ted that I come here, when the Academy’s doc­tors failed, when the best money my father was will­ing to spend couldn’t find a cure. He had meant it as a threat. I took it as sur­render, and left.

	“They creep me out,” Emily said. She stood close to me, her hands in­side the wide shawl we had pur­chased that morn­ing. She had a gun in there, to my dis­may.

	“Not their fault. Rot­ten people, with rot­ten hearts.” We went across the stone court­yard to one of the strangled gar­dens, passing through to the next little court­yard. “What should creep you out is in­side.”

	“I’ve heard it was beau­ti­ful. Or at least im­press­ive.”

	“Those are very dif­fer­ent things.” I ducked my head as we ap­proached the Church’s hulk­ing flank. “You’ll see.” Like so many things in Veridon, the pres­ence of the Al­gorithm was a priv­ilege you had to earn. Beg­gars stayed out­side. Cit­izens ap­proached the mur­als, the fin­ished mys­ter­ies of the pat­tern. To reach the heart, the ever chan­ging cen­ter of the Church, you had to be a Coun­cilor, the blood of Veridon. Today, we were cit­izens.

	The pil­lar that dead Wright Mor­gan had de­scribed to me was near the heart, in the priv­ileged audi­ence of the ma­chinery. I wanted to get there, but things were too dan­ger­ous at the mo­ment. I didn’t know what role the Church was play­ing in all this. If they were part of the shad­owy pur­suit that I seem to have at­trac­ted, I didn’t want to walk into their par­lor and present my cre­den­tials. That hadn’t gone too well with the Tombs, and I thought I knew what to ex­pect of An­gela. The Church I didn’t un­der­stand.

	The doors were plain. The Wright stand­ing to one side didn’t pay us any mind, bob­bing his brown robed head at the clink of our coin. He didn’t even ask us which door, just cycled the Cit­izen’s Gate.

	The heavy wood clattered be­hind us. The cor­ridor was dark and smelled of coal smoke and over­clocked en­gines. The only light was from the al­tar man­i­folds around the corner. It took a minute for my eyes to ad­just. Emily was tug­ging on my sleeve. She had the gun out, close to her body. The air around us was heavy, the walls slither­ing with barely per­ceived clock­work, deep vents puff­ing and groan­ing in the dark­ness.

	“Let’s get this over with.” She glanced back at the door be­hind us. “It’s like be­ing eaten by the city.”

	“You would have been a ter­rible Pi­lot,” I said.

	“Like you would know.”

	The closer we got to the mural room, the clearer we could see the walls around us. Everything shuddered with the con­stant grind­ing of the en­gines. The very black­ness seemed part of it, vi­brat­ing at an in­cred­ible pitch. The air in my lungs felt like hy­draulic fluid, crash­ing, sur­ging, driv­ing me for­ward.

	The Cit­izen’s Room was little more than dis­play. It was a long, thin hall that ran through the width of the build­ing like an axle through a wheel. The walls were alive, cogs in­stead of bricks, shafts in­stead of pil­lars, sunk into the floor or power­ing in­tric­ate mur­als on the ceil­ing.

	That was all show. The true mys­ter­ies were clustered at the al­tars. Waves of cog­work bulged out into the hall­way, like some great sea beast that burst from the wall and beached it­self on the stone floor. These were the most act­ive parts of the room, highly ar­tic­u­lated, nearly sen­tient in their com­plex­ity.

	“Is that a face?” Emily asked, mo­tion­ing to the nearest al­tar. I had a brief flash of Pat­ron Tomb, pos­sessed be­neath the Church and com­mun­ing with the Al­gorithm, but then the vis­ion passed.

	“More than that.” I poin­ted over. The al­tar was a long tongue of cog­work lolling out from the wall, pis­tons and gears con­vulsing in tight waves. The tip of the pro­tuber­ance ended in the shoulders and a head, a metal man who struggled against the floor. With each con­vul­sion he was swal­lowed a little, drawn into the tongue like an egg be­ing swal­lowed by some enorm­ous snake. He gasped and clawed his way for­ward, scram­bling against the stone un­til the next con­vul­sion; drawn back in, and the struggle con­tin­ued.

	“That’s foul,” Emily said. “People wor­ship these things?”

	“They wor­ship the pat­tern be­hind them.” I left the cog to its eternal struggle and went on to the next al­tar. “These things are salvaged from the river, Em. Pieces and bits, dredged up from the depths, some­times ar­riv­ing in whole parts. So the Wrights say. The fact that they fit to­gether at all is pretty amaz­ing.”

	“The fact that the Wrights spend years piecing them to­gether, now that’s amaz­ing.”

	“Ob­ses­sion is a power­ful thing.” I stopped at the next dis­play. It seemed dead, a com­plic­ated mouth of pis­tons that glowed with some in­ner fire. Waves of heat rolled off it.

	“So where’s this pil­lar?”

	“Dif­fer­ent room. We’re go­ing to have to sneak through.” The hall­way was fairly empty at this hour. Most sup­plic­ants paid their awe after work. “For now, just look suit­ably de­vout. And put the gun away.”

	“This can’t be co­in­cid­ence,” she said.

	“Hm? The gun, Em.” I turned to look at her. She was across the hall, the pis­tol dangling from her thin hand. “Hide it.”

	She grim­aced at me, then fol­ded the shawl around the re­volver and tucked the bundle un­der her arm. She mo­tioned me closer. I went to look.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	“This.” She poin­ted at one of the al­tars, a smal­ler dis­play that looked like a puzzle­box. Sec­tions of it slid and shuffled, dis­ap­pear­ing into the box and re-emer­ging else­where. There was some icon­o­graphy on the tiles, so that it looked like an an­im­ated story, but I couldn’t find any rhythm.

	“What?” I asked. “It just looks ob­scure to me.”

	“Here, right here.” She had her hand close to the box, as though wait­ing to pluck up one of the tiles. “No, it’s gone now. Hang on.” Her hand drif­ted. “There!” A box shif­ted out of the cent­ral struc­ture of the al­tar, slid­ing along the top. It was a mu­sic box, the fra­gile fin­gers of its comb dan­cing along a cyl­in­der as it went. Seconds later it was gone, but the mu­sic lurked through the hall­way.

	“It was that song,” I said.

	“The mu­sic box, that I gave you to take to An­gela Tomb.” Emily turned to me, played with her lip nervously. “It’s the same song.”

	“And where did you get it?”

	“Some guy. He hired me to hire you. I thought it was a Fam­ily thing, but it could have been the Tombs, try­ing to get you up on the Heights-”

	“Or it could have been someone from the Church,” I fin­ished for her. “Same as the two who vis­ited your of­fice. And maybe the people who hired Pedr to toss my place, too.”

	“Are we sure we want to be here?”

	“Oh, I’m sure I don’t, ac­tu­ally. But Mor­gan said-”

	“He’s a Wright. Or was,” Emily said. “You sure you can trust him?” I sighed and looked nervously back at the al­tar. The mu­sic box made an­other pass, the same song, faster this time. Emily gripped the bundled mass of the pis­tol tighter, work­ing her hand un­der the cloth to touch the grip.

	“Can I help you, cit­izen?”

	We whirled like chil­dren steal­ing candy. There was a Wright stand­ing there, the guy from the door. He had his hands fol­ded be­ne­fi­cently at his waist.

	“It’s all… it’s just.” I gasped, try­ing to work up the kind of dull awe the guy ex­pec­ted. “It’s amaz­ing.”

	“Oh, I un­der­stand. The pat­tern is such a thing to be­hold. Do you of­ten make the trip to the Al­gorithm?”

	“Fre­quently,” Emily said. “I mean, every chance we get. In the city. Tell me, uh, Wright. We’ve heard that there are deeper cham­bers. Where the pat­tern is more… more raw.”

	“Purer mir­acles,” I quickly ad­ded, tap­ping into my child­hood to sum­mon the cor­rect word­ing. “The raw stuff of the pat­tern.”

	The Wright raised his eye­brows at me, but shook his head. “The in­ner cham­bers are re­served for the glor­i­ous, my chil­dren. The Eld­ers of the Church and the Founders of the city. Now, un­less you’ve found a way onto the Coun­cil, I don’t think I can take you there.”

	“I do,” Emily said. She had the pis­tol in hand. “We’re very ser­i­ous about our en­light­en­ment.”

	I swore un­der my breath. Wrights like to talk about their little mir­acles. I felt sure we could have talked our way in. Emily’s eyes were wild.

	“Now, child,” the Wright said, rais­ing his hands and back­ing away. “There’s no need for vi­ol­ence.”

	“Look, holy man. I seek the godsdamn pat­tern. Show it.” He paled, glanced at me. I nod­ded. We got our way.

	The Church of God, the Church of the Al­gorithm. The church of pis­tons and gears, angles of driv­ing pul­leys, es­cape­ments click­ing, cogs cyc­ling in holy period; a temple of clock and oil. The cham­ber of my youth.

	We stood in the cent­ral sanc­tu­ary. The room was a geode of ma­chinery, walls of cogs spin­ning, mesh­ing, di­vine mur­als of clock­work that moved across the walls, gen­er­a­tions of timed gears scrounged from the river and re­as­sembled. The Wrights searched for the holy Al­gorithm, the hid­den pat­tern, the di­vine tumble of tooth and groove that would re­veal it­self only to the purest, the most humble. Ages of Wrights had worked this build­ing-en­gine, fit­ting axles and align­ing screws. Al­ways work­ing. De­vo­tion was meas­ured in oily hands and cal­lused fin­gers.

	The room was loud and close. It had been large once, a grand hall ded­ic­ated to the study of the hid­den mys­ter­ies bur­ied un­der the city. Time had taken that away, lay­ers of cog­work ac­cret­ing on the walls, clench­ing tighter and tighter un­til the ceil­ing was close and the air was closer. The floor shook with the clash­ing pis­tons, the grind­ing gears.

	I stead­ied Emily. I re­membered that I had been over­whelmed my­self when I first came here as a child. My father had pre­pared me, in his way.

	“You’ve no right to be here!” The Wright yelled. His voice was a quiet roar among the ma­chines. “This is a holy place.”

	“It is,” I said. “We’re only here to show our de­vo­tion.”

	“Then put the gun away,” he said, nod­ding to Emily. “And let me call my broth­ers.”

	“No.” I shook my head. “We won’t need your broth­ers. Not today. But, my dear,” I placed a hand on Emily’s shoulder. “Maybe the gun is un­ne­ces­sary.”

	“What?” she asked, her neck still craned to­wards the ceil­ing. I leaned close to her, let my cheek brush hers.

	“The gun.”

	She stashed it sulkily, then re­turned to the cog­work.

	“She sees the glory of it, son.” The Wright looked pale, but stern. “Not you. Where’s your awe in the pres­ence of God?”

	“I’m un­able to con­tain it, Wright. It fled. Now. The Pil­lar of Deep In­ten­tions,” I said, re­cit­ing what Mor­gan had told me. “Near the Tapestry of Hid­den Am­bi­tion. I have a deep… fer­vor… to see it.”

	The Wright paled even more. “That is… there is no such mir­acle in the house of the Al­gorithm.”

	“There is. I be­lieve, brother.” I grasped him by the shoulders and looked deeply into his eyes. “It was re­vealed to me. Proph­ecy, call it. Now where’s the pil­lar?”

	“It is not… not for people. Not for the un­holy. The pil­lar is a very pe­cu­liar gift of God.”

	“Yes, it is. That’s why I must see it. You must show me. Surely you wouldn’t deny a pil­grim?”

	He set his lips, looked down and shook his head. Emily hit him.

	“Fair enough,” I said. “Mor­gan gave me an idea. Just hoped to do the easy thing.”

	“We can’t stick around,” Emily said, look­ing down at the fallen Wright. He had crumpled at her touch, and was curled up around his chest. “Make it quick.”

	I ig­nored her. Memory served, and I found the old fam­ily pews. Without ser­mons and choirs, ser­vices of the Al­gorithm were less struc­tured than the older ce­re­mon­ies of the Celestes. Ironic, if you thought about it. The pews were scattered around the room, fa­cing dif­fer­ent dir­ec­tions, ar­ranged in dif­fer­ent ways.

	I ran my hand over the soft wood of our pews, sat and closed my eyes. That was fa­mil­iar. My heart seemed to sync up with the room, rum­bling in my bones. When I opened my eyes, I saw the pil­lar, off to my left and across a haphaz­ard aisle.

	“Emily!” I yelled, and crossed to the pil­lar.

	“This is it?” she asked. I nod­ded.

	Up close I saw that it wasn’t really a pil­lar. More like two closely fit cam­shafts, sheathed to­gether and turn­ing very quickly, so that it looked like a single column. There were carvings on the pil­lar’s face. The rapid cycle of the shafts an­im­ated them, so the pat­terns danced and crawled up the cyl­in­der. It looked like wa­ter flow­ing, like rivers twist­ing and slip­ping through the steel. The air was hot, rush­ing up from the floor where the shafts dis­ap­peared into the stone.

	“I know you!” I turned. It was the Wright, his mouth blood­ied, hold­ing him­self up on my fam­ily pew. “Burn, the child. Your father sent you!”

	“Not for a long while,” I said.

	“He did, I know. The broth­ers will know.”

	“What can you tell me about this pil­lar?” I asked. He clammed up, then sat on my pew. I looked up the length of the pil­lar. There was some­thing fa­mil­iar, near the top.

	“I need to get up there,” I said. Emily nod­ded and looked around for some way to make the climb. The whirl­ing pil­lar wasn’t some­thing you just shim­mied up.

	“The pews,” she said.

	“Oh. Dad’ll hate that.” I smiled and crossed the aisle, drag­ging the Wright from his seat.

	We tipped the pew up on end. It took both of us. We leaned the heavy wood against a nearby mural. The gears chattered against the wood, then seized up. Some­thing deep in the wall broke, and gears plinked across the stone floor.

	“That’ll get some at­ten­tion,” Emily said. The old guy was gone any­way, snuck off while we struggled with the pew.

	“I’ll be fast.”

	I scrambled to the top of the pil­lar, my hands slick against the pol­ished wood. At the top I bent as close to the pil­lar as I dared, the speed of their cycle a hot breath on my face.

	“You aren’t go­ing to be­lieve this,” I yelled down.

	There was a cog, meshed between the shafts, driv­ing the pil­lar. It had many teeth, many gears, con­cent­ric circles that slipped to­gether and flowed like quick­sil­ver.

	“It’s the Cog. The fuck­ing ar­ti­fact,” I yelled. Though it wasn’t. Sim­ilar, just as com­plic­ated, just as beau­ti­ful. I real­ized that its cycle was matched in every mural. The room meshed with it. “It’s run­ning the whole place.”

	“Can you get it out?”

	The door banged open. There were Wrights car­ry­ing or­nate hatchets and ham­mers. I slipped, the pew slipped. It banged onto the cent­ral pil­lar and shattered. I fell, landed among the stacks of cogs that hadn’t yet been dis­trib­uted to the Al­gorithm, crack­ing my head on the stone floor and scat­ter­ing the gears. I lay there, the world buzz­ing around me. People were shout­ing. There was a boom, yelling; I heard Emily’s voice. I rolled onto my side and fought through the haze.

	Emily was stand­ing in the nar­row aisle, pis­tol in her right hand, ham­mer in her left. There was blood on her face and oil on her dress. She glanced at me, con­cern etched across her eyes. She was shout­ing. I nod­ded. She fired at someone un­seen, shook the ham­mer in the air, and dis­ap­peared for a second. When she came back there was blood on the ham­mer, and more on her. She looked at me again. Everything was so loud.

	The bul­let entered at her shoulder. Just above the meat of her breast, blood puff­ing up, mist­ing across her face. The ham­mer slipped from her hand. She ges­tured weakly with the pis­tol. Her lips were slack, and she fell.

	I rolled to my feet, re­volver out. There was a crowd of Wrights, care­fully ap­proach­ing Emily’s body. There were oth­ers, on the floor. One had his face caved in, blood and mu­cus run­ning across shattered teeth. They looked at me. They hes­it­ated.

	I shot the first two, bul­lets into their chests, a slug for each lung. Walk­ing past Emily, I emp­tied my cham­ber, dropped the pis­tol and scooped up her ham­mer. I didn’t even see the next three, just put the heavy, dead metal through them, crush­ing them, mov­ing on. A bul­let skipped past me. Found the guy, cower­ing be­hind a boiler, fum­bling with the lever on an an­tique hunt­ing rifle. Spent some time on him. When I turned around the room was empty, just bod­ies and smoke. The gear walls were slick with blood, the filth passing from cog to cog, tooth to tooth, each cycle spread­ing it farther and deeper into the pat­tern.

	I cradled Emily against my chest. She was light, like a bundle of twigs. There was a lot of blood. I picked her up and headed for the door. Just be­fore I got there it ir­ised closed. I heard ham­mers, and iron. A lot of yelling in the hall­way bey­ond. The door wouldn’t open.

	I turned back to the cham­ber. So many cogs, walls and walls of gears flash­ing and spin­ning in a ca­co­phon­ous roar. There had to be an­other way out. I set Emily gently on the floor next to the toppled pew and looked around.

	Every nat­ural door in the place was sealed shut, clogged with ac­cre­tions of cog­work. Some of it spun quickly, some creaked lazily, but all of it moved, and none of it al­lowed pas­sage. In places the ori­ginal walls had been re­moved, tun­nels bur­rowed out by cam­shafts and long boiler pipes that clawed into the found­a­tions of the Church. There were gaps around the pipes that went deep into dark­ness, but there was no way I could crawl through there, much less carry Emily out.

	I went to check on her. She looked okay, I told my­self. She was go­ing to be okay. I stuffed her chest with some clean rags and told my­self it was go­ing to be okay.

	Out­side the door the ham­mer­ing had stopped. Were they get­ting the Badge, or did the Church have its own se­cur­ity meas­ures? What sort of hor­rors did they keep in the cel­lar of this place? Child­hood stor­ies bumped around my head. I went back to search­ing.

	If Wilson had been here, we might have been able to climb up to the dizzy heights of the cham­ber. There were more gaps there, and I could see nat­ural light fil­ter­ing in from the cathed­ral’s ori­ginal stained glass win­dows. I began to re­gret leav­ing him in the cistern to guard the Cog. I looked over at Emily’s still form, breath­ing slowly. I began to re­gret bring­ing her, too.

	What I found was hardly the best solu­tion, but it was the only way out. Near the Pil­lar of Deep In­ten­tions there was a cluster of pipes that led down. The pipes were cold, lead­ing in from some­where deeper in the Church be­fore head­ing un­der the floor. Where they dis­ap­peared, there was a long axle, a cam­shaft that spun slowly around. With each re­volu­tion I could see far down, to a stone floor at the bot­tom. There was light there, and lad­der rungs were built into the shaft-way. Main­ten­ance ac­cess, prob­ably. I just needed to stop the cams.

	I moved Emily closer to the tun­nel, then dragged the fam­ily pew over. From the dir­ec­tion of the door I could hear ma­chines and heavy foot­steps. I was sweat­ing, gods, I was sweat­ing a river. I leaned the pew on its end, the weight al­most too much to bear, but I had to do it. Emily star­ted to bleed again. I walked the pre­cari­ously bal­anced pew to the lip of the shaft-way. One chance, I sup­pose. When the shaft cleared the cam, I pushed the pew for­ward and dropped it straight down into the duct.

	It fell about three feet be­fore the cam came back, crush­ing the wood. The re­mainder of the pew splintered and fell. The cams ate it up, shat­ter­ing and scat­ter­ing bits of wood and leather all over the room. I fell over Emily. Splin­ters stung my back. There was a lurch, then quiet. I looked up.

	The rem­nants of the pew were lodged in the cam­shaft’s work­ings. The whole mech­an­ism moaned un­der the strain. Nearby cogs pinged and fell out of cycle, teeth grind­ing against their drive shafts. The shaft-way was clear, but not for long. I wasn’t sure I could make it down all the way. I looked at Emily, at the door, down the shaft. No choice.

	I hef­ted Emily over one shoulder, ig­nor­ing her moans and the blood on her chest. I took the rungs three at a time, more fall­ing than climb­ing. It re­minded me of the obstacle courses at the Academy, only much more dif­fi­cult, with higher stakes. My shoulders were pop­ping in protest.

	Some of the pew slipped, and the cams star­ted again. I flinched against the wall, but the cam roared at me, the wide metal face of the thing oily and flat, a ham­mer to the face, a tidal wave of force and en­ergy. It stopped, inches short of me. I looked up and saw a Wright, look­ing down.

	“Come on up, son,” he yelled. “We can work this out.” Some­thing loomed be­hind him. It was a rough par­ody of a man, ten feet tall with arms of lat­ticed steel and wire. Its clenched fists like bar­rels.

	I let go and dropped. I hit first, cradling Emily. Pain went through my legs and back as I rolled, keep­ing her off the stone. I was bleed­ing now. As I hit, the axle lurched, the pew fi­nally shattered, and the cam­shaft whirred into life. The Wright looked down at me, the cams blur­ring as they sped up. He shook his head and dis­ap­peared.

	I stood, picked up Emily, and tried to run down the cor­ridor. The world was roar­ing in my head. Emily opened her eyes, briefly, and stared at me.

	“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I hissed. “Everything’s okay.” She coughed blood, then closed her eyes and shivered. I ran faster, faster, blind into the dark tun­nels be­neath the Church of the Al­gorithm.  



	
Chapter Twelve 

	Pieces of the Girl

	The tun­nels be­low the Church weren’t meant for es­cape routes, and they weren’t built to ac­com­mod­ate car­ry­ing an un­con­scious per­son. They were tiny, clogged with ma­chinery and oil-slick. I was lost, I was tired, and Emily was dy­ing. The Wrights kept get­ting closer, their fric­tion­lamps stut­ter­ing in the period of whirl­ing cog walls, their voices drowned in ham­mer­ing ma­chines. I al­most gave up.

	Even­tu­ally I dropped into an open space, a room that was built like a trench, the ground nar­row and the ceil­ing wide. The walls slanted away from me. Here at the end the ceil­ing was close, but twenty feet on, the trench opened up. I couldn’t see its height in the dark­ness, but the air was damp and my foot­steps echoed as I went for­ward. The walls were cut stone, or some­thing very sim­ilar. Dull gray veins ran through the rock. We were deep be­neath the Church. How were these tun­nels kept so dry? Any­thing this far be­low the city should be drowned in the rivers.

	I ven­tured down the trench­way. When the low ceil­ing ended, the dark­ness stretched above me. It was an un­settled dark­ness. Some­thing moved far above me. It looked like storm clouds seen at night, in­dis­tinct shreds of cloud rip­ping across a muffled moon. There was a sound like a river of smooth stones tum­bling in the dis­tance. I struggled for­ward un­der that barely seen, bur­ied sky, car­ry­ing Emily close to my chest.

	There was a door at the end of the path. It was a simple door, wood, the brass handle smudged with use. The sound of that river of stones came from some­where bey­ond it.

	The room be­hind the door was a fun­nel. Its wide mouth was high above me, the lower tip about twenty feet be­low. Pipes entered the room on all sides, wide and nar­row, iron and brass. I real­ized that the barely glimpsed move­ment in the ceil­ing be­hind me was a single enorm­ous con­duit, glass bound in steel, that car­ried murky quick­sil­ver. Shapes moved within the con­fines, twitch­ing and lurch­ing in the cur­rent.

	All the pipes, re­gard­less of their ori­gin or size, led down to the tip of the fun­nel. They branched and nar­rowed un­til they reached an in­tric­ate caged sphere. The room was hot and loud, a ca­co­phony echo­ing off the sloped walls and dis­tant ceil­ing. The pipes sweated a black li­quid, thin­ner than oil but darker.

	A set of stairs led down. They were lov­ingly worked, shiny wood that would not have been out of place in the lofti­est manor. Though the rest of the room stank of oil and en­gines, there wasn’t a drop of grime on these stairs. The ban­is­ters were tightly carved in the holy sym­bols of the Al­gorithm. An­cient, but beau­ti­fully main­tained.

	I stumbled down the stairs. When I got to the floor, I re­gistered a ter­rible cold in my feet. The floor glittered with frost, the freezeline melt­ing quickly along the wall about three inches up. The frost crackled un­der my feet like tiny shards of glass. I was care­ful as I walked. Emily was get­ting heav­ier.

	There was one pipe that was not a pipe, I real­ized as I got closer to the cage. A single bril­liant column twis­ted up into the ceil­ing from the cen­ter of the in­tric­ate sphere. It hummed, and as I ap­proached I saw that it was the Pil­lar of Deep In­ten­tions from the Church, far above. It spun rap­idly. I shuddered to think how long that axle must be, that led from here to that mys­tical cog on the sur­face.

	I shuffled closer, to see where the pil­lar led, and look­ing for a place to set Emily. The shaft plunged into the cen­ter of the spher­ical cage. There was some­thing in­side. Closer, and I saw that the sphere was little more than a hol­low cage, bars sup­port­ing pipe­work, much smal­ler tubes con­tinu­ing in. Lead­ing to a girl.

	She was held in place by a com­plex­ity of iron fit­tings, wires and pipes and axles that sprouted from her fin­gers or hooked to her bones. Again, closer and I saw that she was no girl, but a ma­chine in the form of a girl. Much of her was miss­ing. Her arms were stripped to the bone, the oc­ca­sional fleck of por­cel­ain skin pinned in place like an un­fin­ished mo­saic. Her fin­gers were long and thin, the ten­dons noth­ing more than wire and pul­ley. One hand was miss­ing. She had no legs. Her torso was little more than frame­work, the bones matte pew­ter, her ribs spread or snipped away to re­veal the en­gines of her in­ner work­ings. Her heart was a void, the spine glisten­ing through. The column that traveled from such a height down to this cham­ber nar­rowed as it ap­proached her, then evolved into a whirr­ing spindle that meshed with her spine. The sound and speed was a high pitched tick­ing that hovered at the edge of hear­ing.

	Her shoulders were slumped but largely in­tact. The skin there was pale white and smooth, very like the shoulders of any nor­mal girl. Where it ended over her rav­aged chest, the edges flaked like mica. It looked as though the flakes squirmed, blind inch­worms look­ing for the next blade of grass.

	Ab­so­lute peace and resig­na­tion rode her face. Again, some of that was miss­ing. Her jaw was a sketch of metal bone, her lips hanging over empty air, her teeth gone. Cheekbones that looked like pol­ished marble framed per­fect eyes, eyes that could have been chiseled from sap­phires. The skin of her face was a jig­saw of por­cel­ain and bone. Her hair was a flat wedge. Be­hind her were spread two broad vein-works, like trees that had been pinned in place, then burned away.

	“Wings,” I whispered. She stirred.

	Ca­m­illa. The mar­tyr child, daugh­ter of An­gels, broken myth­o­logy.

	She looked up at me.

	“I have been wait­ing,” she said, and her voice was like sweet crys­tal wind. “So long, I’ve been wait­ing.”

	“For me?” I asked. The air around her cage was so cold my bones ached. My breath rolled out in frosty tendrils.

	“For any­one.” She straightened briefly, fix­ing me with her cut glass eyes. “And you? Have you traveled great dis­tances to find me?”

	“I came a ways to get here, but not all of it of my own vo­li­tion.” She nod­ded, a sad frag­ment of a ges­ture drift­ing from her shoulders. “That’s the way of these things. Your friend is broken.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “I’m not sure… not sure she’s go­ing to make it.”

	“People die,” the girl said, flatly.

	“Yeah,” I said. I looked down at Emily’s still face, the soft lines of her lips, so pale and so quiet. “Some­times.”

	There was a wooden chair nearby, its legs splintered by the cold. I set Emily care­fully down and turned back to the girl.

	“Would you have this one stay?” she asked. “Or is her passing ac­cept­able to you?”

	“Ac­cept­able? No, not really.”

	The girl twitched, the wisps of her wings rising and fall­ing. “There is a pipe. That one. Take it in your hand.”

	“What?” I asked. She in­dic­ated a pipe near my head, maybe an inch thick. I wrapped my fin­gers around it. The metal was briefly cold, then seemed to melt in my hand. Slick gray li­quid began to leak out from around my grip. The drops sizzled when they hit the floor.

	“She is dy­ing,” the girl said. “You should hurry.”

	“What is it?”

	“The tithe of my ser­vants. It keeps me here, liv­ing, avail­able. Put it against the wound.”

	The pipe came free in my hand, slip­pery and flex­ible as rub­ber. A gout of metal splashed across the floor. The scattered pool re­solved into tiny snow­flake-sized cogs, clat­ter­ing over the frost like spilled coins. I pulled the loose band­ages off Emily’s chest and pushed the pipe against the bul­let hole.

	“What will this-”

	Emily gasped; her eyes open wide and full of fear. She breathed in, strug­gling, her hands claw­ing against the old wood of the chair. She looked at me and I flinched back. She tried to scream and burbled in­stead. Vis­cous gray li­quid bubbled out of her throat and ran like syrup over her teeth and down her chin. Frantic­ally, I pulled at the pipe but it wouldn’t budge. It felt hooked to her ribs. When it tore free a thin line of sandy metal streamed out and then stopped, rest­ing against her chest. Emily spasmed and fell to the floor.

	“What the fuck did you do?” I shouted.

	“Un­k­illed her, child. She’ll be fine.”

	I pulled Emily up off the ground. Her skin and clothes stuck to the icy floor. The li­quid that boiled out of her mouth had hardened into a scab of clock­work pieces that tore free and clattered to the ground. She was stiff, but I set her on the chair and shook her. She was breath­ing, but un­con­scious. Her teeth were lined in pew­ter and blood.

	“What’s wrong with her?” I whirled on the cage and wished I had my sad little pis­tol. “What the fuck’s wrong with her!”

	“The foetus is set­ting.” She sighed and slumped against the bars of her cage. “So ex­cit­able, people. This one is not go­ing to die today. Is that ac­cept­able?”

	“I… I sup­pose.” I looked back at Emily. She was breath­ing. “Bet­ter than I could do for her.”

	The girl was quiet. I stepped closer to her.

	“Are you…” I star­ted. I didn’t know how to talk to a myth. “How did you come to be here?”

	“Has the world for­got­ten me, then? Dif­fer­ent days. I was a mir­acle once. A god­dess, tightly held.”

	“So you’re Ca­m­illa. You’re really her.”

	“A man gave me that name, once. The only man I trus­ted, hon­estly.” She shif­ted in her bonds, the flex­ible pip­ing grind­ing to­gether like stones. “I had an­other name. I think that part of me must have been taken.” She looked down, her eyes un­focused, like a child try­ing to re­call her sums. “Yes, it must have been taken away. I don’t for­get things.”

	I sat back on my heels. My mind was whirl­ing, a slip­pery storm brew­ing between Emily’s in­jur­ies and the shock of meet­ing the closest thing Veridon had to ac­tual di­vin­ity.

	“You have the co­dex within, yes? I can taste it, on your blood.”

	“What do you mean, co­dex?”

	“Your en­gine. You are one of those chil­dren, the bleed­ers. The ones who fly, in their awk­ward way. They bring them to me, some­times, when they are to die. So that the spirit in their blood does not go to waste.” She stretched closer, the frailty of her ribs strain­ing against their bonds. Her eyes were warm and light. “Is that why you are here, Pi­lot child? Are you about to die, to feed me?”

	“That wasn’t my plan, no.”

	“Ah.” She settled back. “Well, then. Did you come that I might save the girl?”

	“That wasn’t my plan either. But I thank you for that.”

	“Of course.”

	“That was foetal metal. Pure,” I said. I nudged the hand­ful of fresh cogs with my toe. “It could have killed her.”

	“Per­haps.” She shrugged, and the wisps of her rav­aged wings twitched. “I didn’t think it likely.”

	“Well. I’d have liked to know her life was in danger.”

	“Her life is in danger,” she said. “Yours as well.”

	“What?”

	“Be­ing here, talk­ing to me. The Wrights will want you both dead.”

	“Well, yeah. That doesn’t sur­prise me. Why are they keep­ing you here?” She wasn’t look­ing at me any­more. Her eyes were fo­cused at a dis­tance greater than that al­lowed by the room. When she didn’t an­swer I tried a more dir­ect ques­tion.

	“At the top of this pil­lar, high in the Church above.” I nod­ded to the whirr­ing spindle that emerged from her back, join­ted to give her some range of move­ment. “There is a pe­cu­liar Cog. What is it?”

	She looked at me as though she had only just no­ticed I was there. Some­thing was mov­ing be­hind her eyes; com­pre­hen­sion, or hor­ror. She kept her voice even.

	“What busi­ness is it of yours? What have you come here to do?”

	“Like I said. I’m here by ac­ci­dent. I came through… I came from up above.” As hor­rific as her situ­ation seemed to be, she had called the Wrights her ser­vants. And they were keep­ing her alive. I didn’t want to an­ger her with their deaths, un­til I knew her po­s­i­tion in all this.

	“No one is here by ac­ci­dent. There are al­ways pat­terns to this life, co­dex. Whether we see them or not de­pends on our eyes. And my eyes tell me things that make your pres­ence very non-ac­ci­dental.”

	I backed away from the cage, lay­ing my hand on my belt. The hol­ster was empty, of course. “What things?”

	She leaned closer to me, un­til the frag­ments of her por­cel­ain-per­fect face were inches from the steam­ing bars of the coolant cage. There was hun­ger in her voice.

	“It has been a long while, here in this place. I have a wide eye, but it is weak, like peer­ing through fog. These people, these Wrights crawl through my bones, they si­phon off my blood and feed it back to me, they scry the dis­sec­ted bits of my soul and look for some star-damned mys­tery in the spat­ter of my gore. What do I see, you ask! What do I sense! I taste the blood of the Wrights, near my heart. I hear the scur­ry­ing of the Elder’s ser­vants across my skin, as yet un­aware of your loc­a­tion. Un­aware be­cause I have not told them, un­aware be­cause I will it to be so.” She shuddered with a long, ter­rible sigh. “So, child. Let us be­gin again. I sense some­thing about you, and you are ask­ing very dif­fi­cult ques­tions. Why are you here? What do you know about that pe­cu­liar Cog, as you say?”

	I saw no reason to not be­lieve her. If she said she could warn the Wrights, I wanted to avoid that.

	“I have seen an­other, here in the city.”

	“An­other?” She sat up, lean­ing closer to me with un­nat­ural en­ergy. “There is an­other heart in the city.”

	“I have held it in my hands. I know where it is.”

	“And its owner?” she asked. Her eyes were scared and hope­ful, all at once. “What of the owner?”

	“He is in the city as well. Killing people; chas­ing me.” Her face fluttered between shock and rage.

	“It is an ugly thing you have done, Pi­lot. You people… you take everything we give you and make such a mock­ery of it.”

	“What are you talk­ing about?”

	“This!” she yelled, twitch­ing in her cage, “This place, the heart! Gods, that you would fol­low the path laid out and at its end re­turn to me with such a foul of­fer­ing.” She tensed, her fin­gers curled into claws, her hair slowly rising un­til it swirled and snapped in whip­cord ten­sion. “You are a people of filth and dis­cord. This place should be wiped clean. Gods, that I had the power.”

	I paused. It was the first time I’d heard a deity swear­ing in the name of other gods.

	“Let’s try this again, lady. I think I know what that Cog is, the heart you keep talk­ing about. And I’m not the one who fetched it. I’m just the un­lucky fuck who ended up with it, and all the damn trouble that fol­lows. I’m just try­ing to get out of this thing without get­ting killed.”

	She looked at me in­cred­u­lously, then set her mouth in a grim line. “You asked about the pil­lar, and the Cog at its tip.”

	“I did.”

	“And you have held a sim­ilar Cog in your hand. Yet you do not know what it is, for cer­tain.” She settled back, closed her eyes. “A mes­sen­ger, then. Sent only to de­liver a mes­sage. But is it a threat, or a mis­be­got­ten of­fer­ing.” She seemed to be mus­ing to her­self. Her eyes open, full of cal­cu­la­tion. “Who sent you to me?”

	“No one. I’m here on my own.” I con­sidered for a second if I was be­ing ma­nip­u­lated, if events had been planned to get me down here, in this cham­ber. Things were un­fold­ing faster than I could think about them. “This thing fell into my hands, un­der dif­fi­cult cir­cum­stances. And, frankly, cir­cum­stances have done noth­ing but got­ten more dif­fi­cult every damn day since.”

	“Fell into your hands?” She stared at me in dis­be­lief. “Like stars fall out of the sky! This is a place of mad­ness. What is it you want to know? I will tell you. The cog on the pil­lar, high above, the one whose cycle runs this seeth­ing can­cer on your city? That is my heart. Plucked from my chest and put on dis­play, that these fum­bling idi­ots may learn a truth that was not meant for them. It is my heart, the heart of cursed Veridon.”

	“Your heart?” I asked. “But you’re still alive.”

	“It is a care­ful bal­ance. What they can take, how far they can re­duce me without los­ing me en­tirely. They’ve man­aged so far.”

	“It hurts?”

	“Some­thing like pain, yes. Some­thing more in­tim­ate than pain.” She leaned away from me, her rage flick­er­ing as she thought back. “Some parts of me die, when they take them. Some live, either in their chapels or im­planted in sur­rog­ates. Their echoes crowd the city, like lost chil­dren drown­ing.” She shuddered. “The sound of it is too much, some­times.”

	“Why are they do­ing this?”

	She laughed, a clat­ter­ing sound like an en­gine fly­ing apart. I was amazed she was able to talk at all, lack­ing as she did a true mouth and lungs.

	“They fed the city on the secrets of my bones. The cog­work, the zepliners, your Pi­lotEn­gine… all de­rived from the hid­den pat­terns of my body. Pale re­flec­tions of the mas­ter pat­tern, of course, but-”

	“That’s im­possible. The Church has been passing out the be­ne­fits of the Al­gorithm for gen­er­a­tions. Over a hun­dred years.”

	“One hun­dred twenty-six,” she sighed. “They have been very thor­ough in their min­is­tra­tions.”

	I would have sat down, but I was wor­ried about stick­ing to the frost cold floor. I put a hand on Emily’s chair and looked down at her. She wasn’t go­ing to be­lieve me, when I told her who we had met. I wish she was awake for this. I didn’t trust my­self to ask the right ques­tions.

	“And the other Cog, the one that I was given?”

	“We can’t live without some con­nec­tion to our heart.” She looked down, crest­fal­len. “I’m afraid that, by send­ing them the map, I may have killed one of my broth­ers. It was not what I in­ten­ded.”

	“The map?” I asked. “You gave them a map?”

	“The Coun­cil, yes. I don’t know if they real­ized who they were ne­go­ti­at­ing with. I have agents, here in the Church, and in the river, among the Fehn. I hoped they would catch the at­ten­tion of one of my people, per­haps sum­mon a res­cue party.”

	“Oh,” I said, “I think that may have happened. I think one of your people might be wan­der­ing the city right now.” She straightened up.

	“Bring him here, Pi­lot. Or tell him how to get here. Do it quickly, be­fore they cap­ture him. I would not con­sign an­other to my fate, and feed Veridon a new pat­tern.”

	“He keeps try­ing to kill me, and take that Cog. Every­one seems to want those two things. Me, and that Cog.”

	“You flat­ter your­self. The Cog is all that mat­ters.”

	“Yeah, well,” I shrugged. “You said that an An­gel can’t live without their heart?”

	“An­gel. Such child­ish myth­o­logy. Yes, the… Cog, it gives us our pat­tern. Without it we’re just the metal.” She nod­ded at the pipe feed­ing foetal metal into her sys­tem. “We can’t hold to­gether.”

	“Then I think your friend’s already screwed. He’s fallen apart at least once, I saw it. I did it. He just melted into little cogs and left someone else’s body be­hind.”

	“One of your friends, prob­ably? A Pi­lot or some such?”

	“An en­gram singer, but you have the idea. Someone who’s been cogged.”

	“He’s seek­ing pat­terns, try­ing to re­cover his heart be­fore he dis­solves com­pletely.” She brushed her cheek with one frag­men­ted hand. “Not much time. You must take that Cog to him, and then bring him here.”

	“And if I do?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“What will hap­pen to this build­ing, this Church?” I crossed my arms. “What will hap­pen to the city?”

	“Does that con­cern you? You didn’t seem too con­cerned about the well-be­ing of the Church when you broke in.”

	I shrugged. “This is my city. The Church and its devices are the core of Veridon’s power. I don’t have to like that, but it’s plain truth.”

	“You don’t look like someone who shares in that power, des­pite your en­hance­ments. You look like a thief.” She leaned close to the bars. “You even smell like a…” her voice faltered. “Thief. You said my brother still pur­sues you, even without his heart. How long has it been?”

	“I don’t know. Weeks. Maybe months.”

	Her sad face cracked into a grin. “You have seen both Cogs, yes. Mine, and the one stolen from my brother. How would you say they com­pare?”

	“The one up­stairs, your heart. It looks dif­fer­ent. Sim­pler.”

	“No of­fense taken.” She smiled like a broken bottle. “I was a mes­sen­ger. Like you; sent by other hands. We had been send­ing ma­ter­ial down the river for eons; long after the sleep cycles star­ted, we con­tin­ued. It was real­ized that, re­cently, the missives were not get­ting through. I was sent to find out why.”

	“And the other heart?” I asked.

	“It is the heart of a des­troyer. It has great po­ten­tial.”

	“Big trouble, I take it.”

	“Trouble that you can still avoid. Go back to who­ever sent you and beg them. Beg with your life, Pi­lot. Tell them to bring me that Cog, and I will leave. And I will take my brother with me.”

	“You would just go?”

	She shrugged. “In my way, in my time. But yes, I would go.”

	“And you were a mes­sen­ger?” I asked.

	“Yes, sent to find the gap in the sys­tem. The fail­ure in the river.”

	“Sent? By whom?” I found it strange to be hear­ing about the true ori­gin of the Church’s ves­sels. That their re­li­gion was based on mis­placed bag­gage seemed ap­pro­pri­ate.

	“An­cient ma­chines. Deep places. Your church­men, these Wrights, they were tak­ing the ves­sels from the river and mak­ing things with them. That cursed Al­gorithm of theirs.”

	“And you told them to stop?”

	“They wouldn’t,” Her face fell. “I un­der­es­tim­ated their… fer­vor, I sup­pose.”

	“When you didn’t re­turn to the deep en­gines, no one wondered where you were?”

	“We move in very long cycles,” She sighed. “And most of us are off the line. It will be a while be­fore I am missed.”

	“So you sent a mes­sage, some­how, to the Coun­cil. Dir­ec­ted them down­river in the hope they would kick over a wasp tower and your friends would track them back up­river and res­cue you.” I leaned closer to her. The air around her smelled like burnt oil. “You meant to des­troy the city.” She looked up, her eyes fol­low­ing the lines of the cage, the web­work of pipes and the pil­lar grow­ing out of her spine, then looked down at the dis­sec­ted ruin of her body.

	“Can you blame me?”

	“Yes. Not in prin­ciple, I sup­pose, but in prac­tice. This is where I live, see, and where I’ll prob­ably die. But I’d rather it not hap­pen like that.” I paced around the cage, look­ing over her limp form sus­pen­ded from the pipes. “No mat­ter what these people have done to you, that doesn’t mean the whole city de­serves to die. Hardly any of them know you ex­ist. I cer­tainly didn’t.”

	“And if they did? Do you really think they would clamor for my re­lease? Give up their cog­work and their air­ships, the power those things bring to the city? Would you?”

	“Give up my cog­work? In a damn second. It’s been noth­ing but trouble.” I laughed. “Ruined my whole life.”

	“So. You have it in your power to do that, right now. Help me. Re­lease me.”

	“I’ve got my own trouble, ma’am. I just want out from un­der this thing. I don’t want to add your little cru­sade of de­struc­tion to my list. Your psy­cho friend can find you on his own, or he can fall apart and die in a gut­ter. Not my prob­lem.”

	“Ah, but you don’t need him. His loss is tra­gic, of course.” Her eyes were manic. “But I am weak only be­cause my heart is so far away.”

	“So you’re say­ing I could bring you the other Cog and you’d just be able to walk away.” She nod­ded, her hands tingling with nervous en­ergy. “With that heart, an Avenger’s heart, and all this metal. I could walk out.”

	“They would try to stop you.”

	“Yes.” Her eyes glittered like knife points. “They would try.”

	“And you would kill them. And then? You would wreak your ven­geance on Veridon. Am I right?”

	“No, no, of course. Well. You could be there to steady my hand. Guide me. Cer­tainly there are ele­ments of this city that need pur­ging, yes?”

	“You would kill the people I asked, root out the in­sti­tu­tions I de­mand.” I nod­ded my head. “And if you get over­ex­cited, if you star­ted to ram­page.”

	“You could stop me,” her voice was smooth, her hands to­gether in prayer. “Guide me.”

	“I could try.” I smiled grimly. “You see my point. If this heart is as power­ful as you say, I’d be a fool to give it to you. I un­der­stand the need for ven­geance, be­lieve me I do, but you’ve been through too much to be trus­ted.” I turned to go.

	“It’s not a ques­tion of help­ing me! It is not a mat­ter of sav­ing your city! You will help, and your city will fall. What is not de­cided is whether you will live to tell about it.” She rose to her full height, her every frac­tured limb and or­gan twitch­ing in rage.

	“Yeah, crazy bitches don’t get weapons of the apo­ca­lypse,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

	“Your own ven­geance then.” The cold com­ing off the cage was ti­tanic. It froze the sweat I didn’t real­ize was on my fore­head. I turned back to her. “I can show you how to use that Cog to save your­self. Save those you love!”

	“My prob­lems are big, and my grudges are deep. But I’ve never felt the need to des­troy a city. I handle my­self, thanks.”

	“I know you. I scen­ted it, earlier, but I wasn’t sure. Burn, isn’t it?” I stopped. “How do you know that name?”

	“Jacob Burn, son of Al­ex­an­der. A boy of such tal­ent and prom­ise.”

	“How do you know my name!” I screamed.

	“How’s the Air Corps, Jacob?”

	I rushed the cage, yelling. “Tell me how you know my name! Tell me!”

	“Or has the Air Corps not worked out, hm? Be­cause of your Pi­lotEn­gine, per­haps?” She smiled, a pretty little girl smile. “It doesn’t work, does it?”

	“You seem to know already, bitch.”

	“I do. Be­cause your En­gine is not your own. It is mine, Jacob. You are one of my chil­dren, cry­ing in the night.”

	Blood rushed through my head. I was numb, tired, in­stantly drained. “No. It’s a Pi­lotEn­gine, in­stalled by the Academy. An ac­ci­dent, and now it’s taken on a life of its own, but it’s just that. Just an En­gine.”

	“Your father was most anxious to please the Church. The Fam­ily’s in­flu­ence slip­ping in the Coun­cil, his power dwind­ling, his riches fall­ing away. The Church needed someone, someone they could trust. Take my son, he said. He’ll never-”

	“Quiet!” I kicked the cage with the heel of my boot, shat­ter­ing the thin cov­er­ing of frost. It drif­ted down in fat white flakes that dus­ted the floor. She was laugh­ing. “Quiet! My father was out­raged, heart­broken! He blamed me, the Academy, my mother… every­one but him­self and the Church. You don’t know what the fuck you’re talk­ing about!”

	“Take my son,” her voice was mock­ing. “Give it to him, in­stead of the Pi­lotEn­gine. He’ll never know. I’ll make sure of it.”

	Rage tore me up; my hand was trem­bling and white.“He wouldn’t. Not his son. Not me.”

	“Tell me, Jacob, how the city de­serves to live. Tell me they don’t de­serve a taste of that rage. The Coun­cil, the Church… your Fam­ily. They all knew. How has the city treated you, Jacob? Well?”

	I stared at her. Long ago I ac­cep­ted the dis­grace of my fam­ily as in­ev­it­able. Only re­cently had I come to terms with my ex­ile. To learn that it was in­ten­tional, that my father had sold my fu­ture to curry fa­vor with the Church he claimed to des­pise… it was too much. It was too much.

	“For­get your Fam­ily. Avenge your­self on Veridon, Jacob. This place has used you, as it used me. It doesn’t care about you. Take the heart and let it change you. Let it make you into the ven­geance this wretched city de­serves.”

	I looked at her, broken and frac­tured in her cage. I saw my­self in the same place, a tool of the Church, my life carved away to serve the city, to feed it, to let it use me and aban­don me. Emily stirred.

	“I’m not go­ing to do that,” I said. “I’m not go­ing to be­come that thing.”

	“You will, per­haps. You never know.”

	I grim­aced. The air had sud­denly got­ten hot. Emily’s eyes fluttered open. She stared in clear shock at Ca­m­illa.

	“They are com­ing,” the girl said. I whirled to her, then to the door. I could hear foot­steps.

	“We have to get out,” I said. I lif­ted Emily. She was heav­ier, much heav­ier. She tried to talk, but her voice seemed gone.

	“Be­hind you,” Ca­m­illa said. “I have friends. They will guide you.” I turned. A plate in the floor slid away. Black wa­ter slapped against the metal, slopped over onto the frosty floor. Two hands slid out of the dark­ness, pale white and bloated. A man pulled him­self into the room.

	“Ca­m­illa,” he said, sadly.

	“Wright Mor­gan.” Her voice was empty.

	He nod­ded, then took my hand and led me to the wa­ter.

	“I can get you to the river, Jacob. No fur­ther. I can’t get in­volved.”

	“What are you do­ing here?” I asked.

	“Old crimes, friend.” He looked at me glumly, and smiled. “Old sins. Come on.”

	We went into the wa­ter. The cur­rent was thick un­der my feet. The river took me in a hand of a thou­sand tiny, flat worms and bore me away. I moved as though in a dream. I don’t know what I breathed in that time, but when I reached the sur­face my lungs were heavy with wa­ter, and my mouth tasted like swamp sick­ness. It was the Fehn, the wet mind that wriggled through the mud of the Reine. The flat black worms of the Fehn, help­ing us through the river’s depth.

	The wa­ter broke over my head, and I began to thrash. There was a weak light around me, and the air smelled like close, rot­ten wood and stale sewage. As I watched, Emily rose up from the wa­ter, borne aloft a cloud of mu­cous black sludge that dis­sip­ated as I took her in my arms. I began to swim wildly, los­ing the battle to Emily’s new weight and the river.

	My hand slapped against wood and I looked around. We were un­der the city, un­der Wa­ter Street, on the part of the Reine that flowed be­neath the streets and houses of the Wa­ter­ing Dis­trict. There was a dock un­der my arm, its fric­tion­lamp barely lit.

	I pulled my­self up with a rope that was trail­ing off the pier, then bent down and hauled Emily onto the planks. I did what I could, I did what I re­membered from the Academy. She vomited a long, clear stream of wa­ter, then lay there, breath­ing. She opened her eyes, saw me, then closed them again.

	I sat there, huddled over her, shiv­er­ing and watch­ing her breathe. 



	

Chapter Thir­teen 

	Dif­fer­ent Friends, Dan­ger­ous Friends

	The dock was at­tached to one of the houses on Wa­ter­ing Street by a set of nar­row wooden stairs. When I stopped shak­ing, I forced the door, then car­ried Emily up­stairs. It was a nice house.

	I lay Emily on a couch in the draw­ing room, then found band­ages and a ready-pack poult­ice in a pantry by the kit­chen. I cut away her shirt and dressed the wound as well as I could. There was a thin hole, front and back. It was plugged with matte gray pew­ter, the flash­ing flak­ing off onto her skin. The bul­let had gone through. Her sur­vival was a mat­ter of blood loss and the ab­use of our trip out of the Church. I wasn’t sure what ef­fect Ca­m­illa’s foetal metal had on the wound, but it seemed to have sta­bil­ized her. I covered her in a flan­nel blanket I found in the great bed­room on the main level. There were no sounds in the house, other than my frantic rush­ing around and the oc­ca­sional tight sigh from Emily. Once she was settled, I searched the place to make sure we were alone.

	There was a child’s room on the second floor, shelves of wooden toys, dusty. The linen closet smelled like mil­dew. The bed in the mas­ter was made, but there was none of the de­tritus as­so­ci­ated with daily life. The pic­ture frames that lined the hall­way were empty, and I found scraps of old pho­tos in the ashes of the den fire­place. I felt con­fid­ent we wouldn’t be dis­turbed. I went back to check on Emily.

	She was pale and cold, but still breath­ing. Shal­low. I slipped my hand be­hind her neck, ad­jus­ted the pil­low. She mumbled, but didn’t wake up. I checked the cur­tains, the doors, all the win­dows. Emily again, still breath­ing, still pale as death.

	The wine stocks were kept in a dry stor­age off the kit­chen. I got a bottle and a cork­screw, along with a dusty glass that I washed out in the tepid wa­ter of the sink. Walk­ing back to the draw­ing room, I stopped by the door to the private dock be­low. I had cracked the frame. I tilted the door open and listened. I heard wa­ter, the messy slap of waves on wood plank­ing, creak­ing rope. It smelled like a drowned dog. I closed the door as best I could and shoved a book­case up against it.

	The wine was good. A ’14 Sauvignon, vintner from the Brumble­backs across the Ebd. An ex­pens­ive pour, and I was drink­ing it out of a greasy wa­ter glass in an empty house. Wax from the cork flaked into the glass when I poured, but I didn’t mind. I pulled up a stool and sat by Emily, drink­ing and watch­ing her and wait­ing. I didn’t know what I was wait­ing for.

	Her breath­ing seemed to even out. Her lips were slightly par­ted, a little teeth and tongue show­ing between. I wiped the last of the metal dribble away with a rag soaked in the sauvignon. She sighed, and her eyes fluttered open.

	“Hey,” she whispered. “Good wine.”

	“Noth­ing but the best.” I put the bottle down and brushed her hair from her eyes. “How are you feel­ing?”

	She cleared her throat and nod­ded to the bottle. I went to the kit­chen and got a shal­low bowl. She drank care­fully while I held the wine to her lips.

	“Were you try­ing to drown me?” Her voice was dry, and she dropped half the words, but I un­der­stood. “I’m just ask­ing, be­cause I feel that may have been part of your plan.”

	“You feel that way, huh?” I grinned.

	“Purely an ob­ser­va­tion, Jacob.”

	“Right. So you’re feel­ing bet­ter.”

	“I feel like I was shot, held un­der­wa­ter and then dragged through sewage.”

	“You for­got the wine,” I said, slosh­ing the bottle.

	“Right. All that, plus wine. Amends made.”

	“It is a very good wine.”

	She struggled to sit up, but gave up and settled into the couch again. She licked her lips and closed her eyes.

	“What was that?” she asked.

	“Yeah. I don’t know how to ex­plain it.” I looked over at her and drank a little wine. “What do you re­mem­ber?”

	“A girl, tied up and half gone. Like some kind of ex­per­i­ment.” I nod­ded. She was breath­ing slowly, her heart rate slow­ing down. I thought she was al­most asleep when she stirred.

	“So what was it?”

	“Some kind of le­gend,” I said. “For­get it. It was a dream. We’ll talk about it later.”

	“Later. Okay.” Sev­eral long, slow breaths. “Where’s Wilson?”

	“I haven’t gone for him, yet. I didn’t want to move you, or leave you here. I dressed the wound. We’ll get to him, when you’re well enough to move.” I put down the bottle and leaned closer. There was fresh blood on her shirt. “I think you’re bleed­ing again.”

	“Okay,” she said.

	I ad­jus­ted the band­age, care­fully fold­ing her shirt over her breasts. The wound was gummy, a little red seep­ing at the edges. The plug of metal had worked loose. I plucked at it, and saw cog­work churn­ing un­der­neath. I grim­aced, then tightened the cloth, ad­ded more gauze, re­turned the shirt.

	“That should hold. No polo for a few days, okay? Em?” Her lips were par­ted, her breath deep and even. I crept back to the kit­chen and cobbled to­gether a meal of stale bread and trav­eler’s stock in a can. I set up at the writer’s desk in the draw­ing room, a muted candle by my side so I could see her as night fell out­side.

	Her face was a warm moon, float­ing in the night. I watched her while I ate, and listened to the city out­side.

	I met Emily be­fore. Be­fore everything, be­fore the shit happened. I met Emily while I was still at the Academy. I just didn’t know her yet.

	We were in the habit, the boys of Twelfth Cadre and I, of get­ting well-deep drunk on Fri­day nights after field ex­er­cises. It was our only free night. Tech­nic­ally, the sainted elect of the Pi­lot’s Cadres had every night off. We were the no­bil­ity, after all. But prac­tic­ally, between the daily drills, class­work and re­cov­ery from the lay­ers of sur­gery, we didn’t have even minutes to com­mit to leis­ure most nights. An ac­ci­dent of schedul­ing gave us Fri­days. Most of those nights were a drunken blur, time spent un­wind­ing. I didn’t even re­mem­ber most of them. I re­mem­ber this night, though.

	I was re­cov­er­ing from the fi­nal round of the En­gine sur­ger­ies. They staggered our re­cov­ery times, so that most of us made all the classes. It was the re­spons­ib­il­ity of the healthy to help the in­valid, so they didn’t lose class time. I spent the week in my bar­rack, try­ing to de­cipher Ham­mett’s notes. Scribbles. But I passed all the tests, the ex­am­in­a­tions. I was cleared to fly. To­mor­row. I re­mem­ber. It was my last night as a Pi­lot.

	We went to the Faulty Tooth, our usual place. I felt good. A week in bed on a diet of cer­eal and wa­ter meant I got drunk easy and hard. The night star­ted well for me. Plenty of girls, and they all liked the uni­form. Com­mon girls, girls whose fath­ers I didn’t know. My kind of girls.

	Emily was work­ing. I didn’t know. I sup­pose it would have mattered to me, at the time. It would have bothered me in dif­fer­ent ways than it does now.

	She stood by the bar; we had a booth. Girls cir­cu­lated, laugh­ing, hold­ing hands. Drink­ing things we bought them. She was gor­geous and stood apart. She talked to vari­ous men, and seemed fa­mil­iar with the bar­keep. I hadn’t seen her be­fore.

	When the time came, when I felt it was right, I went to the bar. Pre­ten­ded to be im­pa­tient for the wench to make her rounds back to us. I stood be­side her and placed my or­der, then stretched and, as cas­u­ally as a butcher lay­ing out the prize pig, struck the best pose I knew. She smiled, but not the way I in­ten­ded.

	“Nice pants,” she said.

	“Thank… uh. They’re just part of the uni­form.” I flicked the cuff clasps. “Pi­lot Cadre.”

	“Mm.” She drank some wine. “Well, they’re kind to you. Big night?”

	“Oh, you know.” I rolled my hand to the boys, who were star­ing at us while they pre­ten­ded to ig­nore us. “Just get­ting out.”

	“Liv­ing the big life, huh.” She wasn’t quite dis­missive. I didn’t think. I couldn’t tell if she was mak­ing fun of me or just had a very pe­cu­liar way of show­ing in­terest. “They let you prizes go any­where?”

	“Hey, we go to the sky. The sky goes every­where.” She laughed and covered it with a drink of wine. I thought it was a good line. I looked back at the boys. Their at­ten­tion was ab­so­lute.

	“Look,” she said. “You’re a nice kid. And the Corps will be good to you. Stay with it.’

	“It’s not a slag job, you know.” I gathered up the drinks I’d ordered. “Tough work. Keep­ing the skies safe for cit­izens like you.” I went back to the boys. They were un­bear­able.

	I drank the rest of the night quickly. When she left I made some ex­cuses and fol­lowed.

	It al­most felt staged. I was so fuck­ing angry. There was a light mist, gray stream­ers drift­ing across the cobbles, the street rain slick and blurry be­hind the beer in my blood. She was well ahead of me when I came out. She went around a corner and I fol­lowed quickly, fists in my pocket. I wasn’t go­ing to hurt her. I just wanted to talk, to make her see. She needed to see that I was someone worth pay­ing at­ten­tion to. She would see.

	The night tightened into a nar­row, drunken tun­nel. Someone slipped out of an al­ley, near where she had just dis­ap­peared. He was closer to her, and faster. Seconds after he slipped around the corner there was a scream. I ran.

	I wasn’t fast enough to save him. Which wasn’t what I was ex­pect­ing.

	She stood in front of him, her dress ruffled, her hands around a long thin blade. He was against the wall. Some of him was on the pave­ment, leak­ing into the drain. She dropped him and looked over at me.

	She was breath­ing heav­ily, her care­ful hair com­ing out of its tress. I looked down at the blood on her fin­gers. She tossed the blade onto the steam­ing body, then wiped her hands on his coat. She took a bag from his pocket and hid it in her dress.

	“Were you… did he try to…” I stammered drunk­enly.

	“Either way, are you go­ing to turn me in, Pi­lot?” She lowered her head, star­ing at me like a pred­ator. I took a step back. “We don’t all need her­oes, friend.”

	I didn’t know what to say. She left me there, to ex­plain the pilfered body to the Badge that was just about to come around the corner.

	There might be a fever. I kept check­ing, but it was hard to tell. Her face was still very pale, but she breathed evenly. I pre­pared a small meal, best I could do in this weird house. She ate some and then fell asleep al­most im­me­di­ately. I tried to make her com­fort­able, but it was hard to tell if I was do­ing any good.

	While she was out I changed the band­age. I was prob­ably do­ing that too of­ten, but I didn’t know what else to do. I fol­ded her shirt care­fully, kept it as de­cent as pos­sible. The tiny hole in her chest was still bleed­ing, soak­ing into the gauze in a start­lingly bril­liant crim­son. I didn’t know if that was nor­mal, or if I should be con­cerned. I didn’t know what Ca­m­illa’s new­born ma­chine was do­ing in­side her, how it was re­mak­ing her. I couldn’t see any vis­ible changes on the out­side. There were usu­ally changes.

	I needed to go get Wilson. Medi­cine wasn’t some­thing I did. Gen­er­ally, I did the thing that ne­ces­sit­ated medi­cine. The pre­cursor. Wilson would know what to do, even if there was noth­ing to be done.

	I soaked a rag in cold wa­ter and put it on her fore­head. That didn’t look right, so I fol­ded it and put it be­hind her neck. She squirmed and star­ted cough­ing. The rag went back into the sink.

	Wilson would know. I crouched by the front win­dow and peered care­fully out into the street. Not much traffic. Night was end­ing, the first hammered sil­ver light crowding into the over­cast. If I was go­ing to do it, I needed to get at it, be­fore morn­ing brought the crowds back to the street. Just an hour, and not even that. I looked back at her. So pale. I checked for fever again. Coughs tore through her chest, up­set her care­fully draped shirt. I put it back, then got an­other bottle of wine from the pantry. Morn­ing filled the room slowly, lin­ing her face in pew­ter light.

	Wilson would know. But Wilson would have to wait.

	It was two years. I had enough on my mind dur­ing that time to for­get Emily. But when I saw her, stand­ing across the bar and smil­ing… it came back.

	Dif­fer­ent bar, dif­fer­ent dis­trict. Dif­fer­ent friends. And the pis­tol I had strapped to my leg wasn’t part of some uni­form, noth­ing ce­re­mo­nial or ex­quis­ite about it. Things had changed for Jacob Burn. But she was still there, still bril­liant. I stood up, to go talk to her.

	“Wouldn’t,” Mat­thus said, his hand lightly on my el­bow. He glanced at me, then at Emily. “Cacher’s girl, one of Valentine’s people. I wouldn’t.”

	The rest of the table looked. One of them said. “Yeah, I know her. Whore. No harm in it, Jacob.”

	“She’s not work­ing to­night. Doesn’t pick up men in bars.” Mat­thus snorted into his beer. “Her cli­en­tele make ap­point­ments. Not the like of you, son.”

	“Then what’s she do­ing here?” I asked. “Alone. If Cacher cares for her so much.”

	“Girl can’t get a drink?”

	“This isn’t a safe dis­trict, Math. Bad people about.” The table had a chuckle at that. Bad people. I had a sud­den flash of her stand­ing over her at­tacker, the memory rolling through me, the blood on that blade, the look in her eye.

	“It’s your fu­neral, mate.” Mat­thus said, then wrote me off. Kind of friends I had.

	I went to her, my table snick­er­ing and be­ing gen­er­ally bad people. Old noble Jacob, talk­ing to the ladies. For­got­ten who he was, or more ac­cur­ately, who he was no longer. A good laugh, for the crew.

	She seemed amused to see me com­ing. One look, then her eyes were on the bar in front of her, the slight­est smile on her face.

	“Buy a girl a drink?” I asked. She looked at me, no hint of that smile evid­ent.

	“Girls have money too, you know.”

	I shrugged. She turned to the bar­keep. “Castle Crest on the rocks, com­pli­ments of the gen­tle­man in the dull gray coat.” I winced. Crest was ex­pens­ive stuff. My dad drank Crest, after a good vote in the Coun­cil. We sat in si­lence while the ‘keep poured into his clean­est glass, the ice crack­ing un­der the slow am­ber li­quid. She drank it quickly.

	“Sat­is­fied?” she asked.

	I clattered my empty glass at the bar­keep and he re­filled it, with less care and flour­ish. More foam than brew. We stood there in si­lence again. She star­ted to turn away.

	“You could at least talk to me,” I hissed, so the crew couldn’t hear me. “That’s the least you could do for my coin. Don’t make the fool of me like that.”

	She turned back. Her eyes were cold as stone.

	“I hadn’t real­ized this was a trans­ac­tion. Is that what your mates told you? That I have a slot,” she spat. “You can put coins in it?”

	“I… godsdamn it. No, that’s not what I meant.” I flushed and busied my­self drink­ing my warm beer. I spilled a little and had to wipe it on my sleeve. “It’s not at all what I meant.”

	“Then what, ex­actly, did you mean?”

	I stared off be­hind the bar. The bottles back there were dusty. A paint­ing hung above, a copy of a copy of a mas­ter­piece I had seen hanging in the artist’s stu­dio when I was a child.

	“You don’t re­mem­ber me, do you?” I asked without look­ing at her. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her toy­ing with her glass. She signaled the bar­keep, waved off an­other pour of the Crest and poin­ted to some­thing a little less el­eg­ant.

	“I do, ac­tu­ally.” She looked at me, a brief flash of eyes, a smile. Her voice was quiet. “I wouldn’t, hon­estly, not if you hadn’t had such a spec­tac­u­larly bad day the fol­low­ing.”

	I grunted and drank. The people who re­membered me usu­ally re­membered me for that day. Those who for­got me, too.

	“I’ve of­ten wondered, you know. What happened to that boy I met? The one who fell from the sky.”

	I turned to her, re­mem­ber­ing the ri­dicu­lous pose that I’d struck on the night. I looked down at my­self, the drab clothes, the stained sleeve. The only thing about my ap­pear­ance that was in or­der was the pis­tol, oiled and black.

	“Looks like he kept fall­ing,” she said.

	I turned away, signaled for an­other beer.

	“I’ve kept my­self,” I said. “Troubles, but I’ve kept my­self to­gether. I don’t need sym­pathy.”

	“That’s good. Sym­pathy’s not some­thing I do well. We’ve all had bad times. Just be­cause your child­hood was one of priv­ilege and po­ten­tial, that doesn’t make your days any tougher than mine.”

	“If you say.”

	“Two ways to go, Jacob.” She drank her cheap bour­bon slowly, win­cing as she ran it around her mouth. “People who have trouble like yours can go two ways. They can get all mor­ose and in­dig­nant, and crumble un­der the weight of their own tragedy. Or,” she whispered as she turned to face the bar. “They can ad­just. Get stronger. Help them­selves. Stand up for them­selves. They be­come one of those two people. Strong or dead.”

	“Which one of those people takes ad­vice from whores in bars?” I asked.

	She smiled, thin and tight. Her hands were twis­ted around her glass.

	“Let’s say I don’t pound you for that, Jacob. Just this once. Those your friends?” she asked, nod­ding to my table.

	I looked over. A rough bunch, all cheap coats and pilfered finery that was mis­matched and smudged. I re­membered that Mar­cus was there. He was look­ing at me kind of nervously. At the time it didn’t re­gister. People were nervous around me, around my pew­ter eyes.

	“That’s them.”

	“Do you have any other friends?” she asked. I shook my head. “Really? From the Academy, the Coun­cil? All those years grow­ing up, you didn’t make one friend.”

	“They don’t talk to me any­more.”

	“Dressed like that, it’s no sur­prise. And you don’t seek them out, do you?” She put her back to the bar and leaned on her el­bows, look­ing out over the smoky vista of the room. “It’s safer down here, isn’t it? Folks like this, they don’t ex­pect much of their friends. It’s hard to dis­ap­point them.”

	“You don’t know what the hell you’re say­ing, lady.” She laughed. “I think I do. What drove you down here? Hon­estly. What puts a boy like you in a place like this? And don’t tell me cursed fate or your father.” She took a drink and winced. “People make choices. People stand up to them.”

	“Pretty smart for a whore.”

	“You keep say­ing that. You think it’s clever. I’m get­ting tired of it,” Drink, wince. “Not be­cause it hurts for you to know my true nature. Not be­cause you’ve shamed me. I’m get­ting tired of how clumsy it is. I really thought more of you. Thought you’d be bet­ter at this.”

	I was quiet. I didn’t like the rocks she was flip­ping over, the scabs she was pok­ing. It had taken me a while to get here, to drag my­self up from the shit my life had be­come. I wouldn’t say I was happy, but I was con­tent.

	“What’re you get­ting at?”

	“You think your old friends would talk to you again? If we got you cleaned up. Maybe buy you a pair of those smart pants that suit you so well. Could you mingle in those circles again?”

	I looked at her harshly. She was smil­ing. She turned her face at me and winked.

	“There are some people I know, Jacob. Friends. They’d like to have a friend in those circles.”

	“I’m not that friend.” I shook my head, in­dic­ated the filthy bar. “If you haven’t no­ticed, I don’t walk in those circles any­more.”

	“By choice,” she said. I star­ted to protest, but she put a hand on my wrist. Fire rushed through me. “I know. You’ll say you were forced out. Shunned. But that’s just you, let­ting your­self col­lapse.”

	“It’s not that easy,” I said.

	“Noth­ing is. But I think, if we give you some money, a place to stay, a chance to clean up, that you’d be sur­prised how many of your old friends would come call­ing.”

	“I don’t think so. Not the people I knew.”

	“Well. You’re no longer the friend they knew, either. You’re some­thing else. Some­thing dan­ger­ous. And people in those circles, they like to have dan­ger­ous friends.”

	“Maybe.”

	“Be­lieve me. I know.” She flashed a de­vi­ous smile, al­most angry. “The beau­ti­ful people like to have dan­ger­ous fuck­ing friends.”

	I looked back at my table, and the drunks and the crim­in­als I’d spent the last two years around.

	“What would I do?”

	“Fa­vors,” she said. “That’s how this whole thing works. Fa­vors and friends.” I nod­ded. Emily smiled, then hooked her arm around my el­bow.

	“Pay up, then let’s go see someone. A good friend. A par­tic­u­larly dan­ger­ous friend.”

	“Who?”

	“A man by the name of Valentine.”

	My bones went cold, but I nod­ded and she led me out.

	I woke up, startled, then stood. My chair clattered back, banging against the desk be­fore spin­ning to the hard­wood floor. Emily was look­ing at me, her eyes half-open.

	“Dream­ing?” she asked. Her voice was dry and harsh. I went to get some wa­ter, awk­wardly aware of my rap­idly soften­ing erec­tion. I ran my hands un­der the cold wa­ter from the tap, then brought Emily her glass.

	“Yeah,” I said. “I think so.”

	Emily pulled her­self into a sit­ting po­s­i­tion, win­cing once then not put­ting any pres­sure on her in­jured arm. She drank some wa­ter.

	“Any­thing good? Your dream?”

	I shook my head, took the empty glass and set it on the desk.

	“Are you feel­ing hungry?” I asked.

	“Maybe.” She rubbed her eyes with one hand, then looked around the room. “Are we safe here?”

	“No. Not com­pletely. The own­ers could come back, or a neigh­bor could get curi­ous and re­port us. But that hasn’t happened yet.” I went into the kit­chen, wrapped some cold cured ba­con into a roll and went back into the din­ing room. She was star­ing out the win­dow. “Eat this.”

	She took the sand­wich and du­ti­fully con­sumed it one mech­an­ical bite at a time. When she was done I gave her more wa­ter, cut with what was left of the wine.

	“Thanks,” she said, wip­ing her hands on the price­less vir­gin calf­skin di­van. “I owe you.”

	“Prob­ably not,” I said. “Just friends do­ing fa­vors.” She smiled.

	“Is this how you think of this, Jacob? That I’m just a friend, do­ing you a fa­vor, help­ing out with this prob­lem of yours?”

	I shrugged and turned away, busy­ing my­self with the plate and empty wa­ter glass. She gathered the blanket up un­der her breasts and leaned back, star­ing at the ceil­ing.

	“Well,” she said, quietly, “I’m still grate­ful.” I took the dishes back to the kit­chen and put them into the sink. When I came back she was still star­ing at the ceil­ing.

	“How are you feel­ing?” I asked.

	“Still shot. But bet­ter. What about you?” I hadn’t thought about it. My ribs ached, and I real­ized there was a crush­ing pres­sure around my head. “I’m fine. Have you heard, Wilson says I can’t be killed.” I ran my hand over her fore­head. Her skin was cool and slightly moist. Her hair fell across her face, so I pushed it aside with one fin­ger. She looked up at me with those wa­tery brown eyes that hin­ted at red and gold.

	“Jacob. Uh.” She bit her lip and looked over my shoulder. “I’m really sorry.”

	“For get­ting shot?” I sat on the couch. “Yeah, I’m pretty sore at you for that. In­con­sid­er­ate.”

	“No, no.” She put her hand on my chest, rubbed my col­lar between fin­ger and thumb. “This whole thing. It’s such a com­plic­ated situ­ation, and I’m sorry you’re hav­ing to go through it. I al­most feel like, if I hadn’t sent you to the Heights, none of this would have happened.”

	“Nah. That thing would have just come for me in the city. Maybe come for you, too. It’s not your fault.”

	“Maybe. Still, I feel bad. And the last few years, Jacob. I know it’s been dif­fi­cult for you.”

	“What? Be­ing thrown out of my wealthy fam­ily, liv­ing as a ban­dit? Noth­ing to it. And I’ve met some in­ter­est­ing people, at least.” She laughed, then winced and de­flated.

	“Take it easy, Em. You’re not-”

	“No, that’s not what I meant. I mean, I know it’s been dif­fi­cult for you. With me, and Cacher.”

	“Oh.” I straightened up. “Well, I mean. Yeah.”

	“Yeah. It’s just a tough thing, Jacob. Cacher’s an im­port­ant guy, and I need him. Him and Valentine, both.”

	“I know.” I star­ted to stand up. “Maybe you should try to get some more sleep. I can go get Wilson, prob­ably.” She pulled me back down.

	“Listen to me. Okay? For one second, brush off your wounded pride and your god­damn pathos and just listen. It’s been tough for me, too. What I do isn’t glam­or­ous, or even pleas­ant. But it’s what I have to do, and you know it. And without Cacher, it would have been a whole lot harder. I couldn’t risk that, los­ing that pro­tec­tion. No mat­ter how I felt.”

	I sat look­ing at her for a minute. She seemed genu­inely sorry. Though that might have just been the blood loss talk­ing.

	“Well, I mean.” I scratched my hand. “You could have given me dis­count, at least.”

	Emily moaned.

	“You’re such an as­shole, some­times. Such a damn as­shole.” She grabbed my col­lar with her one good arm and pulled me down. Our lips met, teeth click­ing, and then I was bur­ied in warmth and soft­ness. She tasted like… noth­ing I knew. She tasted per­fect.

	When I sat up she was cry­ing, and there was fresh blood on her shirt.

	“Maybe next time don’t lean on me like that.”

	“Oh, shit, Em, I’m sorry. Damn it.” I stood up quickly and got more band­ages and a clean al­co­hol swab. When I came back into the room she was lean­ing up on her good arm. “Lie back and let me-”

	“Shut up,” she hissed. I stopped. There was a clat­ter on the front side­walk, like someone spill­ing coins.

	We stayed per­fectly still, star­ing at the door. The sound came again, closer. I dropped the band­ages and went for my gun. It was still gone.

	“Can you walk?” I whispered.

	“Maybe.” She was already sit­ting up, her legs tossed slug­gishly over the edge of the couch, feet on the ground. She leaned for­ward and res­ted her head in her hands. “Maybe.”

	I gave her my arm. To­gether we got her up­right and began to shuffle to the hall­way.

	“We’ll hide down­stairs, on the dock,” I said. “I’ll swim. There are other docks nearby, have to be. One of them must have a boat.”

	“And if they come down­stairs?” she asked, her teeth grind­ing. Her eyes were squeezed shut tight.

	“Then I’ll per­form a heroic res­cue. That might be bet­ter, ac­tu­ally. I’ve al­ways favored the idea of hero­ism.”

	“Look­ing for­ward to that,” she said, little laughs es­cap­ing around the pain.

	The front door burst open. There was a ma­chine. It was a twis­ted ar­ray of pipes, crudely bolted to­gether and an­im­ated by a set of arms and legs of rough ar­ti­fice. It stumbled into the room. A valve clapped open and emit­ted a low moan. Its voice soun­ded like a pipe or­gan chan­nel­ing a hur­ricane.

	“Jacob godsdamned Burn, don’t you let them keep me like this. For mercy’s sake, you kill me, you fuck­ing hor­rible bas­tard. You fuck­ing kill me again.”

	Emily slumped against me, gap­ing. I nearly dropped her. I knew that voice, twis­ted as it was through metal.

	“Mar­cus?”

	“Oh, hell.” Emily bur­ied her face in my shoulder.

	“Mar­cus, in­deed. Good boy, Mar­cus,” Sloane said as he walked through the door. He reached down and banged a lever on the thing’s back. The ma­chine that spoke with Mar­cus’ voice clattered to the floor.

	“Now. Stand still.” He poin­ted a pis­tol at us. Dozens of Badge­men flowed in be­hind him. “We need to have a chat, Jacob Burn.”  



	
Chapter Four­teen 

	Things That Al­ways Hurt

	It was a short fight; it wasn’t a fight at all. I stepped for­ward to meet them and Emily col­lapsed from my arm. In turn­ing to her, I turned away from them. They were on me in half a breath. They trussed me tight in leather belts and steel. I lay on the couch. Emily was still on the floor.

	“Don’t leave her there, you bas­tards,” I gasped through bloody lips.

	“She’ll be at­ten­ded. In good time,” Sloane said. He lay his pis­tol on the desk, then re­moved his thin leather gloves and tossed them next to it. I saw that the re­volver was brass in­laid, just like the one I had, from the Glory. “Any­one else in the house? Tell us, or we’ll kill them when we find them.”

	“No one,” I said. He nod­ded, then signaled five men to search, and an­other five to se­cure the door. They rushed off, as though anxious to be out of his pres­ence.

	Lean­ing against the desk, he stared at me with cas­ual in­dif­fer­ence. When the men came back and shook their heads, he sent them out into the street. Once we were alone he turned his at­ten­tion to Emily.

	“You’re con­cerned for her. She’s breath­ing still, if that’s your in­terest.” He craned his neck. “And she ap­pears to be bleed­ing.” He turned back to me, his eye­brows up. His tone was con­ver­sa­tional. “She’s been shot? Or stabbed? Good stuff. Ah, here we are.” He bent closer to her and raised his voice. “Good morn­ing, dear.”

	Emily moaned and stirred. I twis­ted to see her, but couldn’t get my head around too well. Sloane pushed me back with one foot.

	“Yes, good morn­ing, lovely. Feel­ing well? You’d be Emily, I sup­pose? Gone off the treaty a bit, haven’t we, my dear?”

	She levered her­self up, pant­ing in pain. He nod­ded to her.

	“Up, up, up. Onto the couch, quickly now.” He picked up the pis­tol, del­ic­ately, as though it would leave a foul stench on his hand if he gripped it too firmly. He waved it in­dis­tinctly in Emily’s dir­ec­tion. “No lay­ing about on Mr. Sloane’s time, is there?”

	“Where did you get that?” I asked, hop­ing to dis­tract him from tor­ment­ing the girl. It was def­in­itely a ser­vice re­volver of the Air Corps.

	“You like it? I thought you might be in­ter­ested.” He held it so I could see the crest. Glory of Day. “Tell me, where do you think I got it?”

	“From the Fehn. From the river.”

	“Good. Dots are be­gin­ning to con­nect. And where do you think you got your pis­tol?”

	I squirmed on the sofa and tried to sit up. He watched me dis­in­ter­estedly, then smacked me lightly across the face with the pis­tol.

	“Where. Do you think. You got your pis­tol?”

	“You know.” I spat.

	“Of course I know, Jacob. Be­cause you got it from me. I wrapped it in that box and had it de­livered to you at the Manor Tomb. Mys­ter­i­ously. Mys­tery is such an ef­fect­ive tool in the para­noid mind, Mr. Burn.” He leaned hap­pily against the desk and fol­ded his arms, the pis­tol tucked un­der his el­bow. “Speak­ing of which. Where is your pis­tol?”

	“I left it at the Church. Dropped it.”

	“Dropped it. At the Church. Really.” He looked over my shoulder at the wall. “I won­der what they’re go­ing to make of that. In­ter­est­ing.”

	“What was the point, Sloane?”

	“You didn’t give me a lot of time, Mr. Burn. I only found out you were go­ing to be at that party that morn­ing. Had to do some­thing to keep you out of An­gela’s hands, didn’t I? I figured get­ting you a little para­noid would do the trick.”

	“So it was a setup?” I looked at Emily. “They got me up there to cap­ture me. What about the An­gel?”

	“Yes! What about the An­gel. I was hop­ing you could tell me, Jacob. What do you know about him?”

	I laid out a long, tired sigh. “This is how you ask ques­tions? I’m not telling you any­thing, man. Not any­thing.”

	He smiled at me, a grim, empty smile.

	“No, I sup­pose you’re not. Not at all.” He turned to Emily again. “On the couch, wo­man. I am pa­tient, but not in that way.”

	“Fuck off,” Emily spat from the floor. Sloane raised the pis­tol and cocked it.

	“You get one warn­ing. It’s a pity you use it on such a trivial thing.” He fired into the couch, inches above her head. I yelled and struggled for­ward. He kicked me in the face, without look­ing.

	Grim­acing, Emily dragged her­self for­ward. He held the pis­tol on her, a little half smile wrink­ling his face, un­til she col­lapsed next to me on the sofa. Her skin was cold and pale, and sweat beaded her face.

	“Enough? This is a good start, but we really don’t have much time. Not the usual leis­urely chat, for us. I’m go­ing to start by as­sum­ing that you don’t have it with you?”

	“What?” I asked.

	He reached for­ward and cracked my face with his pis­tol. With my arms bound I fell to the ground, smear­ing blood on the car­pet.

	“I don’t want to sit through this again.” Arms on my shoulders, he grunted as he lif­ted and then dropped me onto the couch. Emily was gap­ing at him. When I looked up he was lean­ing against the desk, as though he had never moved.

	“Jacob…” she whispered. “Fuck­ing… Jacob…”

	“That wasn’t my ques­tion. I don’t blame the boy, of course. From what I’ve heard you’re a tal­en­ted girl. But let’s keep to the sub­ject. Is it with you?”

	“You mean the Cog?”

	“I do.”

	“Never heard of it,” I spat, blood drib­bling down my chin.

	His face didn’t change, but he hunched for­ward. Emily pressed her­self back into the couch. Didn’t make any sense to me. I was the one get­ting punched, no need for her to flinch like that. Only the spook didn’t punch me, not yet. He set down the gun, then pulled on the thin leather gloves. His hand on my knee was heavy, like lead.

	“Jacob. There are things you should know. Secrets. I know this whole thing has been very dif­fi­cult for you.” He turned his head to look at Emily, then back to me. “Your fam­ily, as well. Hard on all of us. I’m not here to make things more dif­fi­cult. It may get dif­fi­cult, in the short term, I’ll ad­mit that, but what hap­pens is really up to you. Okay?”

	“You’re a psychotic fuck, Sloane. Don’t play with me.”

	“I’m sorry. It’s just my nature.” He squeezed my knee like an old grand­father. “But really, I’d like to help. Is there any­thing I can an­swer for you? Any ques­tions you might have that might make this whole thing go easier?”

	“Say you have me, and you get the Cog. What are you go­ing to do about our winged friend?”

	“The An­gel?” He smirked. “Things are be­ing lined up for him. Don’t worry. And now, I sup­pose, it’s my turn.” He pulled his gloves tighter, then leaned close and ran a fin­ger across my face. His face was screwed up in con­cen­tra­tion.

	“They did quite a job on you, Jacob Burn. I can feel it, burn­ing out of you. The bruise is already fad­ing. There is a frac­ture, as well. Here.” He stabbed an iron fin­ger at my cheek. Pain shuddered through my face. The bones ground. I did what I could to not scream, but it was a near thing. “Yes, but not for long. Heal­ing already.”

	“What do you know about that?” I gasped as he dropped me back on to the couch. He wrinkled his brow.

	“Yes, see. Curi­os­ity. Ques­tions.” He pulled a chair over and sat down, his hands fol­ded cas­u­ally in his lap. “And then an­swers. All very simple. So. What do I know about your little tal­ent.”

	“Don’t listen, Jacob,” Emily whispered, angry. “He’s just a thug. He’s just mak­ing shit up to get you talk­ing.”

	“Does it mat­ter? I’ll tell you what I know, and you can be­lieve it or you won’t. Doesn’t mat­ter.” He leaned close to me. “Your heart, Jacob, is a fa­vor done for some very power­ful people. A debt that will be re­paid, you un­der­stand.”

	“Let me guess. You’re here to col­lect.”

	Again, that smile. That dead, damn smile.

	“It’s not your debt, Jacob. Now. My turn. The Cog isn’t here?”

	“Fuck off.”

	“I will take vul­gar­ity as a de­mure neg­at­ive. But you have it?”

	“Fuck. You.”

	“Hm. Look, Jacob. We both know that I can keep break­ing you, and you can keep un­break­ing. And as much as that idea in­terests me, well.” He tossed his hands up. “Time. It’s all down to the damn time. It’s just not in our fa­vor.”

	“Jacob…” Emily said. Her voice was laced with ter­ror.

	“But it’s just your body, right? There are ways around that.” He stood up, peel­ing off the gloves, throw­ing them on the table. Walk­ing over to the jumble that was ap­par­ently Mar­cus, he rubbed his hands to­gether. “Dear Mar­cus, for ex­ample. I could not… speak to his body, in my usual way. You made sure of that, yes?”

	Haul­ing up the roughly dressed pipes and crude bolts as though they were foil, Sloane held the ma­chine in front of us and flipped it on.

	“Mar­cus?” he asked.

	The pipes moaned. The legs struggled to find pur­chase, like a drunk on ice. Fi­nally, the device stood on its own.

	“But we found a way, didn’t we, Mar­cus?”

	“Jacob? He’s here, isn’t he?” the pipes groaned. “Right here. I found him, like you said. Like the deal.”

	“Deal is such a broad term, Mar­cus.” Sloane rattled the ma­chine. “You found him, like we de­man­ded.”

	“That’s just a trick, Sloane.” I squirmed un­til I was sit­ting up. “There’s noth­ing of Mar­cus there.”

	“Oh, but there is. Bits of him. The bits that can still be hurt.” Sloane ran a hand gingerly across the man­i­fold, then slapped the lever off. Again, Mar­cus fell. The noise of the col­lapse was heavy.

	“Like the soul ma­chines in your lovely zepliners. You re­mem­ber those, Jacob.” He twirled his fin­gers, like a but­ter­fly in flight. “The spirit in the pipes, away from the body, in the ma­chine. And if the body goes, well, the pipes are still there. And the soul.”

	I thought of the cap­tain on the Glory of Day, his metal voice on the Glory.

	“Mar­cus was dead,” I said.

	“Yes. Hugely help­ful, you killing him. Some­thing about souls, Jacob, and the people who kill them. Like two mag­nets, brought to­gether.” He pat­ted the col­lapsed shell of Mar­cus. “It’s slow, but in­ev­it­able.”

	“This is how you kept find­ing us?” Emily asked. “At the lab, and now here?” Sloane shrugged.

	“My point, Jacob, is that I don’t need to hurt your body. And I don’t need to wait un­til you die to hurt your soul. It’s easier that way, but that’s… simply not on the table.”

	“I’m ter­ri­fied. Really. You should tie some more straps on me, be­cause I might shake apart with the trem­bling, Sloane.”

	“Brave man,” he said, grin­ning. “And funny. A god damn waste, kick­ing you out of the Coun­cil. Still,” he picked the leather bag up from the floor and set it on the desk. “You’ve served your pur­pose well.”

	“Whatever you do, Sloane, leave her out of it. She doesn’t know any­thing.”

	“Prob­ably true.” The brass clasps snapped open, the buckle shrug­ging free to clang against the desk. “Wouldn’t that be in­ter­est­ing? Find­ing out what you know, girl. Find­ing all your secrets.” Emily paled and shrank into the sofa. I wrestled with the straps across my chest. The leather was bit­ing into my arms, but I thought that, with time, I’d be able to get free.

	“An­other time.” Sloane opened the bag and drew out a long tangle of hoses, bound in tar­nished brass clasps and piped fit­tings. There was some cent­ral core to the ma­chine, a com­plic­a­tion of pumps and coiled springs. He set this on the table. It scarred the shiny ven­eer of the wood.

	“Do you want to know about this? What it is, what it does?” Sloane held one of the rub­ber hoses across his thin palms like a holy relic. “Will that make it easier for you?” He looked down at me, his eyes flat, dark pits in his face.

	Cold sweat broke out across my hands and face, some­thing I couldn’t avoid. My toughest face wasn’t good enough for this.

	“It helps me, some­times. Know­ing what’s go­ing to hap­pen. I form it in my head, smooth it out. See it.” Hold­ing the hose in one hand, he cupped my chin, then ran a dry fin­ger across my cheek. “In your situ­ation, though. I un­der­stand, not want­ing to know.”

	He took the hose and looped it loosely around my head, gathered it up and looped it again, the coils build­ing up be­neath my chin. Each time he gathered, the hose snuggled up against my throat. It tightened. My head filled with the sound of my ham­mer­ing blood. I tried to struggle, to flop free, but my body wouldn’t re­spond. I felt para­lyzed, caught in the strange form­al­ity of the ritual.

	“Emily, dear. Your eyes.” He planted his palm flat against my fore­head and grim­aced. “I would close your pretty eyes.”

	With a jerk he tightened the hose. Emily screamed and threw her­self off the couch. He brushed her aside, kick­ing her as she fell. My whole head squeezed shut, my tongue lolling up out of my mouth, my eyes wide and hot. I struggled to breathe, to scream, but my body felt farther and farther away. Through the ham­mer­ing blood, I heard his voice.

	“This is the worst part, Jacob. The worst.” He held the hose eas­ily in one hand, his knuckles tight against my throat, hold­ing me up. With his other hand he loosened his col­lar and showed me the old scars, the shiny skin of his neck. “I know. I un­der­stand. After this, my boy, there is noth­ing but dark­ness. The worst is al­most over.”

	He was right. The dark­ness came, and si­lence. The last thing I heard was the ma­chine on the desk start­ing up, and the pulse mov­ing through the hose, my neck, my blood, into my heart and dreams.

	I woke up to a taste, and noth­ing more. It was like tar­nished brass filling my mouth, only I had no sense of mouth or tongue. Just a taste, hanging in empti­ness.

	There was noth­ing of my body, no feel­ing of pain, no sense of place or ori­ent­a­tion. I could see noth­ing. Not black­ness, as though I had closed my eyes or stood in a per­fectly sealed room, but ab­so­lutely noth­ing. The idea of sight was dis­tant, some­thing re­membered but un­fa­mil­iar.

	“There, Jacob, you see? This isn’t as bad, is it? Not at first, any­way.” The voice of Sloane ar­rived without dir­ec­tion or weight. Just words I knew I was hear­ing, some­where.

	“Now, be­fore we be­gin, there’s some­thing I need to show you, Jacob. Pay very close at­ten­tion to this. Are you ready?”

	What fol­lowed was noth­ing like pain. Pain has lim­its, it has dur­a­tions and in­tens­it­ies. It leaves scars and teaches les­sons. What fol­lowed was suf­fer­ing, pure and simple. It was loneli­ness and loss, the ob­ses­sions of spurned love and the empti­ness of life­times spent in isol­a­tion. It was be­ing alone forever, again and again. It stopped, leav­ing noth­ing but the taste of brass.

	“There. Do you un­der­stand now, Jacob? Emily seems quite con­cerned. You put on quite a show. Let her know you’re okay, son. Just say yes, Jacob. Tell her you’re al­right.”

	Speak­ing without a voice is strange. I fixed it, like some tal­ent I didn’t know I had.

	“Ye-”

	He hit it again. Five more times be­fore he asked an­other ques­tion. I learned to scream too.

	“Do you un­der­stand now?” he asked.

	“Yes,” I said weakly. Could Emily really hear me, or was my body ly­ing nerve­less on the couch?

	“Very good. We will start simply. Who on the Coun­cil is fund­ing you, and what deal­ing have they had with the Church?”

	“I…” I wasn’t sure what to say. “No one is fund­ing me.” It star­ted slower, just a back­ground tear­ing of emo­tion, an un­der­cur­rent of wasted life and de­pres­sion.

	“Someone must be stand­ing with you. Emily is here. Should I evac­u­ate her, see who she’s will­ing to name?”

	“There’s no one, Sloane. Every­one seems to be try­ing to kill me or cap­ture me. I’m run­ning from every­one.”

	The tear­ing con­tin­ued for a while, pulsing through me like a thorned rope, then it re­ceded.

	“We’ll let that stand for now. How did you get in touch with Mar­cus?”

	“Again, I didn’t. I was down­falls on other busi­ness. I saw him on the re­turn trip.”

	“You just happened to be aboard that spe­cific ship, on that spe­cific day.”

	“Yes.”

	Suf­fer­ing, for a while.

	“We know Mar­cus was in con­ver­sa­tion with the city. He told someone his plans, which ship he’d be tak­ing, and when. That he was be­ing pur­sued. They prom­ised him safety, pledged it, once he got to the city.”

	“He didn’t make it.”

	“No. Be­cause you were sent to gather him up. And things got out of hand.”

	“I wasn’t even sup­posed to be on that flight, Sloane. I got delayed on my job. It was just chance.” The next jolt las­ted longer, if etern­ity can last longer. I had a brief, shock­ing feel­ing of my body, drift­ing farther away from my float­ing con­scious­ness.

	“Stay with me here, Jacob. I don’t be­lieve you. This can go on for a long time. It can go on forever. All I need is your body, re­mem­ber. You don’t need to be in it.”

	“Go to hell,” I whispered.

	“Of course. But first, I need to un­der­stand. You say that you just happened to be on the Glory. Of the thou­sands of people in the city, the hun­dreds of thugs who could have been on Valentine’s busi­ness, by pure chance, it just happened to be you that he sent.”

	“Pure chance,” I re­peated.

	“Wrong.” Jolt. “Wrong, Jacob.” Shat­ter­ing jolt, my soul fall­ing apart, my body leav­ing. “I don’t be­lieve in chance. Not in these mat­ters.” Jolt, less memory and more sever­ing of my body. I was leav­ing, I could tell, leav­ing the world for an etern­ity of brass and suf­fer­ing. “You will tell me, Jacob, and you will…”

	The pain ended. The taste left my mouth, and time passed in dark­ness. I have no idea how long it was. When I woke up the street out­side was bright, sun­light pour­ing in around the shut­ters of the front win­dow. Sloane was sit­ting at the desk, thumb­ing through a sheaf of pa­pers.

	“Ah, good.” He looked up at me, nod­ded. “Sorry about the delay, Mr. Burn. There has been, well. A de­vel­op­ment. An in­ter­rup­tion to our little dis­cus­sion. Sorry.”

	“Don’t men­tion it.” I spat and looked around. Emily was gone.

	“Yes, your friend has been moved.”

	“Where is she?”

	“Else­where. Not here. That’s all I think you need to know. You’ll be mov­ing soon as well.”

	I struggled to sit up. He hit me again, and the jagged line of pain in my cheek put me on my ass. As I fell, a loop of belt fell off my shoulder. My arms loosened. I curled up on the couch to cover it.

	He stood up and came over, peer­ing at me curi­ously. “What happened to her, by the way? That sur­gery for her wound, it was very… in­tu­it­ive. Prim­it­ive, but still el­eg­antly done. You didn’t do that, ob­vi­ously.”

	“Fuck off.”

	“This again. You should try harder to of­fend me, Jacob. It would at least make our con­ver­sa­tions more in­ter­est­ing.”

	I pulled my­self up, best I could. The belts loosened just a little more. It was go­ing to be okay, I thought. It’s go­ing to work out.

	“You aren’t worth the ef­fort, Sloane.”

	“Ah, well. You tried at least.” He pulled up my chin to look at my eyes. “Yes, I sup­pose that’s the most I can ex­pect of a child like-”

	I swung my arm up and grabbed his wrist. His bones felt like stone.

	“Ah, yes,” he said anxiously. “Yes, yes, yes.” I punched my el­bow at his waist, but he pulled back. I stood. He took my arm in both hands and threw me against the wall. It was a well-built house, and I crumpled to the floor.

	“This is much bet­ter, I sup­pose. At a dif­fer­ent level. Still. In­vig­or­at­ing.” I struggled out of the bonds, let­ting them slip over my legs. I wasn’t quite free when he got to me. His fists were steel, and pre­cise. I yelped.

	“Okay. I can’t let this go much longer.” He was barely breath­ing heav­ily. “Per­haps an­other few rounds, and then-”

	I kicked both heels into his knee. He went down, his face care­fully dis­ap­poin­ted. I rolled over him and crawled to­wards the desk. He came at me from be­hind, crack­ing my head with both fists. My nose jammed into the floor. I breathed in blood.

	“Gods… fuck.” Sloane struggled up, lean­ing against the desk chair. “You’re mak­ing this dif­fi­cult, Jacob.”

	“Fuck off,” I hissed, then slapped the desk over. The pa­pers scattered, but the pis­tol rolled next to my hand. I took it up in both hands and fired two quick shots through the room. Sloane stopped talk­ing and jumped. I rolled be­hind the couch.

	“This isn’t go­ing to go well for you, Jacob. We have the girl. If you don’t come out, right damn now, we’re go­ing to ruin her.”

	I stood and crossed the room. He stood.

	“Good call, Jacob. Hand over the pis­tol.” I knuckled the re­volver and punched him with the cham­ber tight in my palm. His lip split, and he went down.

	“Where is she?”

	“Else­where, Jacob.” He smiled through bloody teeth. “Else­where.”

	“I don’t give warn­ings, Sloane. Where is she?” He shrugged. The Badge broke in the door. The wood splintered, and I stepped back. Sloane punched me on the in­ner thigh and I staggered all the way to the couch. Sloane ducked out. I fired an­other shot, catch­ing him in the shoulder. He lurched into the street, yelling. The Badge looked back at their boss, just long enough for me to put holes in them.

	I went to the door. The cold iron car­riage was there, the one I had seen earlier at Emily’s apart­ment. Mar­cus’s car­riage, I real­ized. I looked back at his crumpled form. The Badge was form­ing up out­side. There had to be a back door.

	As I left the room, I paused by Mar­cus’ metal form. I thought of the time­less suf­fer­ing, the taste of brass and the tear­ing of my soul. There was a valve, sealed shut. I got a length of pipe out of the kit­chen and tore it off. He rushed out like an ex­hausted wave on the beach, his spirit wash­ing through the room in hor­ror and re­lief. When he was gone, I took an­other shot out the open door, scat­ter­ing the Badge, then went up­stairs. There was a back bal­cony off the child’s room. I jumped to the next roof and ran.

	I knew it was wrong be­fore I got there. The sounds, the light. None of it was right. I al­most turned back be­fore I got there. I stood at the last corner, my hands and face rest­ing on the cold stone for ten minutes. I kept hop­ing to hear some­thing; Wilson com­plain­ing to him­self, or work­ing on some ex­per­i­ment. Any­thing.

	The cistern was torn up. This is what had happened, what had in­ter­rup­ted Sloane’s ques­tion­ing. They didn’t need me to tell them where the Cog was. They had it. They came in here and got it. They had come in with guns, ex­plos­ives. Stone fell from the ceil­ing, chok­ing the wa­ter. Whatever secret out­flow had swal­lowed the spring was blocked, and the cistern was rising. Dark wa­ter was pool­ing up over the rocky pier, flood­ing the floor of our hide­away.

	Wilson’s things floated in a half foot of wa­ter, tubes and shattered jars swirl­ing in the new cur­rents. Spe­ci­mens, leaves and dead bugs clumped to­gether like tiny is­lands. His del­ic­ate net­ting was torn and burned, hanging in charred tat­ters from the bul­let-eaten walls. There was blood, smears, spat­ters, thin whirls in the wa­ter, drift­ing among Wilson’s aban­doned wreck­age.

	No bod­ies. Shell cas­ings, one of Wilson’s cruel knives, broken and bright in the wa­ter. Emily’s shot­gun was in a far corner, near the sunken tip of the pier. I waded out there, scooped it up and stared down into the deep wa­ter bey­ond.

	I stood there a long time, wait­ing for some­thing to come out of that wa­ter, or for me to sink down into it. Noth­ing happened. I slung the soggy belt of the gun over my shoulder and went out. I had some ques­tions for dear old dad. 



	

Chapter Fif­teen 

	Gods Without Churches

	“Billy, ” I said.

	“Mas­ter Burn is not-”

	I punched him pretty hard. Harder than I meant, but bet­ter that than too light. He went down, his lip burst like a bal­loon. I stepped in­side and closed the door.

	The foyer was empty, no sound but the half dozen clocks dad kept on dis­play, each one a little out of step with all the oth­ers. I dragged Billy into the coat check, tied him as best I could with an old scarf that was ly­ing in the corner, and locked the door.

	Cradling the shot­gun in my hands, I star­ted to search the rest of the house. I didn’t have any shells, but my father was a ra­tional man. Even the threat of the gun would keep him in line.

	I didn’t find him, or any­one else for that mat­ter. Mother lived with the kids, my sis­ter and her of­ficer gal­lant, up­river in their ex­cit­ing new life as ex­pat­ri­ates. My broth­ers were in the navy. The Academy wouldn’t take any more chances on the Burns. Father Burn lived here pretty much alone, him and Billy, a couple ser­vants and the rare it­in­er­ant mis­tress. Most of the house was closed up. It looked like father was liv­ing mostly in the ball­room, sleep­ing in one of the private sit­ting rooms that clustered around the dance floor. How bad had things got­ten?

	I went back to the foyer and opened the coat check. Billy was in the corner, free of the scarf, us­ing it to mop blood off his face. He stared at me with nar­row eyes.

	“What was it you were say­ing, Billy, be­fore I in­ter­rup­ted?”

	“You’re a psy­cho­path, Jacob,” he hissed. “Al­ex­an­der was right, put­ting you out.”

	“I’m get­ting to that. Maybe you’re right, but maybe you don’t know what the fuck you’re talk­ing about. Now,” I cradled the shot­gun in my arms. “What were you say­ing?” He looked down at his feet. His shoes were badly scarred, but well pol­ished.

	“You’re go­ing to kill me.”

	“Where is he, Billy?”

	“No. You’re go­ing to kill him, too. You can…” he sobbed, a noble little kink in his voice. “You can do what you want with me, but I’m not go­ing to let you kill him.”

	“I can just wait, Billy. I can sit here and lock the door and wait for him to come home. And I know he’s com­ing home even­tu­ally. My old man, there’s nowhere for him to go. Just tell me, Billy. I’m not go­ing to hurt him, but there’re some things he and I need to talk out.”

	“You ex­pect me to be­lieve that? Look,” he wad­ded up the bloody scarf, held out his crim­son hands. “Look at me. Look at what you’ve done. You’re a vi­ol­ent, hor­rible, ugly man. You’re just a godsdamn thug, Jacob. Just a vi­ol­ent, angry, broken man.”

	I stared at him. He was cry­ing, but only in his eyes. The rest of him was stick straight and furi­ous.

	“Tell me where he is. You have my word, Billy. And I’m sorry about your face.” He was trem­bling, the scarf knot­ted up between his fin­gers, fresh blood on his lip. His shirt was ruined, and I couldn’t ima­gine he had that many shirts, not work­ing in this house.

	“Wil­li­am­son,” I said. “Where’s my father?”

	“The Singer,” he whispered, tears anew in his eyes. “He’s at the Singer. Pray­ing.” I nod­ded, then set Emily’s gun in the corner of the tiny room and went to the kit­chen. I came back with wet tow­els and a bottle of dad’s bet­ter whis­key. The shot­gun had been moved, bloody fin­ger­prints on it. He prob­ably picked it up, just long enough to see it wasn’t loaded. I’d never seen Billy use a gun, and I didn’t ex­pect that to change today. I cleaned his face, made sure he drank three ex­pens­ive fin­gers of the whis­key. He felt guilty about that, I could see, drink­ing the mas­ter’s bottle.

	“You won’t hurt him?” he asked.

	“And give him a way out? No.” I picked up the shot­gun. “Thanks, Billy. Wil­li­am­son. Get some ice on that lip.”

	“Billy’s fine,” he said. He fol­lowed me out, lock­ing the door be­hind me.

	The Dome of the Singer sits on the edge of the river Ebd, on the far south side of Veridon. It’s seen bet­ter days, and most of those days were a dec­ade ago. We kept one of our old gods here, one of the Celestes the ori­ginal set­tlers found wait­ing for them in si­lent vi­gil­ance, hov­er­ing over the delta that would even­tu­ally be­come Veridon. That was from be­fore the Church of the Al­gorithm, and their techno-spir­itual dom­in­ance.

	There are five Celestes, or were the last time I checked. Used to be six, but the Watch­man flickered and dis­ap­peared, twenty years ago. I barely re­mem­ber that; my mother cry­ing in a closet, my father draw­ing heavy cur­tains across the din­ing room win­dow and burn­ing secret, heavy candles that smelled like hot sand. My par­ents fol­lowed the old ways, at least in private.

	The door to the Dome was open, so I went in. The walls were thick, three feet of stone shot through with iron braces to hold it all to­gether. The other Celestes had ce­re­mo­nial houses, just places for wor­ship and ritual. The Dome of the Singer was, at first, a prac­tical mat­ter. She sang, loudly. Or she used to. When I stepped into the cool dark in­terior of the Dome, all I heard were feet scuff­ing on stones and the low moan of breezes cir­cu­lat­ing through the drafty heights. She was si­lent, and I felt a chill.

	The main level of the Dome was a single open room. The floor was loosely fit stone, time-eroded and haphaz­ardly level. The walls were hung in the rem­nants of holy tapestries, framed in sconces that held cold torches. There was little light, at first just the il­lu­min­a­tion from the open door at my back.

	I walked in­side. In time my eyes ad­jus­ted. There was other light, a blu­ish glow that des­cen­ded from the second floor. A broad cent­ral stair­case of wrought iron twis­ted up at the cen­ter of the room. It circled a patch of empty dirt like a screw as­cend­ing a pil­lar of air. The ceil­ing was thirty feet up, with a match­ing open­ing, about twenty feet wide, through which the stair­case rose. The glow came down through that hole.

	Paus­ing at the bare patch in the floor, I looked up. I could see the shad­owy smear of the Celeste ec­lipsing the smooth white ceil­ing of the Dome. She hung in empty space. I looked down at the bare dirt. One thing we’d learned about the Celestes; you couldn’t build un­der them. They ex­er­ted some kind of erod­ing force straight down. Any struc­ture be­low them would wear away into this gritty gray sand in a mat­ter of weeks. The flag­stones near the sand’s peri­meter were start­ing to show age, the corners crum­bling like stale cheese un­der my feet.

	The stair­case ran around the peri­meter of this cir­cu­lar patch of god-eroded dirt, slowly as­cend­ing un­til it reached the second floor. The in­ner hand­rail was raw, pit­ted rust. I put a foot on the first step and listened to the metal com­plain.

	When I first entered, I re­membered, I heard foot­steps. They were still now. This level was empty, so who­ever was here had to be up­stairs. My father, hope­fully. I sighed and star­ted up. The stair­case groaned and popped the whole way. Halfway up I swung the empty shot­gun into my hands. It felt good, even though it was a threat I couldn’t fol­low through on.

	The higher I got, the brighter the Singer seemed. I kept my head bent and my shoulders turned, to keep her out of my dir­ect field of vis­ion. I needed to be able to see clearly. I was mak­ing enough noise that who­ever was wait­ing up top would surely know I was com­ing.

	The stair­case held up, and I made the second floor, crouch­ing as I cleared the floor level. At first glance, the room was empty.

	There were prayer shrines against the curved outer wall of this level, six of them, one for each of the other Celestes, in­clud­ing the boarded up shrine of the dead Watch­man. They were ar­ranged so that the sup­plic­ants would face the ap­pro­pri­ate dome else­where in the city. Two of these shrines were on my side, dark wood for the War­rior, iron and glass for the Mourn­ing Bride. The Watch­man’s shuttered shrine was there too, smeared in the wax drip­pings of the mourn­ing candles. I turned to squint past the lu­min­ous form of the Singer.

	She hovered in the air at the cen­ter of the open­ing in the floor, sur­roun­ded by an iron rail­ing. Her skin was pale against her bulbous, crim­son robes. Her clothes were dark red and shiny, re­tain­ing form al­most like a chitin­ous shell. Her eyes were closed. Her lips and the tips of her fin­gers were blood red and smooth. Light poured off her skin like mist on the river in winter. I had for­got­ten how beau­ti­ful she was, hid­den away in this drafty stone build­ing. How had we for­got­ten this, how had the city gone on to other gods?

	“Put the gun down, son.”

	He was just be­hind the Celeste, on the other side of the plat­form. Al­ex­an­der was form­ally dressed, very sharp, a long black coat in­laid in crim­son. He had one hand in the pocket of his coat, and with the other he poin­ted a re­volver at me.

	“I’d rather keep it,” I said.

	He shrugged and flicked the pis­tol to his left. I came around the rail­ing and walked to­ward him, the shot­gun cas­u­ally cradled in my arm.

	“Here alone?” I asked.

	“Yeah. You? All your friends wait­ing out­side?”

	“I’m alone.”

	We both nod­ded thought­fully. I looked up at the Singer and leaned against the rail.

	“She’s quiet,” I said.

	“Has been,” Al­ex­an­der said, barely tak­ing his eyes off me. “Three years now. Went from full volume to noth­ing in an hour.”

	“You were here?”

	He nod­ded. “We all were, all the Fam­il­ies.”

	“But you still come?”

	“Some of us.” He looked away, glanced at the shrine of the Noble, then back to me. “I still come, at least.”

	“There’s a story for you. Dead god­dess, still wor­shipped by the dy­ing Fam­il­ies of Veridon.” I smirked.

	He scowled at me and poked the re­volver to­wards me.

	“Get rid of the shot­gun.”

	“It’s not loaded,” I said.

	“So why carry it?”

	“Same reason you come here, I guess.” I smiled bit­terly. He didn’t like that, but he dipped the re­volver down.

	“So why are you here?” he asked.

	“Look­ing for you, I guess. Had a word with Billy. He says hi. I was at the Church of the Al­gorithm, earlier.” I turned to him. “Do you still carry an Icon of the Singer in your pocket when you go there?”

	He grim­aced, ran a hand over the smooth pocket of his formal coat. “That’s not a chance I take any­more. Times are too dif­fi­cult. Too little trust, these days.”

	“Yeah, I can bet. When did you stop?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Shortly after you left, I sup­pose.”

	“Were you car­ry­ing an Icon when you sold me to the Church, dad?” He froze, ab­so­lutely still.

	“That’s not-”

	“You sold me out, pop. Sold out everything I cared about.” I took a step for­ward, prompt­ing the re­turn of the pis­tol. “People died, Al­ex­an­der. Friends of mine died. And for what? What did you get from those grease-fingered Wrights?”

	“Jacob, listen. I’m sorry you got in­volved in this, but-” I stabbed my fin­ger at him, yelling. “You set me up. You knew why every­one was chas­ing me. You knew that this thing in my chest had some­thing to do with the Cog. And you let me walk out of your house, easy as pie. What the hell?” The lines on his face were very deep, and his skin was gray. He looked tired.

	“Jacob, it’s… I’m sorry. It’s very com­plic­ated.”

	“Which part, dad? What’s so com­plic­ated? That you sold me to the Church? That you used me, my life, to curry fa­vor with the Wrights? Is that it? That you aban­doned me, treated me like it was all my fault, my fail­ure, that led to my ex­pul­sion from the Academy? Is that what’s so godsdamn com­plic­ated?” I got too close, the old man stepped for­ward and swung the butt of his re­volver in a short up­per cut that landed on my chin. I fell back on my heels, then kept go­ing un­til my head hit the floor. He stood over me, the pis­tol in my face, his shoulders shak­ing in rage.

	“Don’t try! Do not try to come to me with right­eous­ness, Jacob Burn. I never meant to ex­ile you from the fam­ily. You did that. You came home, boil­ing in­side. Noth­ing could get to you, no one in the fam­ily. It killed your mother, drove her out of the house, out of the damn city! My wife left me, Jacob, be­cause you drove her out. It al­most killed me. I know you blame me, and maybe you should. But no one kicked you out of my house.”

	I lay there, look­ing up at him. Even­tu­ally he calmed down and let me stand up. He stood by the rail­ing, look­ing peace­fully at the Singer.

	“So, what?” I asked, wip­ing blood off my mouth. “You thought to sell my body to the Church, then coddle me in the Manor un­til I was ready to hatch?”

	He didn’t move. We were quiet for a while. I was about to ask again when he spoke.

	“I wasn’t sure. It was a chance, and I took it. I’m sorry it came out this way.”

	“Well. Me too,” I said after a mo­ment’s si­lence. I picked up the shot­gun and brushed off my pants. My jaw was throb­bing, but after the events of the day I barely no­ticed.

	“So what is this thing, in my chest?”

	“Do you know what the Cog is? What it can do?” I nod­ded. “It’s a pat­tern. It’s what keeps that An­gel to­gether. That’s why he’s try­ing to get it back, be­fore he loses con­trol.”

	“Oh. It’s more than that.” He gripped the rail­ing, squeezed it and let out a long sigh. “Look, this is go­ing to be hard to be­lieve, but the le­gend, the one about the girl? Ca­m­illa? That’s true.”

	“Yeah. We’ve met.”

	“You’ve… met.” He looked at me tiredly. “Yes, I sup­pose that’s the sort of im­possible thing that would hap­pen to a man like you. So you know. The zepliners, the cog­work… all of it is just de­rived know­ledge. Tech­no­logy that we’ve sifted from her dis­sec­ted heart.”

	“She has some thoughts on that. You know the map came from her, right?”

	“I had my sus­pi­cions. And my con­cerns, about her motives in do­ing so. But,” he glanced around the room, at the vari­ous shrines. “But people in the Coun­cil wanted to move for­ward. Too great an op­por­tun­ity.”

	“Of course,” I said.

	“So, yes. The thing in your heart. It’s kind of a reader, I sup­pose. A trans­lator. It’s very good at im­ply­ing and im­pos­ing the holy pat­terns of the Al­gorithm.”

	“You sound like a Wright. The Church let some­thing like this out of their care?”

	“It re­quired a liv­ing body. The Wrights won’t take modi­fic­a­tion of any kind. They could have put it in any­one, but they needed someone they could trust.”

	“And they chose you?” I asked. “Last sup­plic­ant of the Celestes?”

	“Trust might not be the best word. They needed someone they could con­trol.”

	“Ah. Des­per­a­tion be­gets con­trol. Of course.” He sighed. “Of course.”

	“Kind of ir­re­spons­ible. Hid­ing this ar­ti­fact in me and then let­ting me run off to the gut­ters.”

	“We had our eyes, close to you.”

	“Who? Valentine? I can’t ima­gine him work­ing for you.” He shook his head, still not look­ing at me.

	“Who then?” I stepped close to him, one hand on the rail­ing. The pale light of the Singer made my father look frozen in place, in time. He al­most looked noble. “Who were you pay­ing to be my friend?”

	He grim­aced and looked at me, his eyes sad and hol­low.

	“Emily.”

	I gripped the rail­ing and the shot­gun. The trig­ger creaked un­der my grip.

	“Bull­shit. Emily’s a friend, a…” my voice stumbled “…we’re close.”

	“Yes. That was the job de­scrip­tion.”

	I punched him, weakly, my fist glan­cing off the sag­ging fat of his jaw. He hardly moved, just leaned away from me, then bat­ted my arm down.

	“You’re a fuck­ing liar, Al­ex­an­der Burn! It’s not pos­sible, Emily would never, she couldn’t. She could never do that to me. You’re just a damn liar.”

	“Yes, I am. The Church re­quired it. There was al­ways a chance you’d go off on your own, stray from the de­sired path. We set it up, be­fore, to make sure you would take to her.”

	I slumped against the rail­ing. Her shot­gun clattered to the floor.

	“I’m sorry, son. It had to be like this.”

	“No. It didn’t. Noth­ing does.” I braced my­self, try­ing to find a place in my mind to fit Emily the spy, the traitor. “Who knew?”

	“The Coun­cil. Ele­ments in the Church.”

	“Tomb?”

	“An­gela was her hand­ler. That’s how we knew the Cog was in the city, fi­nally, once we lost con­tact with Mar­cus.”

	I put both hands on the rail­ing and looked down. The sand be­low was smooth and blank. “What am I sup­posed to do,” I asked, more to my­self.

	“What can you do? You have the Cog, and your heart.” He turned from me, look­ing at the Singer. “You can do pretty much any­thing you want.”

	“I don’t have the Cog,” I said numbly.

	“What? How could you… who has it?”

	“Sloane. I think. He tracked it down, stole it. I think he killed a friend of mine.”

	“Jacob, you can’t mean that. We can’t let them have con­trol of that thing. If it gets back to the An­gel-”

	“Why would it be any safer from the An­gel with me? I haven’t done a great job of pro­tect­ing the things I care about, re­cently.”

	“They’ve… for fuck’s sake, Jacob. Sloane and his people are ne­go­ti­at­ing with the An­gel. They’re of­fer­ing him some kind of sac­ri­fice.”

	“A deal? But what can he of­fer them?”

	“They’ll think of some­thing,” he said bit­terly, then hunched over the rail­ing and closed his eyes.

	“If she’s your agent, do you know where Emily is now? Sloane took her, said he had spe­cial plans for her.”

	He nod­ded, slowly. “We know.”

	“What? What are they go­ing to do with her?”

	“Jacob,” he said care­fully, “The An­gel can’t hold to­gether, not without that Cog. And they aren’t go­ing to of­fer him that. But a body, spe­cially mod­i­fied for the pur­pose-”

	“Emily! They’re go­ing to give Emily to the An­gel? But, can she sur­vive that? Why would they pick her?”

	“Some­thing happened to her, I think. Our sources in­dic­ate that there was some kind of sur­gery, be­fore Sloane got a hold of her. Makes her an ideal can­did­ate.”

	“Ca­m­illa. Gods, I’ll bet she knew. I’ll bet that little bitch thought to use her to get out. Gods­fuck.”

	“Whatever it was, they have her.”

	“Where is she?” I asked again. I turned to­ward him and staggered for­ward. “You know. I can tell, you know.”

	He rolled his eyes to the ceil­ing and sighed. He was meas­ur­ing me, weigh­ing his op­tions, my pos­sible re­ac­tion.

	“I can’t tell you, Jacob,” he said, fi­nally, sadly.

	“I’ll find out. You know I will.”

	“Not from me.”

	“Then in spite of you.”

	He nod­ded slowly, but didn’t move. “For­get her, Jacob. Don’t go rush­ing in…”

	“To get her. To get cap­tured,” I snarled at him and poked the air in front of his face. “That’s what you’re afraid of, isn’t it?” He flinched, then flexed his fin­gers around the pis­tol grip. “Per­haps.”

	“Which is why you told me. That’s why you flipped your card. If I knew she didn’t love me, that the last five years have been staged and she was your little spy, you thought… you thought I would aban­don her.” He didn’t look at me.

	“I don’t want you to waste your­self on her.” He spoke quietly, as he spoke to me when I was a child. “They have her, yes. They’re us­ing her as a lure. Think about it, Jacob. They’ll get you, and then they’ll have everything.”

	I watched him, stared at him, his pale, noble face watch­ing the mo­tion­less Singer.

	“We don’t un­der­stand each other, father. If that’s what you thought, that I’d aban­don her.”

	“You can’t save her.”

	“So what? I can try.” I turned an­grily from him and snatched up the shot­gun. “I can fuck­ing try.”

	His shoulders sagged, and he closed his eyes.

	“Ac­tu­ally, Jacob, your father un­der­stands you quite well.” I turned. An­gela Tomb stepped out of the shrine of the Noble, along with three of her Housies. Wood clattered. Guards emerged from all the shrines, shortrifles in hand.

	“He wanted a chance to dis­suade you,” she said. Her voice was cold and numb. “He had it.”

	“It was a lie, then? About Emily?” I asked as I twis­ted my hands on the empty shot­gun.

	“It was not,” Al­ex­an­der said without open­ing his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

	“We’re all sorry, Jacob,” An­gela said. “But we really can’t let them get you.”

	“You’ve said that be­fore, Ange. You’re go­ing to shoot me again?”

	“Someone here will, if needs must.” She grim­aced. “We’re all pack­ing Bane this time, Jacob. Don’t make it hap­pen.”

	“You can stop them,” I said. “You can go to them and stop them.”

	“We can’t,” father said. “We’re sorry. There’s too much at stake.”

	“Let us handle this our own way, Jacob. Let us ne­go­ti­ate. If they have the Cog, and we have you… terms came be made.”

	“Not good enough,” I said. “You’re go­ing to let this hap­pen, Al­ex­an­der?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

	“Maybe,” I said. I backed up un­til the rail­ing was against my legs, the quiet god­dess at my back. I raised my empty gun.  



	
Chapter Six­teen 

	Her Eyes Were Open

	“I gave you your chance, Al­ex­an­der,” An­gela said. She had one hand on her hip, the other flour­ish­ing a heavy caliber du­el­ing pis­tol. “We can’t have it both ways. Give it up, Jacob.”

	“I can’t, An­gela.” I twis­ted the shot­gun in my hands, like a wet rag. “I just can’t do that.”

	“We’re your fam­ily, son,” Al­ex­an­der said, though his spirit wasn’t really in it. “Who else are you go­ing to trust? They have the Cog. We really can’t let them have you as well.”

	“But you won’t be con­tent with just me. Will you? You’ll want the Cog as well, and what sort of terms will you come to with Sloane to get it? The Cog is power­ful, but noth­ing like it could be if you had my heart to go along with it.”

	“One item at a time. We can enter ne­go­ti­ations with Mr. Sloane later on.” An­gela smirked, then flicked her pis­tol to the guards. “Now. Put down the shot­gun.”

	“Where’s Emily?” I asked. “Where’s Sloane hold­ing her?”

	“Why does it mat­ter?”

	“I’m go­ing to save her. You fucks won’t take care of your girl, I’m go­ing to.”

	“Al­ways the brave lad,” An­gela said. “Al­ways the hero. You’ll never get her. They have her locked up tight, up on the Torch’.”

	“Why up there?”

	“Coun­cil’s got part of the base sec­tioned off, has for years,” Al­ex­an­der said. “Ex­per­i­ments, try­ing to break free of the Church’s grip. The sur­gery they’re giv­ing her, it’s very spe­cial­ized. Build­ing cog­work without a church-sanc­tioned pat­tern. Very dif­fi­cult stuff. And the equip­ment they’ll need to do that, it’s up there.”

	“You have to let me go. You have to let me help her.”

	“No, we don’t,” An­gela said. “Now put down the shot­gun and come with us.”

	“You heard the lad!” A voice called up from be­low us. I turned and looked down.

	Wilson. He was stand­ing in the middle of the gritty sand be­low. His skin looked like it had been scrubbed with char­coal, and he was wear­ing a knee-length black duster that was singed at the edges. He looked blas­ted. His hands were in his pock­ets, and his spider arms were bunched up around his shoulders like rest­less wings.

	An­gela and a couple of the Housies joined me at the rail­ing.

	“A friend of yours?” she asked.

	“Maybe. Get­ting hard to tell, these days.”

	“Ah, yes. Still mourn­ing the af­fec­tions of our little spy-whore. Tell him to come up here, or you’re both dead.”

	“Wilson…” I yelled.

	“I heard the bitch.” He took his hands out of his pock­ets and held them wide apart. Each held a small glass jar, squirm­ing in the pale light. “I’ll be right up.”

	He dropped the jars, then im­me­di­ately leapt onto the iron cork­screw stair­case. The jars broke with a muffled pop, and glit­ter­ing hordes swarmed out onto the sand. Beetles.

	“Put him down!” An­gela screamed. The guards re­spon­ded, without think­ing.

	They really were pack­ing bane in those shortrifles. The shots crackled off the wrought iron, the stair­case began flak­ing away like thin ice. Wilson bounded up, much too fast for their aim. One got close and the anansi yelped, but he kept com­ing. I turned and smacked the nearest guard in the head with the butt of the shot­gun, then scooped up his weapon as I slung Emily’s shot­gun over my shoulder.

	“Jacob!” Wilson yelled. I looked down, only to see him ges­tur­ing up. I looked up. At the Singer.

	Her eyes were open, her arms rais­ing slowly in be­ne­dic­tion.

	I threw my­self back, just as the rest of the Housies were rush­ing for­ward to take me. I fell between them, slid­ing on my back. An­gela was still look­ing down, fir­ing wildly at Wilson.

	My father was on one knee, hands fol­ded calmly on his leg, fa­cing the Singer. I covered my ears and curled up.

	Her voice was cata­strophic in the close roof of the Dome. My memor­ies of her were quieter, a gentle mur­mur­ing that splashed through the build­ing like a stream. This was a tor­nado, an ava­lanche of voice. It was three years of pent up di­vin­ity, for­got­ten by its ser­vants and furi­ous in its glory.

	We fell, even my father. The build­ing shook. I saw An­gela tumble for­ward, screams drowned out by the Singer’s mas­ter stroke. None of the Housies had caught on to what was about to hap­pen, and lay prone, clutch­ing at bloody ears. My father was flat on the floor, his face slack. He might have been asleep for all I could tell. Wilson crawled over the top rail, grim­acing. He scuttled to me and pulled me up.

	I tried to tell him where Emily was, and what they were go­ing to do to her. My voice was si­lent against the Singer’s roar.

	We ran to the stair­case. It was crum­bling, the iron brittle as glass. The steps twis­ted un­der our feet, the hand­rail com­ing off in sharp flakes whenever we stumbled and reached for its false sup­port. We fell the last ten feet as the whole lat­tice­work failed. I came down in the sand, grimy with bugs.

	I landed next to An­gela. Her mouth was open and bloody, half full of sand. Her arms and legs were awk­ward, and her chest was caved in. I stood up and ran. Out the door into the im­possible quiet of the streets, the crowd gath­er­ing at the un­ex­pec­ted noise com­ing from the Dome; the gun­shots, the newly ig­nited Singer pour­ing out the open door. I pushed past them into the street and ran, the world a mute hum­ming in my ears. No sound but the im­pact of my feet, my heart, my lungs. The sun was in­cred­ibly bright, the build­ings seemed to peel back and the sky was blue and quiet.

	Wilson caught up with me and pulled me into an al­ley. I looked at him once, the grit on his burned face sticky with blood. I put a hand on his shoulder, then leaned over and retched onto the cobbles.

	We ended up in the base­ment of a burned out house on the Canal Blanche. My hands were still shak­ing as I set down Emily’s shot­gun and col­lapsed against the mossy brick wall of the cel­lar. Wilson looked nervous.

	“You look like hell, boy,” he said. “What was that all about?”

	“How did you get there?” I asked, ig­nor­ing his con­cern. “And what happened to the Cog?” He grim­aced, then squat­ted on his heels across from me. His many arms fol­ded out, hanging in a rough circle around him like the spokes of a wheel.

	“They came for us again. Quieter his time, more ser­i­ous. Some of them were in the wa­ter, us­ing some kind of breath­ing mask. There was no way out.”

	“There must have been,” I said. I lay the Cog be­side the shot­gun, then struggled out of my coat. “You’re here.”

	“They didn’t care about me. They came for that trinket.” He watched me care­fully, re­laxed but ready. “Showed up right after you left, ac­tu­ally. I put up a fight, but they had the num­bers.”

	“So how’d you get out?”

	“I ended up on the ceil­ing. After the col­lapse, I crawled up into some of the new cracks.” He shif­ted awk­wardly, his hand run­ning nervously over his scal­ded pate. “They tried to burn me out.”

	“And the Cog? Where was it, while you were hid­ing away?”

	“Long gone, Jacob. The ones in the wa­ter, they got it be­fore I even knew they were there. They took it down through the chan­nels, then blew it up be­hind them. That’s what took the roof.”

	“I left it with you, Wilson.” I lay my hands palm up on my knees. “I trus­ted you.”

	“We trus­ted each other, Jacob. Funny tim­ing.”

	“What?”

	“I said, funny tim­ing. You left with Emily, and they came in on your heels.” He flexed his ex­tra arms nervously, his prime arms fol­ded loosely in his lap, hand near the open fold of his scorched coat. I re­membered that he had two knives, and I had only seen one broken in the cistern. “You see any­thing on your way out? Talk to any­one, maybe?”

	“You have to be kid­ding,” I said. “All that’s happened, all that we’ve seen… you’re ac­cus­ing me of selling you and Emily out to the Badge?”

	“You show up, take the girl, and rush right out again. Tell us some kind of story about hit­ting the Church of the Al­gorithm,” he said evenly, the an­ger I ex­pec­ted paved un­der a layer of fa­tigue. “Badge walks in, and you’re head­ing out the door.”

	“So you think I told them where the Cog was and cut my losses? That I made a deal?”

	“Makes some sense. You had Emily with you, knew she wouldn’t get hurt. Prob­ably couldn’t just hand the Cog over, cuz they’d put you down rather than pay you. Me, they weren’t so care­ful about.”

	“Why in the hell would I do that, Wilson? Why would I sell you out?”

	“Things are bad, Jacob. Com­plic­ated bad. Maybe you found your­self a way out, and knew I wouldn’t take the deal. And you didn’t want to give Emily a chance to turn it down, either.”

	“Ser­i­ously, fuck you.”

	He shrugged. “My loy­alty is to her, Jacob. Not you. If you sold us out, I’ll learn of it. If you let them hurt her-”

	“Let them hurt her? Let them? Do you have any idea what she and I went through after we left you? As long as they didn’t have the Cog, it didn’t mat­ter what they did to me. Soon as you let them get it-”

	The knife was against my throat be­fore I could move. It was plenty sharp.

	“Say that again,” Wilson said, quiet. “Tell me it was my fault one more fuck­ing time.”

	I swal­lowed and tried to back into the wall. His hand fol­lowed me the whole way, steady as stone.

	“Two ways we can go from here, Wilson. One of them gets Em killed. The other one, we talk this out, come up with a plan, and break her out.”

	“And kill the people who have her.”

	“Of course.”

	“You’re as­sum­ing that I can’t get her free my­self, Jacob. That I need your help.”

	“You do. And I sure as hell can’t do it without your help.” He stared at me for a while, his dark eyes re­flec­ted in the barbs and arcs of his blade. Fi­nally he put it down.

	“This is true. So tell me, Jacob Burn. Where have you been? And what shall we do about our girl?”

	“You won’t be­lieve me. I don’t be­lieve me. But I learned that the thing in my chest is a very old ar­ti­fact, hid­den there with my father’s bless­ing. And the Cog is the heart of a dead god.”

	“We already knew that,” he said.

	“Now we know it for sure. I’ve seen an­other one, in the Church of the Al­gorithm. And I’ve met the girl.”

	“Girl?”

	“Ca­m­illa. Mar­tyred god­dess of Veridon.” I told him loosely where I’d been, what I’d seen. He looked at me without ex­pres­sion. When I was done he nod­ded once.

	“These things are con­nec­ted?” he asked. I nod­ded. “So, the Coun­cil found some­thing and they’re try­ing to keep it from the Church.”

	“Bet­ter. The Coun­cil is try­ing to keep it for them­selves. There’s a split, the old Fam­il­ies and the Young Seats. Like you said, things are bad com­plic­ated.”

	“And they’ve taken Emily-”

	“To get to me. To lure me in. Also, they’re plan­ning on of­fer­ing her to the An­gel. They’re mak­ing her the ideal host.”

	He nod­ded thought­fully. “Your father?”

	“Am­bushed me twice, be­trayed the Coun­cil to deal me to the Church, then tried to get me to sur­render to the Tombs. You saw that part.”

	“Yes. I fol­lowed you from the Manor Burn. That ser­vant, what’s his name? Wil­liam. He left right after you.”

	“Prob­ably to warn my father. I had to move slow, avoid the patrols. That’s how Tomb had those guards wait­ing for me.” I crossed my arms and gave Wilson a curi­ous look. “Why were you watch­ing my house?”

	“I had my sus­pi­cions. If you dealt us to the Coun­cil, it was only a mat­ter of time be­fore you showed up at home.”

	“Fair enough,” I said.

	“So. What do we do?”

	I sighed and fol­ded my hands.

	“We need to de­cide who we trust. Tomb told me that Emily is with Sloane. It was the Badge that at­tacked you? You’re sure?”

	He nod­ded.

	“So that makes sense. She said they had her on the Torch­light.”

	“The Torch’?”

	I nod­ded. “In the base.”

	“That’s a for­ti­fied com­pound. We’ll never get in there.”

	“Oh, I ima­gine we’ll get in. They want us to get in. It’s get­ting out that has me wor­ried.”

	“That’s some­thing that has us all wor­ried, Jacob Burn,” a voice said be­hind me, from the shad­ows of the shattered stair­case. The voice was mu­sical, pipes and pis­tons in a semb­lance of hu­man­ity.

	Wilson didn’t move. My hands were work­ing the ac­tion on Emily’s shot­gun even as I re­membered it was empty.

	A dark bulk re­solved into a man of cogs and metal. Valentine. He was not alone. Oth­ers stood be­hind him, keep­ing to the shad­ows, weapons in their hands. I coun­ted at least three.

	“How do people keep find­ing me?” I muttered. “What the hell are you do­ing here, boss?”

	“You are cut­ting a wide wake through the city, Jacob. I have had eyes on all the ma­jor play­ers for the last couple days. Ever since the in­cid­ent at the Tomb Manor. When your path crossed your father’s and the Lady Tomb, I de­cided it was time to step in. We have some things to dis­cuss, I ima­gine.”

	He took an en­vel­ope out of his waist­coat and dropped it in my lap. It was ad­dressed to Valentine, City of Veridon. The edges of the en­vel­ope were dirty and worn. I opened it and read the single sheet of pa­per in­side.

	– As we agreed: GLORY OF DAY. Have your best men on board.

	– Signed, Mar­cus Pitts.

	“Yeah,” I said. “I ima­gine we do.”

	“I do not think of it as dis­hon­esty, Mr. Burn.” We were in a car­riage, too many of us for the cabin. Wilson and I stank of ash and sewage and blood. The leather seat creaked as we tried to make enough room for all of us, and our guns and knives and mis­trust.

	“I do. It’s noth­ing per­sonal, Valentine. But all this, I have to call it dis­hon­est.”

	“Good to know it’s not per­sonal,” Cacher spat. He had been glar­ing at me ever since he stepped out from be­hind the boss back in the base­ment. He had a hand­ful of dirty looks for Wilson, too. Some his­tory there I didn’t know.

	“Quiet,” Valentine said, gave Cacher the barest nod. “Jacob, you have to un­der­stand my po­s­i­tion. I can­not stand up against the Coun­cil and the Church. It would be open war. My or­gan­iz­a­tion can not have that fight.”

	“You could have warned me.”

	“I wasn’t sure I could. I wasn’t sure you wouldn’t tell Emily.”

	“You knew about her?”

	He shrugged. “I knew some­thing wasn’t right. But I wasn’t sure.”

	“Where is she, bas­tard?” Cacher asked, men­acing me with his black, blunt shortrifle.

	“Fuck off, Cach.”

	“Don’t tell me to-”

	“Fuck off, Cacher,” Valentine said.

	“What else did you know about?” I asked. “About the Cog, and the Coun­cil? How did you find out about all of this?”

	“Ah. Straight from Mar­cus, ac­tu­ally.” Valentine shrugged and tried to settle more com­fort­ably into his bench. Cacher struggled fur­ther against the wall of the car­riage. The other two thugs were up top, driv­ing us some­where. “I star­ted get­ting mes­sages from him two weeks be­fore your spec­tac­u­lar ac­ci­dent. More and more des­per­ate, the closer he got to Veridon.”

	“You knew what he had?”

	“Not com­pletely. He wanted help, he was scared. Of that An­gel, in ret­ro­spect, though he never spe­cified. It was killing the ex­ped­i­tion, one at a time. He was scared he wouldn’t make it to the city.”

	“Like she wanted,” I whispered, think­ing of Ca­m­illa’s plan to lure ven­geance into Veridon.

	“Who?”

	I shook my head. “So, he wanted your help. And he tried to buy it with the Cog?”

	“Yes. With know­ledge of what it was, where it came from.” Valentine spread his wide, flat hands. “I couldn’t do it, ob­vi­ously. Too many vari­ables, and no idea if I could trust him.”

	“So you sent me?”

	“I knew when he was com­ing. Knew he was pur­sued. I wanted a man in place.”

	“Me?”

	He nod­ded.

	“I’m go­ing to get back to this, boss, be­cause I really feel that it’s pretty im­port­ant. You could have told me.”

	“I didn’t know what to ex­pect. I had no idea what you were go­ing into. How could I warn you?”

	“You could have told me to be pre­pared.”

	“Jacob, the day I have to tell you to be pre­pared for trouble, that’s the day I will no longer trust you.” I leaned back in the chair, star­ing off into the dis­tance. Veridon rumbled past us through the wire webbed pro­tect­ive glass of the car­riage.

	“So what now?” I asked.

	“I’ve been on the side­lines long enough. Things are pre­cari­ous enough, now.” He futzed with the clasp on his cuff, un­but­ton­ing it, ad­just­ing the shirt sleeve and reat­tach­ing the cuff­link. “I think it’s time for me to help.”

	I laughed quietly, once. “You want to help? Now? All the time I spent hid­ing, un­armed, the Badge and Coun­cil and Church try­ing to kill me. You want to help now?”

	He shrugged. “Too many factors, Jacob. But I’m here now. Don’t turn down an ally. You could use a friend.”

	“Yeah,” I said, thought­fully. “Yeah, I could. Okay. You want to help me?” I pushed the empty shot­gun into his lap. “Let’s start by load­ing this gun.”

	Valentine smiled. “That’s my Jacob. That’s the way.” He reached be­hind the seat and pro­duced a box of shells and handed them to me. Just like Valentine, to have an ex­tra box ly­ing around.

	I loaded the gun, one shell at a time. It held six shells, lined up down the bar­rel. A good gun. I couldn’t help but think of the An­gel, com­ing down the hall as I knelt in the Manor Tomb, fum­bling with the cyl­in­der. That’s what it comes down to, some­times. Clear ac­tion in the face of danger. Keep­ing your head when every­one else around you is freak­ing out. I loaded the gun smoothly, one shell, then the next, un­til the cyl­in­der was full. I snapped the gun shut, then laid the bar­rel against Valentine’s chest. Cacher raised his al­ley piece and snarled.

	Wilson’s talon tipped arms pounced for­ward, a sharp edge rest­ing on Cacher’s face, his neck, be­low his eye. He pushed just hard enough that Cacher had to strain back­wards to keep his skin in­tact.

	“You’re go­ing to put your gun down, son,” Wilson said, his voice low with men­ace and an­ger. Cacher com­plied.

	“This isn’t ne­ces­sary, Jacob,” Valentine said. “You can just tell me to fuck off. I would un­der­stand. Prob­ably what I would do in your shoes.”

	“You wouldn’t be in my shoes, boss. You’d hire some sucker to get the shit kicked out of him. You stopped get­ting your hands dirty twenty years ago.”

	“On the con­trary. I keep my hands quite dirty. Part of the job. But you’re right, I wouldn’t let my­self get where you are. So.” He kept his clock­work face neut­ral, wouldn’t look at the gun. “What now?”

	“I want to be clear about this. I ap­pre­ci­ate what you’ve done for me. Took me in, watched out for me. Gave a fuck when no one else would. But I think this was one too far. I don’t want you as an en­emy, Valentine. But I think I’m done with hav­ing you as a friend.”

	“Not the best move, Jacob. It’s a dif­fer­ent world, without my pro­tec­tion. Where would you be right now, if I hadn’t put you on that zep with Mar­cus? You wouldn’t have known any­thing was up, and the Coun­cil could have plucked you off the street without a word of trouble. You’d be dead, and you wouldn’t even know why.”

	“Maybe. Would’ve saved me a hell of a lot of trouble. No, boss, this is it. Pull it over.”

	He banged on the car­riage roof and we pulled over. I kept my gun on Valentine as we got out. Wilson left Cacher with a healthy set of new scars. We backed into an al­ley, the two thugs on top watch­ing us go. Valentine smiled and waved.

	“Good luck, Jacob. And stay out of my sight for a little while.”

	“I’ll prob­ably be dead, boss. But I’ll keep it in mind.” We slipped away. A second later the car­riage star­ted up. When it was gone we ran, keep­ing build­ings between us and the sky. Dark clouds were rolling in, and dusk settled with the sound of dis­tant thun­der rolling down the Reine, echo­ing off the city’s high walls.

	Someone had been in my room. No real sur­prise. They had torn through the rest of the city look­ing for me, I sup­pose someone along the way might have stopped in to my ren­ted quar­ters up here on the Torch’, to see if I’d left any­thing im­port­ant be­hind. Their mis­take. I didn’t own any­thing im­port­ant. That was the key to my life. Mo­bil­ity, emo­tional and phys­ical.

	The bed had been taken down and cut open, scat­ter­ing little curls of ex­cel­sior across the wood floor. All my draw­ers had been opened, the cab­in­ets pulled apart. I didn’t keep a lot of things, but everything I kept was in a pile on the floor.

	“You need a wo­man in your life,” Wilson said. “People shouldn’t live like this.”

	“Shut up, bug,” I said. I kicked a path through the room, then locked the door. The only light was the light­ning flicker com­ing in through the massive river-side win­dow that took up one wall.

	“You shouldn’t call me that. Bug. I thought bet­ter of you than that.”

	“It’s been a shitty day. I can be un­ex­pec­tedly cruel, on days like this.”

	“Well,” Wilson col­lapsed onto the shred­ded bed, puff­ing up a cloud of wood shav­ings. “Let’s try to fo­cus that cruelty. We have need of it.”

	“This isn’t about re­venge. For me at least. If it was just re­venge I’d have burned out long ago.”

	“So, what? You’re go­ing in be­cause you love the girl?”

	“Let’s not be stu­pid, Wilson.” I closed all the draw­ers, opened the cur­tains wide. The rain was really com­ing down. Hell of a storm. “I’m do­ing this be­cause it’s what I should do. It’s what I’d want done, if I were in there.”

	“So lov­ing the girl has noth­ing to do with it.” I sighed. I wasn’t go­ing to tell him about Emily, about her job with the Fam­il­ies. It wasn’t worth the ar­gu­ment.

	“Fuck off, bug,” I said quietly.

	He laughed a genu­ine laugh, the kind of laugh I didn’t ex­pect from him. He lay on my bed with his spider arms splayed out, his hands laced be­hind his head, star­ing up at the ceil­ing.

	“So what are we do­ing, Jacob Burn? You got us up on the Torch’ well enough. How much harder is it go­ing to be to get in the Academy?”

	“Very much harder.” I tossed a re­volver and a box of shells I had picked up down on the bed, along with the box of shells Valentine had given me for Emily’s shot­gun. I wanted some­thing to eat. I star­ted rum­ma­ging through the de­tritus of my house, to see if I’d left any­thing, any­thing that hadn’t spoiled. “The fa­cil­ity that my dad was talk­ing about, I think I know where that might be.”

	“From your days in the Academy?”

	“The very days. Places we weren’t al­lowed to go, hall­ways that al­ways had guards and locked doors. I didn’t think much about it at the time.”

	“How do we know your father is telling us the truth?”

	“How do you mean?”

	“Well. He’s be­trayed you how many times in the last two weeks?”

	“Twice. Once to An­gela. And I’m count­ing the ori­ginal be­trayal, with the Pi­lotEn­gine. I think that one will al­ways count, no mat­ter how long ago it was.” I found some crack­ers. They were stale.

	“Right, so, how do we know he isn’t go­ing for three? He told you about Emily, about where she was. How do we know he isn’t deal­ing you to the other fac­tion in the Coun­cil?”

	“Oh, I’m sure he is. I’m sure he and An­gela gave me that in­form­a­tion on the off chance I slipped away. I’ve proven so elu­sive, you know.” I sat down on the bed and crunched my way through a messy stack of crack­ers. “I’m a dan­ger­ous man, Wilson.”

	“And they’re go­ing to con­tact the rest of the Coun­cil, to let them know you’re com­ing?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s ne­ces­sary. They knew we’d fig­ure it out, even­tu­ally. Knew we’d fig­ure out where she was. They’re wait­ing.”

	“So this is a trap?”

	“Oh, gods, yes.”

	“Then what the hell are we do­ing?”

	“What they ex­pect. Right up to the mo­ment we do ex­actly what they don’t ex­pect,” I said.

	“Which is?”

	“Well,” I rubbed my eyes and looked down at Wilson. He looked ter­rible, in his burned clothes and charred skin. “I was hop­ing you had an idea.”

	“Oh, no. I got you out of the Dome. That was my dar­ing res­cue. This is your show, Jacob, my boy.”

	“Yeah. Well.” I stood up and crossed to the win­dow. “It’s go­ing to have to be a hell of a thing.”

	I watched a zepliner dash­ing in for the docks high above us. Light­ning flashed along its sides, glim­mer­ing against the pale skin of the anti-bal­last. The crew was on the main deck, haul­ing line and se­cur­ing cargo. It looked like they were crash­ing, though I knew bet­ter. The docks were just above us, be­hind the stone walls of the Torch’.

	“I know how it’ll hap­pen,” I said.

	“They’ll fill us with lead and burn our bod­ies on the sig­nal fire?” Wilson asked.

	“You’re a good guy to have around, Wilson. A real damn pick-me-up.” He chuckled. “You have a plan.”

	“No, no. But I have an idea.”

	“Good enough.” He sat up and munched for­lornly at a cracker I had dropped. He grim­aced, set the cracker down, and looked around the room. “I’m get­ting tired of wait­ing.”

	“Yeah, me too.” I packed up the re­volver, threw Emily’s shot­gun over my shoulder and shoved my way through the pile of junk to my front door. “Let’s get this over with.”

	“You gonna tell me how we’re go­ing to do this?”

	“You wouldn’t be­lieve me,” I said. “I don’t be­lieve me.”  



	
Chapter Sev­en­teen 

	A Circle of Hammered Brass

	Get­ting in was easy. I’d been vis­it­ing the Academy since I was a starry-eyed kid, spent the best five years of my life in its walls. The Academy and the base were one struc­ture, sealed in stone walls and guard patrols. I had snuck out a hun­dred times, and snuck back in, with a bottle or a girl.

	The streets were empty, but I didn’t know if Sloane and his friends had cleared the res­id­ents in an­ti­cip­a­tion of our ap­proach, or if it was just the weather. Either way, it was creepy. Space had al­ways been tight on the Torch’. The only way I knew this place was crowded, herds of people squeez­ing through the tun­nel-like streets, the nar­row walk­ways that leapt across the many cracks and crevices in the hard stone found­a­tion of the Torch­light. It was never empty, never quiet.

	The rain made it worse. The lead skies had opened up, and it felt like the river Dunje was pour­ing between the build­ings. The cobbles were sev­eral inches deep with cold wa­ter. Even though I walked down the middle of the street, the build­ings to either side were hazy and gray.

	“You cold?” Wilson asked.

	“Nah. Just never seen this place like this.”

	“Yeah.” Wilson stretched his arms, walked nervously nearly against the wall, try­ing to get a little pro­tec­tion from the storm’s as­sault. “I don’t get up here much.”

	“You? Scared of heights or some­thing?”

	“Scared of Pi­lots, ac­tu­ally,” he smiled at me apo­lo­get­ic­ally. “Pi­lots and the Corps.” I didn’t ask. The Corps had done plenty in its time, dur­ing the vari­ous wars and skir­mishes that kept Veridon in power. Re­sent­ment was nat­ural.

	“So how are we get­ting in?”

	“I haven’t really de­cided yet.”

	“I thought you had an idea,” Wilson said. “A clever trick.”

	“I do. A bril­liant trick,” I said. I bunched my coat up around my neck, then grudgingly moved over closer to the wall op­pos­ite Wilson. “But that’s for get­ting out.” We walked in si­lence for a while. I had the box of shells Valentine had given me tucked against my belly. I hoped the powder wouldn’t spoil in this de­luge. I wasn’t real sure I’d get to use any of this kit, with Sloane’s crew ex­pect­ing me. But if I needed it, I’d rather it work.

	“So, uh. How are we get­ting in?”

	“You fig­ure it out. I don’t care. We go up to the door and knock. They’re wait­ing for us, Wilson. We’re not go­ing to be able to sneak in.”

	“So what the hell are we do­ing up here, Jake? I’m not in this to walk in and get shot. Hey,” he grabbed the back of my jacket and spun me around. “I’m not go­ing to be happy just shoot­ing a couple Badges, Jacob. I in­tend to get through this alive.”

	I stared at him a while. Did they have eyes on us, right now? Made sense. If they cleared the streets, if the shops were empty and the ca­dets tucked into their bar­racks, if they went to that much trouble, why not guards on the ap­proaches? That’s what I’d do. So, yeah, they’re prob­ably watch­ing us right now.

	“You think too much of me, Wilson. I’m not that noble.” I pulled my jacket free and star­ted back up the street. “We’ll get through.”

	I didn’t hear him for a dozen steps, then he sloshed through the gut­ter to catch up.

	“I need more than op­tim­ism,” he hissed, his face really close to my ear. “I need to know what you’re plan­ning.”

	“You think they’re watch­ing us, Wilson? You think they have people watch­ing out for us?”

	He stopped again, fall­ing be­hind. When he came back he was lurk­ing, one of the Badge’s stolen shortrifles in hand.

	“Cuz I think they’re watch­ing us,” I said, when he was be­hind me again. “So that’s why I haven’t told you.”

	We were get­ting close to the base. Its bulk loomed up against the sky, ec­lipsing the storm for a second. Wind whipped around the stone walls. There were lights in­side, bright eyes in the night. There were a couple of guard houses and a bridge that zig-zagged from the main path, each bend passing through a tower’s watch­ful gate.

	I hopped up onto the rail­ing of the first bridge. It was iron and stone, and the rain had made it slick. Wilson fol­lowed nervously. I swung my leg over the edge, then tucked the am­muni­tion into vari­ous pock­ets of my coat. I got the shot­gun over one shoulder then turned to Wilson.

	“Fol­low close.”

	I inched farther out onto the bridge’s struc­ture, keep­ing three points se­cure all the way out. The sup­ports blos­somed out into the open air, run­ning to the towers and the other two bridges bey­ond.

	“This is the plan? We’re go­ing to climb in?”

	“They’re watch­ing every door, Wilson,” I grunted, then crawled a little bit fur­ther. “Every win­dow. Just stay close.” He had no trouble keep­ing up, ob­vi­ously. He kept a couple pro­tect­ive spider arms hov­er­ing be­hind my back, an­other over my head. Halfway across the wind picked up, and the storm hit us. We were out of the Academy’s lee, and I cursed and hunched close to the bridge. The iron was slick. Be­low us the Dunje was a foggy smear, the tiny lights of barges wink­ing up at us like re­flec­ted stars. I paused to se­cure my­self.

	“Jacob, I’m not sure-” Wilson said, then I fell.

	My lead foot skittered off the metal and I stepped into open air. Wilson’s arms wrapped around me, too quickly, and I over­bal­anced and slammed against the struc­ture of the bridge. My hands fell off their holds. I slapped at the bars, missed, slapped and ended up on Wilson. He swore in the tear­ing, shriek­ing lan­guage of the anansi. The wind pulled at us. I was kick­ing at the bridge, try­ing to find pur­chase. Wilson’s arm came free, then his foot. I sagged against his body, com­pletely away from the bridge now. Both his lapels in my fists, I dropped, he dropped, and the wind took us. Scream­ing, we cartwheeled out into sky, into the storm, and we were fall­ing.

	The rope caught about ten feet down. I thought it was go­ing to tear me in half. I barely held on to Wilson and his clam­ber­ing arms. The rope snapped taut, the move­ment of our fall arcing us back down un­der the bridge. I slapped at the dry un­der­struc­ture, felt it slip out from un­der my fin­gers. Wilson grabbed on and dragged me in. We climbed on to one of the sup­ports, nestled against the stone and lay there, pant­ing and breath­ing and star­ing at the rain.

	“Think they were watch­ing?” I asked.

	“You fuck. You could have fuck­ing told me.”

	“I wanted your re­ac­tion to be au­then­tic.” I held the rope up and pulled a sec­tion of it tight. “Cut me off this thing, will you?” He squin­ted an­grily at me, then worked his knife free of his belt and sliced through the rope.

	“That’s not even climb­ing rope,” he said. “It’s just a fuck­ing rope.”

	“All I could get.”

	“We could have died.”

	“Yeah, well. If I kept track of all the times I could have died the last couple weeks, Wilson, I’d get bored.”

	He shook his head, then leaned back and res­ted against the stone.

	“Is there some kind of secret en­trance un­der here?” He craned his neck around to look at the craggy stone. “A hid­den door that leads to the wine cel­lar or some­thing?”

	“Nah. We’re go­ing to have to climb.”

	“That’s what I figured you’d say.” He ran a wide, thin hand over the stone, pick­ing at the cracks with his sharp little talons. “Could we at least look for a secret en­trance, please?”

	“There’s no secret en­trance, Wilson. Stop be­ing such a whiner.” There were feet on the bridge above us, and soon rifles were pok­ing down over the rail­ing. Voices yelled all up and down the road. I poin­ted, then led Wilson around the edge of the tower’s wall to the next bridge. Not long after we made the second bridge the guards were hook­ing up climb­ing har­nesses and throw­ing down be­lay lines.

	“They’re go­ing to find your rope,” Wilson whispered.

	“Then we bet­ter get mov­ing,” I said, and clambered off into the rain.

	The guards were slow and care­ful, and the climb­ing har­nesses were dif­fi­cult to use in the rain. We were al­most to the Academy be­fore they found the rope. We were in­side be­fore they figured out what had happened.

	We ended up in the wine cel­lar, as Wilson had hoped. There was a ser­vice winch with cor­res­pond­ing iron door. The lock had rus­ted away years ago. I wrenched it open then col­lapsed in­side. Wilson crawled over to the near wall and star­ted pok­ing around be­hind the casks. Look­ing for his damn secret pas­sage.

	“Stop fuck­ing around, Wilson.”

	“Just hop­ing. I was go­ing to laugh if I found it.”

	“You’re not go­ing to find it,” I said. I lay the shot­gun and pis­tol out on the ground, then took off my coat and shook it off. Wa­ter sheeted out onto the floor. Once it was as dry as it was go­ing to get, I put it back on and re­arranged my ar­senal. “Can we get on with this?” We pulled the ser­vice door closed and se­cured it as well as could be ex­pec­ted. There was food by the door, I saw, and a dozen ci­gar­ette butts. There had been a guard here, prob­ably pulled away to con­duct the search up on the bridge. We had to get mov­ing.

	“They’re go­ing to be put­ting people on every door and win­dow again,” Wilson said, nod­ding to the guard’s leav­ings. “We’d do well to get to the girl.”

	“Not yet. They’ll see we were here. We left wa­ter every­where, and the door’s ob­vi­ously been forced.” I hur­ried up the nar­row stair­well to the kit­chens. Those clean white rooms were empty. “Once they fig­ure that out, they’re go­ing to post guards around the girl. Prob­ably already have.”

	“So let’s get there. Hit ‘em be­fore they’re ready.”

	“They’re ready, Wilson. They’ve been wait­ing. We need to go some­where they don’t ex­pect.” We left the kit­chens and moved ho­ri­zont­ally. The locked hall­ways where I ex­pec­ted to find Emily were on the south end of the base, near the cen­ter of the ci­vil­ian part of the Torch­light Dis­trict. We went north and up, gain­ing levels, go­ing away from the bur­ied, secret cham­bers of the Coun­cil’s hid­den ex­per­i­ments.

	We heard guards patrolling in hall­ways be­neath us, chas­ing the routes they ex­pec­ted us to take. I wondered how much they knew we knew, if they had planted the seed of the Coun­cil’s labor­at­or­ies in my father’s ear, con­fid­ent that he would pass that on to me? They had over­played their hand, then. I knew I couldn’t trust any­one, ex­cept maybe Wilson, though I trus­ted him more to act in Emily’s in­terests than in mine or his own. I was com­fort­able with that.

	Wilson and I busied ourselves with mis­chief. We set a fire in the bar­racks, tripped auto-alarms in the weapon guild­hall. We avoided the zep docks. I had them in mind for our es­cape.

	“Are we just hav­ing fun?” Wilson asked. We were des­troy­ing the es­cape­ments in all the fric­tion­lamps we passed, ru­in­ing them in a sud­den flash of il­lu­min­a­tion. It was slow work, and tak­ing us no closer to Emily.

	“We couldn’t get to her be­fore they closed their noose,” I said. “We can’t get to her now. Too many guards in too small an area. We could try, but that would just be shoot­ing and hero­ism, and then we’d both be dead.”

	“I’m glad you’ve thought this all out.”

	“I have. Just listen. So we cause trouble. We fill their halls with smoke, we poke their eyes out.” I shut my eyes and loosened the fi­nal bolt on the ‘lamp I was work­ing on. The room went sun-bright, then black. We shuffled to the next room. “Sloane only has so many men. He’ll have to come for us.”

	“And then?”

	“Then we go for Emily. Evac­u­at­ing the ca­dets was a mis­take. While they’re search­ing the Academy, we take the girl.”

	“And if she dies in the mean­time?”

	“They won’t kill her,” I said. “Soon as she dies, they lose us.”

	“You’re put­ting a lot of trust in that,” Wilson said.

	“They want me pretty badly, friend. They’ll be care­ful.” He snorted, then con­tin­ued with our cam­paign of trouble. It wasn’t long be­fore we ran in to our first patrol. Four Badge­men, pok­ing care­fully through a ward­robe hall like hunters in a haunted forest. Wilson bel­lied the first one with his knife, and I shot the rest. After they were dead I stood in the middle of the room and emp­tied each of their weapons wildly into the walls, to make the am­bush look more frantic and hor­ri­fy­ing than it had been. We cut away from our goal, and took the next two patrols that came to in­vest­ig­ate, then put many cham­bers and halls between ourselves and the carnage. Not long after, the Academy was brist­ling with small patrols of very ex­cit­able Badge­men, talk­ing loudly to one an­other and jump­ing at every sound.

	“There, see,” I whispered from my al­cove above the grand fire­place in the feed­ing hall. “Pinch hard enough and the mon­ster stirs. Should just be a mat­ter of find­ing our girl.”

	We clambered down into the darkened hall. I had just reached the ground floor when a vox­or­ator in the wall clapped open and star­ted scream­ing. Emily.

	“They’re killing her,” Wilson gasped. “They’re done wait­ing, lad.” I coughed and wiped my mouth. They wouldn’t dare, not un­til they had me. A lure with no bait is just string. The screams con­tin­ued, clear and hon­est.

	“Okay, we need… we need to get or­gan­ized. We can go in to­gether and-”

	“Like hell, son. You said they’re wait­ing.” He un­sheathed his knife and buckled an­other round into his shortrifle. “I’ll make for the front gates, near where we got in. I’ll make noise, like we’re try­ing to get out. You get Emily, get her out.”

	“Make for the zepliner docks. That’s where I’ll be headed, once I have her. You’ll never get out the front door.”

	“Prob­ably,” he said, then ran down the hall. I waited un­til I heard sporadic gun­fire. I took the grand spiral to the main level, and star­ted work­ing my way quietly to the locked cor­ridors of the base­ment.

	The Halls were as I re­membered them. Some child­ish part of my brain felt like a school­boy again, in the halls between classes without per­mis­sion. It was a ri­dicu­lous feel­ing. The rov­ing patrols had thinned out, now that Wilson was mak­ing such a racket above me. My pas­sage was un­dis­turbed.

	The locked hall­ways were still locked, but un­guarded. I forced the door. The cor­ridor bey­ond was dark and quiet. I slipped in­side, se­cured the door be­hind me, then ven­tured out with my re­volver in my hand.

	When I was a ca­det, my fel­low stu­dents and I had spent a good deal of our re­cre­ational time dis­cuss­ing these locked spaces. The com­mon myth­o­logy was that they were pris­ons, or held some en­tombed secret that the Academy could not suf­fer the light of day. We never saw any­one enter or leave these doors. If it was a labor­at­ory, as my father in­sisted, then there must be other en­trances, en­trances that I did not know.

	The walls here were stone, not un­like the rest of the Academy. Fewer wall sconces, too. How did the re­search­ers do their work in such dread­ful gloom? It wasn’t long be­fore I had to set down my re­volver and as­semble the tiny hand lamp I brought. Once it spun up, the lamp’s soft am­ber light was the only il­lu­min­a­tion in the place.

	The air smelled like crushed bugs. It was a fa­mil­iar scent, but I couldn’t place it. I des­cen­ded a stair­well, then went through an oak door that opened smoothly on oiled hinges. Bey­ond the door was a room like a small dome. There were shelves all the way up most of the walls, ir­reg­u­larly spaced and heaped with piles of books, glass tubes, broken equip­ment and even stranger de­tritus. There were open­ings that looked like arched win­dows near the top of the dome; they seemed to lead to tun­nels, or deep shelves, but I could see no good way up there.

	The cen­ter of the room was clear and the floor was smooth and free of dust. Closer in­spec­tion of the walls re­vealed scattered hand­holds, too widely spaced and ir­reg­u­larly ar­ranged to let me climb up the walls.

	I set my lamp on a shelf and began to search through the junk. It didn’t seem that Emily or Sloane were here. The piles on the shelves were in­ter­est­ing, prob­ably ar­cane, but not what I was look­ing for. I took one quick pass through the dome, mar­veling at the odd hand­holds, the seem­ingly in­ac­cess­ible up­per shelves and tun­nels.

	They weren’t here. But where, then? Wilson and I had been through most of the rest of the Academy, sow­ing dis­trac­tion and draw­ing the guards off. I thought we were draw­ing them away from this place, but clearly not. We’d been every­where, ex­cept…

	The docks. The zepliner docks, at the very top of the Academy, where the old sig­nal flame stood un­lit and the air­ships came and went. Where Wilson had gone, to draw them away. He was headed right at them, right where they were wait­ing.

	I hur­ried out the door. I thought I caught sight of some­thing, a long pale face, wide eyes the same al­bino white as the skin, star­ing down at me from one of the tun­nels. A second look re­vealed noth­ing, just books, a glass jar and cob­webs. The room was empty, and Wilson was in trouble. I ran up the stairs.

	The cav­ernous hangars of the docks take up the highest level of the Academy, great wooden struc­tures that perch on the an­cient stone of that place like an er­satz crown. They form a rough semi-circle around the launch­ing der­ricks at their cen­ter. Rising above the der­ricks on a gentle dome of rock stands the struc­ture that gives the dis­trict its name: The Torch­light.

	In the early days of Veridon, a gar­rison lived on the rock to watch for moun­tain raid­ers as they crossed the plains to the east, or river pir­ates for­ging their way down­river from the prin­cip­al­it­ies fur­ther up­stream. They would burn the Torch to warn the sol­diers be­low, so that every­one could make for the for­ti­fied parts of the city.

	With the gift of flight, our sen­try has grown lax. The ori­ginal iron and stone build­ing was re­placed with a circle of hammered brass, a low wall whose lines were re­min­is­cent of fire and smoke. The pyre is no longer kept dry and packed, and the honor guard no longer stands by with dry wicks and flints to sound the alarm. No armies ap­proach Veridon, no raid­ers ply the Reine.

	They were up there, a double hand­ful of Badge­men, plus a couple other fig­ures hud­dling away from the rain. I could only see them when the storm provided light­ning. Sloane was there, and Wilson, tied up and bloody. There was some­thing else, too, squat­ting where the Torch should be, filling the brass circle with a dark and com­plic­ated pres­ence.

	I snuck as close as I could. I kept to the hangars. Each build­ing con­tained a single air­ship, lashed down for storm-run­ning, the crews nowhere to be seen. The winds beat against the thin wooden walls, and the zeps lurched in their moor­ings.

	The guards kept near Wilson, be­rat­ing his crumpled form in the lee of the old Torch. Sloane circled, wary of the sky. Every­one kept look­ing up, then peer­ing down the hill at the build­ings where I was hid­den. They were ex­pect­ing some­thing. The An­gel, per­haps. And where was Emily?

	Some­thing yelped, and a spark jumped from the site of the Torch. The lurk­ing dark­ness there was lit up, for a second, and I saw a brief, still im­age. A body, hung spread eagle, and a ma­chine of brass and coiled wire. Emily. Their at­ten­tion was to the cen­ter, to the Torch. I took a deep breath, coun­ted the dis­tance. I checked my re­volver, and clutched Emily’s shot­gun in my off-hand. Sloane re­appeared, yelling an­grily at the men stand­ing guard around Wilson. They jumped, then ran down the hill to­wards the bar­racks. Sloane watched them go, then turned back to the Torch. His back was to me.

	I clambered for­ward, keep­ing low, keep­ing the de­clin­a­tion of the hill in my fa­vor. He was yelling to­wards the Torch again, strolling cas­u­ally back to it. Now. Now or not at all. I stood and ran. The rain beat a tat­too across my face, and the storm roared around me. Not a noise from the Torch. Wilson saw me, nod­ded, then bowed his head.

	I raised my pis­tol and ran.

	I ran at him, my feet ham­mer­ing the ground, the storm driv­ing me for­ward. I was as quiet as I could be at a full sprint. Easy to get lost in this storm. Someone saw me. A cry went up, then shots. A bul­let whizzed past me, rip­ping through the air; an­other snapped at my jacket. Sloane turned and yelled, then lurched to­wards the Torch. I raised my pis­tol and fired. Five shots, five bul­lets. They all missed.

	I barreled into the man. I fell, and my re­volver skittered away. The fir­ing had stopped, every­one too afraid of hit­ting the boss. I rolled over him and put my fist into his throat. Sud­den pain, and I real­ized he had a knife in my shoulder. I slapped it aside and punched him again.

	A guard grabbed me around the shoulders. I threw him off, but Sloane slithered out from un­der me. I grabbed his leg, then the steel butt of a shortrifle cracked against my head. Next thing I knew I was face first against the rain-slick stone. Sloane stood up and faced me.

	“You have no pa­tience, Jacob,” he said. “That is your fail­ing. No pa­tience and-”

	I leapt at him. One of the guards yelled and tried to in­ter­cept me. To­gether we bowled into Sloane. The three of us star­ted slid­ing down the hill, arms and legs banging against the stone, fin­gers bloody as we sought some pur­chase on the old rock. I ended up with my arms around the guard, my fin­gers around Sloane’s throat. The Badge­man was try­ing to beat me around the head, but the lever­age was bad. I squeezed closer to him, to keep him off bal­ance. Sloane was kick­ing pathet­ic­ally at me. We came to a stop among some coiled wires. Sloane’s struggles were slow­ing down.

	More Badge­men came to help. A crowd of arms des­cend­ing on me, punch­ing and grabbing, wrest­ling me off the dy­ing Sloane. I dragged at his clothes, felt some­thing tear away in my hand. They had me up­right in a mo­ment, and two of them were tak­ing turns slam­ming their fists into my mid­sec­tion. Sloane was on one knee, watch­ing, a hand to his throat and the other steady­ing him­self on the ground. I was yelling, but I don’t know what I was get­ting at. Just a lot of yelling. Sloane stepped for­ward, weaved on his feet, then slapped me across the face. One of the Badge­men be­hind me dropped. An­other yelped and spun away. Sloane looked startled.

	Wilson stepped for­ward, the blade of his knife smeared in blood. The ropes that hung loosely around his chest were frayed, gnawed through. I picked up one of the shortrifles. Sloane was run­ning.

	“Good of you to show up,” I gasped.

	“Same,” Wilson said. “I take it they weren’t down­stairs.”

	“No.”

	“Figured. You see any­one, down there?”

	“No,” I said. “I don’t think I did. Sloane have the Cog?”

	“Yeah. In a pouch around his neck.”

	I squin­ted at him, then picked up the fab­ric I’d torn off Sloane a minute earlier. The Cog slid out into my hand.

	“Huh,” Wilson said. “Good for us. Maybe we should try to run?”

	“No. They’ve still got Emily.” I gripped the Cog, watch­ing the tiny wheels spin free against my palm. “Maybe we can make a trade. Or pre­tend to, at least.”

	“That sounds like it could get us killed,” he said. We looked around. The guards had fled, though a cluster of them was or­gan­iz­ing their cour­age down near the en­trance to the Chapel of the Air, near the foot of the Torch. Sloane had dis­ap­peared into the hangars. “Let’s clean up.”

	“What is that thing up there? The thing hold­ing Emily?”

	“Some kind of… ma­chine. A bru­tal sur­geon, Jacob. It’s pre­par­ing her.”

	“Pre­par­ing her?” I clenched my teeth. “Pre­par­ing her for what?” Wilson looked up at the sky. The An­gel.

	I star­ted up the hill. Wilson put a hand on my shoulder. “Hold, son. Sloane’s got the key. You’re go­ing to want to hunt him down, first.”

	“Is she okay?” I asked.

	“You’re go­ing to want to hunt him down,” he said, quietly.

	I gave the Torch­light a look, squin­ted at the slowly lum­ber­ing dark­ness there, then turned my at­ten­tion to the hangars. They shivered in the wind, their charges banging against the walls and strain­ing at their moor­ings.

	“Where’d he go?”

	“Down there, some­where.” Wilson was on one knee, re­load­ing a stolen shortrifle. I checked the cham­ber on the one I was car­ry­ing. It hadn’t been dis­charged, not even once. Wilson stood up. We crept down the stone hill, into the lee of the nearest hangar.

	In­side was one of the city’s war­ships, FCL Thun­der­ous Dawn. It filled the hangar, its battle spon­sons grind­ing against the wooden walls of the long build­ing. As we snuck along the peri­meter of the hangar, I loosened each of the moor­ings that we came to.

	“What the hell are you do­ing?”

	“Think­ing ahead,” I said. “Just keep an eye out for Sloane.” We made it three quar­ters of the way around the build­ing when the guards who had been cower­ing among the der­ricks put in an ap­pear­ance. They kicked in the door and began rush­ing around the tight con­fines of the hangar. As soon as they saw the free moor­ings, they rushed the main car­riage of the ship. The Dawn was lar­ger than the Glory had been; there were dozens of ways into and out of the ship. The guards dis­ap­peared into the war­ship’s ar­mored in­terior, spun up the run­ning lights and star­ted yelling at each other as they searched. Wilson and I snuck out.

	“How do you know Sloane didn’t do that? Hide in the air­ship? He could be in there right now, talk­ing to the guards.”

	“Could be. I think he went straight through that hangar, quick as he could.” I crawled over to some bar­rels laid out between the hangars. “He’s not really in­ter­ested in run­ning from us, Wilson. He doesn’t get paid that way.”

	“So where is he?”

	“Don’t know. Wait­ing for us some­where. We find a good place to hold up, he’ll come find us. He can’t af­ford to lose us.”

	“If that An­gel shows up, do you have a plan?”

	“I don’t know. Kill it again?”

	“You really think this shit out, don’t you?”

	“Yeah, yeah.” I popped my head over the bar­rels, tried to get a good sight of the Torch. Too much bad weather, not enough light. There wasn’t much cover between here and there, noth­ing but the night and the rain. “I’m not wait­ing around. Let’s go get our girl.” We went up the hill slowly, squat­ting and peer­ing into the night storm. There was light flick­er­ing around the Torch; not much, just enough to show forms and sil­hou­ettes in the dark­ness. We fol­lowed a trail of bar­rels and sup­plies that were strewn across the hill, cut­ting closer and closer to the Torch. When we got as near as we could, I gave Wilson a nod then we both jumped out and rushed the Torch.

	Sloane stood next to a massive iron and brass ma­chine, not usu­ally nat­ive to the Torch­light. I ima­gined that it had been brought up from those base­ments. Prob­ably why they cleared out the ca­dets. You didn’t want some­thing like this in the pub­lic eye.

	In­stalling cog­work takes time. You in­scribe the mne­monic en­gram in the pa­tient’s mind, usu­ally through pat­tern mem­or­iz­a­tion or hyp­nosis. Then you in­ject the foetal metal into the body. The metal latches on to the pat­tern in the en­gram, which dir­ects how the cog­work forms in the body. Over time the foetus re­places the nat­ural tis­sue of the pa­tient with the pre­scribed cog­work en­hance­ment. For me, it re­placed my heart, parts of both of my lungs, en­hanced and re­struc­tured my bones to serve as con­duits and re­built my eyes. Even my blood is still flooded with foetal metal, anxious to re­build any part of my body in ac­cord­ance with the mas­ter pat­tern. It’s how I heal so fast. Of course, my im­plants are dif­fer­ent, some­thing to do with hid­den Ca­m­illa and whatever bit of her dis­sec­ted form ended up in my chest. But that’s how it gen­er­ally works.

	You can also hot-load the foetus. Give it some gen­eral pat­tern to fol­low and in­ject it into the pa­tient without any sort of pre­par­a­tion. That’s a much messier way to handle things, be­cause you don’t know how the foetus will in­ter­act with the body. Bones can break, skin can burst, but the foetus doesn’t no­tice.

	This is what happened with Emily. She had turned into a tu­mor of metal and wire. Blisters of metal traced her arms and shoulders. A thin brass cage covered her face, and a con­trap­tion of pipes and boil­ers had erup­ted from her chest and neck. That device was puff­ing smoke into the air, a black sooty dis­charge that smeared the near walls in grime. Her arms and legs were held spread, clamped in metal­lic shackles that were thick with cogs and pipes. Some­thing was pump­ing into her blood from a hun­dred needles, in­tra­ven­ous lines brist­ling from her ex­posed shoulder and breast. Foetal metal, slate gray, dripped from the few needles that had pulled free. A belt of leather fit across her ribs and belly, laced shut with chain and a pad­lock.

	Sloane stood next to her, grin­ning like a knife. He held a pis­tol to her temple. Above her a slow tor­sion pen­du­lum twis­ted. She was dy­ing, be­ing made ready for the An­gel’s pos­ses­sion.

	“You’re show­ing a little spark, Jacob,” Sloane said through grit­ted teeth. “A lot of trouble these last few days.”

	“Let her go, prick.” My voice was in­cred­ibly tired. “You’ve got us here. Now let her go.”

	“Not yet. Hardly yet. Be­sides, I think she’s get­ting used to it.” He trailed the pis­tol down her cheek, touched it against her lips. “And I don’t think she could sur­vive, any­way. I think it’s done too much dam­age. Would you like to find out?”

	“I’m go­ing to cut you, Sloane,” Wilson said. “Cut you and cut you un­til your blood runs black.”

	“You’re a brave bug, Mr. Wilson. I’m a little sur­prised you sur­vived our visit in the sew­ers. Re­gard­less, I’m glad you can be with us now. Our friend should be here any mo­ment. The Cog please, Jacob.”

	“You don’t need her any­more. You’ve got me,” I said, and took the Cog out and held it up. “And I’ve got this.”

	“Ah, but that fly­ing bas­tard’s still around. And I don’t think he’ll let us go un­til we’ve come to some sort of… res­ol­u­tion.”

	“About what?” I asked.

	“We’ve made a deal, him and me. The Cog for Ca­m­illa. A very noble bunch, these Bril­liant. That’s what the Church calls them, you know.”

	“You can’t give him Ca­m­illa. You don’t have her. And he can’t live without the Cog.”

	“We can guide him, though. Give him your girl here, in her im­proved form, and he’ll last for years. Long enough to get back to wherever he came from. And cer­tainly long enough to re­trieve pre­cious Ca­m­illa. As soon as we tell him where she is.”

	“You’re go­ing to get him to des­troy the Church for you.” Sloane smiled. “Ex­cel­lent. And yes, then we’re go­ing to keep the Cog, and set up a new God. More of a fact­ory, I think, than a Church. Very good trade to be made in mir­acles.”

	“Go to hell,” Wilson said.

	“Yes,” He said. “Even­tu­ally. For now, though, kindly lay down your weapons or I kill the girl.”

	“If she dies, you’ll have noth­ing to give the An­gel.”

	“Per­haps. But I’m sure ar­range­ments will be made.” He cocked the gun and pressed it against Emily’s temple. “Your weapons, please, and the Cog.” Sloane’s eyes flashed. Wilson gawked at me, turn­ing slightly, his knife dip­ping to­wards the ground. I let my shortrifle drop.

	“Very good, Mr. Burn. A good choice. If you’ll be so kind.” He took a step for­ward.

	I only had a light­ning flash of his wings, the steel-gray lined in elec­tric blue as he swept down from the skies. The An­gel landed be­hind Sloane. Sloane’s eyes rolled up in shock, then the An­gel’s blade-arms rose out of the man’s chest. He scissored apart like a rag. The An­gel looked at me. His blades fol­ded away, and he held out his hand.

	“The Cog is mine. Re­turn it, and you will live.”  



	
Chapter Eight­een 

	Last Flight Down

	I dropped the Cog and swung my shot­gun around. The An­gel’s eyes fol­lowed the Cog to the ground. I fired twice be­fore he even re­membered I was there. I put my foot on the Cog and fired again. The shot rippled across his body like pebbles strik­ing a pond. Wilson yelped and threw him­self for­ward, knife in hand.

	Mis­takes; I couldn’t bend to pick up the Cog without let­ting down my guard. I couldn’t keep fir­ing with Wilson closely en­gaged. My shot­gun was choked down, mean­ing the blast had put some shot into Emily’s un­con­scious form. So many mis­takes. Wilson’s mis­take was worse.

	The An­gel bat­ted the anansi aside then ad­vanced on me. I kicked the Cog be­hind me then fell back, fir­ing as I went. The ham­mer even­tu­ally fell on an empty cham­ber. I dropped the gun and went for the shortrifle at my side. The An­gel charged.

	I raised the ’rifle across my body, de­flect­ing the blow of his arms. His wings beat across my face, ec­lipsing the storm and blind­ing me. The feath­ers were knife sharp. They fanned across my arms leav­ing be­hind su­per­fi­cial cuts and thin streams of blood. I bashed his face with the butt of the ’rifle, kicked his knee out from un­der him, then lost my bal­ance and tumbled down the hill. My head was re­sound­ing with the im­pact of stone against my skull. I crawled to my knees and peered up the hill.

	He was search­ing the ground, look­ing for the Cog. I care­fully checked the load on my shortrifle, sighted down the bar­rel and put a slug in his head. He put a hand on the ground to brace him­self. A light dust of cog­work poured onto the ground, like sand from a cracked hour­glass, hiss­ing as it scattered down the rock. It clumped into the pools of wa­ter. He wavered there, star­ing down at the ground for a minute. Even­tu­ally, he re­sumed his search.

	I stood and walked to­wards him evenly. Every third step I paused, sighted the ’rifle, and fired. His body groaned with each im­pact, the shot dis­ap­pear­ing into the con­fused cog­work of his body. He was slow­ing down.

	“This is too fuck­ing easy,” I said, then placed the bar­rel gently against the back of his head. He reached up and crushed the cham­ber. The shell ex­ploded, peel­ing back the fin­gers of his hand and shat­ter­ing the iron stock. He kept look­ing for the Cog.

	“Jacob!” Wilson yelled from up near the Torch. I looked his way. He waved the Cog in the air. I ran to him.

	“What the hell is he do­ing?” he asked.

	“Look­ing for that. It’s his heart, his pat­tern. He shouldn’t even be able to hold him­self to­gether.” The An­gel’s wings were beat­ing slowly. “He doesn’t give a rat’s ass for us. Here,” I took the Cog and looked over at Emily. “I’ll keep his at­ten­tion. You free her and get out of here.”

	“The Badge is swarm­ing,” he said. Down by the launch der­ricks a whole crowd of gray­coats were milling about, star­ing up at us and the An­gel. “We’ll never get out that way.”

	“Just get Emily. Meet me down by the Dawn. I’ll get us out.” Wilson went over to Sloane’s body and star­ted search­ing his clothes. I watched long enough to won­der at how little blood there was, and how Sloane’s body had fallen in such sym­met­rical lines. I turned back and saw the An­gel look­ing at me, at the Cog in my hand. I ran down the hill in the other dir­ec­tion, to­ward the open ex­panses of the Torch’ and away from the hangars. He spread his wings and fol­lowed, the slow beat of those sharp feath­ers blus­ter­ing him around in the wind.

	There was a little wood on the downslope op­pos­ite the city. It was made up of iron-hard trees that grew out of the rocks, their roots push­ing deep into an­cient cracks, liv­ing on the barest soil. Their leaves were pale yel­low, and their trunks were thin and springy. They whipped in the storm’s fury like break­ers on the shore. I threw my­self among them just yards in front of the An­gel. The trees knocked me down, and I tore the skin on my knees as I skid­ded down the hill, bash­ing into the tough bark of their trunks.

	I came to a halt against the bole of the largest of these trees. Its roots spread across a large area, like a car­pet of knuckles over the stone. I lay there, in­sensate, star­ing up at the beat­ing rain.

	“We had a deal, the man Sloane and I.” His voice car­ried over the storm. I rolled over onto my stom­ach. The An­gel wasn’t in sight. “A proper host, and the loc­a­tion of the one he called Ca­m­illa. And then I was to kill you. Even­tu­ally, he would re­turn the Cog to me.”

	“I don’t like the sound of that,” I yelled, then quickly moved away. I didn’t think he’d be able to tell where I was just by my voice. The wind was howl­ing, seem­ing to come from all dir­ec­tions. His an­swer seemed to come from the sky it­self.

	“He would never have given it to me. He knew what it was, where it came from. He would have be­trayed me, be­fore the ex­change.”

	“Sounds right.”

	“You were about to give the heart to him, though.” I put the Cog into my pocket. I was out of weapons. I had seen him fight be­fore, knew that I didn’t have a chance. I just had to delay him. I just had to get away.

	“Part of my plan,” I yelled over the storm. “I wouldn’t have let him keep it.”

	“Be­cause you, too, know what it is.”

	“Yeah,” I said.

	“I won­der. Do you know the power it holds? I know what is in you, Burn. Part of her. I will need to take that, as well.”

	“You’re shit at ne­go­ti­at­ing,” I said.

	“I am… not ne­go­ti­at­ing. But I am of­fer­ing you a choice. You can live without the Cog. I can not. And you can live without the thing in you. I can show you, make you whole.”

	“Let’s get back to the part where you can’t live without the Cog! How do we go about mak­ing that hap­pen more quickly?”

	A low, rolling thun­der filled the woods. He was laugh­ing.

	“You are an ad­mir­able man, Jacob Burn. Brave. But you have been used hor­ribly by this city and its rulers. Do not let them trick you into dy­ing in their place. Give me the Cog and be done with it.”

	I hunkered down be­hind the tree and stared at my hands. He was right, of course. I was here be­cause of the Coun­cil, and the de­cisions they made. He was go­ing to find me, hid­ing be­hind a tree, and when he did he was go­ing to kill me. I took out the Cog and looked at it in the dim light of the woods. It flickered in my hands like solid light­ning.

	“Sloane, he prom­ised me the girl. The one on the stick back there. Emily. He was go­ing to make her a host for me, un­til the Cog could be se­cured.”

	“Can you shut up?” I yelled. “I’m tired of listen­ing to you, and I’m tired of this godsdamn Cog!”

	He stepped from around a tree and wrapped the fin­gers of his un­dam­aged hand in my col­lar. His other hand was a ruin at his side. He was weak­en­ing, without the Cog­heart. He wasn’t re­form­ing as he should.

	“Then give it to me, as you know you should.”

	“What hap­pens then? If I give it to you.”

	“The girl goes free, and we leave.”

	I sagged in his grip. My back was against the tree. I took the Cog out of my pocket and held it in both hands.

	“Which girl?” I asked.

	“The bur­ied girl. The hid­den girl. The girl this city has pro­faned.”

	“Ca­m­illa,” I said. He nod­ded. “She won’t let Veridon go un­harmed.” He al­most smiled. “Can you say the city de­serves any less? I have been fol­low­ing you, Jacob Burn. I know what has happened to you, what has been done to you. By those you love, and those you coun­ted as friends. And still you pro­tect it. Give me the heart, and stand aside.” I held up the Cog. “Take it.”

	He set me down. As soon as his fin­gers were away from my throat, I slammed the Cog across his face. He faltered. His ruined hand came up and began its im­per­fect trans­form­a­tion into blade. I kicked at his feet. We fell, the knuckle roots of the tree dig­ging into our backs. As he struggled to stand I came to my knees and put the Cog just be­low his eye, all of my weight be­hind it. His head snapped, cogs clattered away. He was com­ing apart. I pulled back to hit him again when his other hand, his good hand, tore into me.

	I felt the blood across my leg and looked down. The pain was a second away, and I had a good look at the in­side of my rib­cage be­fore the agony blinded me. His hand had be­come a thing of scythes and axles, spin­ning like a tor­nado. I col­lapsed, and the Cog skipped away be­hind me.

	“My time is short,” he said, rising slowly. His wings looked thin, and his chest was heav­ing. The rain that poured off his face fell to the ground black with oil and blood. “But I would do this one thing well. You have de­fied me at every turn, Jacob Burn.” He slapped me awk­wardly, and I fell onto my back. My secret en­gine was pump­ing hard to re­make me, but I could feel it los­ing ground. “Every step of the way here, I have run across your people, your Veridi­ans. Your sol­diers and your thugs and your gods.” I dragged my­self back­wards. He towered over me, un­form­ing and re­form­ing. He slapped me again, this time with his bladed hand. My cheek shred­ded.

	“I am tired of your people. I am tired of this hor­rible city, perched on this rock, dredging up the trash of greater em­pires. You live on the junk of his­tory, Jacob Burn, and his­tory will wash you away. No one will re­mem­ber your dread­ful em­pire of filth and misery.”

	“I’m start­ing to take this per­son­ally,” I gasped through blood and broken bone. I dragged my­self back­wards and found the Cog. He looked down at it, glim­mer­ing un­der my bloody hand. His eyes flashed furi­ously. He reached for it.

	I rolled over onto my front, shield­ing the Cog from his view. I saw that I was on the edge of a cliff, one of the jagged walls that fell straight down into the Reine. It stretched out be­fore me like a flat gray road that led straight down, far down. I dangled an arm over the cliff, jammed the Cog into the root bole of a scrag­gly tree cling­ing to the edge of the cliff. He put a hand on my shoulder and flipped me over.

	“Give me the heart,” he said. “And die as you should.” I put both feet into his chest and pushed. I slid off the cliff with a scrape then pitched down and back. The wind roared past me, the Reine rushed to take me in its wide, flat arms. A second later and the An­gel’s arms were around me, shak­ing me vi­ol­ently.

	“Give me the heart or you die!”

	“Fuck off,” I said, but my voice was fail­ing me. There was a lot of blood across my pants. I was bat­tling to stay awake.

	“Give it to me!”

	“I don’t have it!” I yelled, then held out my hands. “Do you see it? No. I don’t have it.”

	He screamed in frus­tra­tion and tried to drop me. I hooked my arms around his neck and squeezed. We floundered in the storm, cork­screw­ing down to­wards the wa­ter.

	“This is how it’s go­ing to end, you bas­tard,” I hissed into his ear as I rode him down to­wards the wa­ter. “You’re go­ing to fail, we’re both go­ing to die, and the bitch Ca­m­illa stays in the city. This is how it’s go­ing to hap­pen.”

	He ig­nored me and beat his wings migh­tily. We crawled slowly up in the air. I clung to his back, tucked between his wings, and hammered his head with my bloody fists. My heart was burn­ing with new en­ergy. I could feel the hole in my side clos­ing, the shreds of my cheek pinch­ing shut.

	“I can’t fuck­ing die, mon­ster! You can’t do it. You can’t kill me, and you can’t kill the city. I’ll see to it.”

	“You are,” he grunted as we reached the Cliff­side, “tre­mend­ously an­noy­ing.” We climbed higher, high above the Torch’. He turned his head to me and stared into my eyes.

	“Fly, Pi­lot. Fly, if you can.”

	He fol­ded his wings and we fell. I clung to him. If I let go he would just spread his wings and fly away.

	“You’ll die, too!” I yelled.

	“I will re­form.”

	“Not without the heart! Not without a body to pos­sess.” He con­sidered this. Just be­fore we hit, he flared his wings. I crashed into a tree, the an­cient high tree I had hid­den be­hind when first I ran into the woods. He peeled away, cartwheel­ing as he fell. I fell through the springy, fibrous branches of the tree. Things snapped in­side me, but my fall was broken. The An­gel fared less well.

	When I came to the ground I lay there and spat blood. My left knee was ruined. Blood ob­scured my vis­ion. The thing in­side me was roar­ing, strain­ing with the massive dam­age of my fall. I struggled to my hands and knees, and then, waver­ing, to my feet.

	The An­gel lay ten feet away, per­fectly still. His limbs were in­dis­tinct pools of boil­ing cog­work. His wings were flat and im­mob­ile. He stared up at the rain.

	I stumbled to the cliff’s edge and, care­fully, re­trieved the Cog. Us­ing a stick to steady my­self, I limped back up the hill.

	Get­ting up the hill was dif­fi­cult. Once I was out of the woods the wind battered me, the rain blinded me. My limp was hor­rible, the bones grind­ing. I was in shock. The stone was slick un­der my feet. But I was free, I was clear. I held the Cog in my hands, look­ing down at it with a faint mur­mur of stunned dis­be­lief go­ing through my head. Some­thing cracked be­hind me. An­other. I turned. He was rising, com­ing out of the woods, crack­ing trees in half as he came.

	I dropped my stick, al­most fell over in shock. He was emer­ging from the treeline, half apart, his chest un­fold­ing, his wings ex­pand­ing. He was abandon­ing any semb­lance of hu­man­ity. His two wings be­came four, his head was little more than a howl­ing mouth. I saw the hu­man body he had pos­sessed pok­ing through, the half-rot­ted corpse of a young Pi­lot, his face hor­ribly de­formed, his arms flap­ping out of the shift­ing geo­graphy of the An­gel’s torso.

	I held the Cog up like a talis­man. He was yards away still. I felt my knee re­align, the im­possible health of my heart knit­ting bones. It used the last of my re­serves. I could barely stand. I looked down at the Cog. It glittered in my hand.

	What had Ca­m­illa said? Take the heart. Be­come the de­struc­tion of the city. Ruin the things you hate, save the things you love. I looked back up the hill. The Torch’ was a blurry shadow be­hind me. I couldn’t tell if Emily and Wilson were clear of the ma­chine. I looked back to the Cog. How would I do it, how would it hap­pen?

	My body answered for me. My chest burst open blood­lessly, my ribs fold­ing back. A flower of steel came out of my heart, spin­ning. It fol­ded open, pulsing, yearn­ing for the Cog in my hand. I stood there in the rain, shak­ing, star­ing down at the tor­tured mock­ery of my body. My hand quivered, the An­gel’s heart shiv­er­ing between my fin­gers. Take the heart. Be­come the de­struc­tion of the city. Of all you love.

	The An­gel was rush­ing me, roar­ing. Be­come that, I thought, be­come him to des­troy him.

	I wouldn’t. I would stand on my own and die on my own, but I would not be­come the dark an­gel Ca­m­illa dreamed of be­ing. That was what the city was look­ing for, Sloane and his people try­ing to throw off the Church, the Church try­ing to keep the city in line with its secret, hid­den girl. I wouldn’t.

	I willed my chest to close, and it did. The An­gel was nearly on me. I turned and ran, my head down, my body scream­ing.

	The Torch formed up in front of me. Wilson, damn him, was still there, tug­ging Emily off the con­trap­tion. She was na­ked, the needles and half-grown cog­work weigh­ing her down. He saw me com­ing and straightened up, a ques­tion in his eyes. A second later he saw the An­gel be­hind me and star­ted pulling roughly at Emily’s bonds. There was no time. No fuck­ing time.

	I fell as I reached the circle of brass around the Torch. I went down on my hands and skid­ded across the stone, my hands tear­ing. I could tell, even in that split second, that my heart was spent, forever spent. It hung in me dead. Whatever it had been, it would no longer re­pair me as it once had. I was happy with that, even as my skin came off my hands in sheets.

	I ended up against Sloane’s shred­ded body. Wilson was yelling, fir­ing hope­lessly at the mon­ster at the Torch’s ring. I fumbled to my knees. In search­ing for the key to the con­trap­tion, Wilson had emp­tied Sloane’s pock­ets. His things were spread out be­fore me: some pho­to­graphs, his leather gloves, a thin knife, and a du­el­ing pis­tol. I picked up the pis­tol.

	The An­gel reared back and leapt over the Torch. His body was de­formed, held to­gether by noth­ing but rage and the rot­ting corpse of that poor ca­det. I held the pis­tol in both hands, took care­ful aim, and fired. The bul­let sailed true, smack­ing in to the middle of the fly­ing hor­ror. I cycled the cham­ber. It wasn’t ne­ces­sary.

	The An­gel made a crack­ing sound, like thin ice break­ing. He howled, howled with the wind and the rain. He fell against the wide arms of the tor­sion pen­du­lum, squat­ting above Emily’s limp body. His face was break­ing apart. His scream reached the sky, his rage flee­ing his body. The crack­ing sound be­came a cres­cendo of a thou­sand tiny bells, shat­ter­ing in their first and last note. He burst like a pil­lar of salt, struck with a ham­mer’s blow. Cogs rained down across the Torch, slither­ing over the stone and our bod­ies by the hun­dreds, the thou­sands. When he was gone, there was noth­ing but the rain and pools of snow­flake cogs, clump­ing to­gether on the stone.

	I looked down at the pis­tol. Bane. Sloane had been pack­ing Bane.

	We got Emily off the con­trap­tion and, car­ry­ing her between us, star­ted down to­wards the hangar. The ma­chines that grew out of Emily’s skin were greasy and ashen. They flaked off when we touched them, no more sub­stan­tial than wet pa­per. I wor­ried about what was be­neath the skin. Some­thing we’d have to fig­ure out when we got back down to the city.

	“What happened?” Wilson asked.

	“I think I died. Or some­thing. We’ll fig­ure it out later.”

	“You’re bleed­ing a lot,” he said. “Is that thing in your heart do­ing okay?”

	“I don’t think so. Ser­i­ously, we’ll talk about it later.”

	“And your face. Man, that’s some ser­i­ous scar­ring.”

	“Are you telling me I’ll never be beau­ti­ful again?” He chuckled. “You were never beau­ti­ful in the first place. You were al­ways ugly and vi­ol­ent and cruel. Now you simply look the part.”

	“I’m hav­ing the best time with you, Wilson,” I grunted as we made our way down the hill. “We should do all this again.”

	“Any­time,” he said.

	We got closer to the hangars and stopped. There were lots of guards, clustered around the en­trance to the Academy. They didn’t seem too anxious to get close to us.

	“We have a repu­ta­tion,” Wilson said. “How are we go­ing to get out of here?”

	“Over here,” I said.

	I led him to the nearest hangar and in­side. The Thun­der­ous Dawn was still half un­moored. I pried open the crew door and dragged Emily in­side. We took her to the mess hall and lay her on a table.

	“They’re go­ing to look in here even­tu­ally,” Wilson said. “We can’t hide here forever.”

	“We’re not hid­ing. We’re es­cap­ing.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“This is an air­ship. We’re go­ing to fly out.”

	“But you can’t pi­lot, re­mem­ber? You’re broken.”

	“And you’re twis­ted. But I can fly a little. If memory serves, I was able to get my first ship nice and high in the air be­fore we fell out of the sky.”

	“Jacob! This is a Flight of the City Line. It’s a battle­ship. You can’t just… fly it out of here.”

	“That’s okay. I wasn’t really in­tend­ing to fly, ex­actly. Come on. Get her se­cured here then find some­place to buckle down. I’ll be up top.” The Dawn was a newer design. It took me a little while to find the con­trol room, and longer to get buckled in. There are usu­ally Over­Mates and En­signs to help with this stuff. I could have used Wilson’s help, but I didn’t want him get­ting nervous. Spoil my con­cen­tra­tion. I lay down in the coffin, clipped in the few con­nec­tions I could see, then lay back and let the auto­mated in­teg­ra­tion pro­cess do its bit. Still a mo­ment of sick­ness when the visu­als ir­ised into my eyes. My chest un­fol­ded again, but the hungry flower was dormant. Everything fit, much to my sur­prise.

	My heart hammered loud in my chest, then my body dis­ap­peared and my soul sucked off into the man­i­fold. I filled the ship, dwelt in iron and the bu­tane heat of the burn­ers. I felt cramped in the close bur­row of the hangar. There were people around, more than just the three of us. I was be­ing boarded.

	I groaned against the wooden walls of the hangar. My moor­ing lines strained and broke. The anti-bal­last slithered against the ceil­ing, pop­ping shingles off the slat­board roof. I angled to­ward the door, just cleared the arch­way. It was a close fit. I clacked open the vox­or­ator.

	“Wilson, we’ve got boarders.” My voice tore from my throat in flat iron pipes. I for­got what it was like, talk­ing straight from your soul into the vox.

	“I’m on them. You’re sure you can get this thing air­borne?”

	“Oh, sure. It’s go­ing to be great.”

	In truth, I already felt the queas­i­ness of the de­coup­ling. Last time I’d flown, last time I was ever sup­posed to fly, I had locked into the man­i­fold and then lost con­trol. Worse, it felt like some ma­lig­nancy spread through the ship the longer I stayed hooked in. An en­sign had pulled me out of the coffin, minutes later than he should have. No one else got out.

	I didn’t want that to hap­pen this time. I’d just get us off the Torch’, get us close to the city. Get­ting out of the man­i­fold would be tricky, but once I was out hope­fully the ship would just crash and we could get out. Hope­fully.

	I took us out of the hangar and off the Torch’. There was gun­fire. I re­gistered hits along the main deck, some that went into the anti-bal­last. Ad­just­ing for the loss in lift was easy. I’d for­got­ten how good I was at this. Without think­ing about it, I was fly­ing again, fly­ing like I’d al­ways wanted to, like I’d al­ways dreamed. Since I was a kid.

	The dark­ness filled me quickly. I knew what it was this time, the spirit of the girl Ca­m­illa liv­ing on in her dis­sec­ted or­gans. She lashed out blindly through the man­i­fold. I couldn’t stay in here any longer. We were well on our way down, tip­ping over the Ebd and cross­ing into the city proper. Veridon spread out be­low us. Warn­ing sirens were spin­ning up all across the city. I doused the burn­ers, spun up the run­ning lights to give people a chance to get out of our way, then star­ted to de­couple from the man­i­fold. I went to the vox one last time.

	“Wilson, status?”

	“We’re go­ing down kinda hard!” he yelled. His voice was nervous. Ima­gine that, my anansi friend scared of fall­ing out of the sky.

	“That’s okay. How are the boarders?”

	“They’re every­where. I’m on the main deck right now. Should I get to a crash seat?”

	“Oh, yeah, def­in­itely. How’s-”

	The vox cut out. I de­coupled. The sock­ets pulled from my eyes with a sick­en­ing wrench, and my heart slid shut. I sat up and tried to cough out the rusty taste in my mouth. The room was per­fectly dark. The burn­ers were gut­ter­ing just bey­ond the bulk­head above. The air smelled like burn­ing oil. The floor pitched at a hor­rible rate. I got up. There was some­thing else in the air, some­thing fa­mil­iar. Sum­mer­wisp.

	Emily was at the door, lean­ing against the frame. The en­gine sprout­ing from her chest had crumbled away. The blisters of metal along her arms seemed to have re­as­ser­ted them­selves though, and a ghostly halo sprouted from be­hind her head.

	“Em, love, are you okay?” I asked. I was stand­ing by the coffin. The ship was shud­der­ing down, the pitch of the floor get­ting more and more pre­cari­ous by the second.

	“I’m fine, Jacob. You saved the Cog?” she asked. Her voice was weak. I had to strain to hear her.

	“Yeah, I’ve got it.” I pulled the An­gel’s heart out of my coat. There was a spat­ter­ing of gun­fire from one of the lower decks. I could hear the sirens from the city be­low, drift­ing thinly up through the ship. “Things are about to get dif­fi­cult, Emily. We need to get you settled. Come on, come with me.”

	I reached out a hand to guide her out of the con­trol, put­ting the Cog back in the in­side pocket of my coat. I wanted to get us on the main gun­nery deck, to one of the crash cham­bers. It’d be a good evac point, once we came down. Wilson could man­age be­low decks.

	“Dif­fi­cult. Yes.” She took a step for­ward. Light from the emer­gency lights danced off her halo. I saw that she had two small wings, one above each shoulder. They were each a foot long, del­ic­ate, eph­em­eral things of dia­phan­ous beauty. Sil­ver veins ran down her face, and her eyes were moon bright pools of empty light. She raised her hands. “I’m sorry, Jacob. She’s the only body you left me.”

	The An­gel leapt for­ward. Her hands tapered down to whis­per thin blades of in­can­des­cent light. He took a swipe at me, missed and took a chunk out of the coffin. Else­where, an im­pact alarm star­ted go­ing off. We hit some­thing, the air­ship twist­ing as it went through some tower or tene­ment and con­tin­ued on. Emily came to­wards me, her hands on fire.

	I did the smart thing and ran. There was an emer­gency exit to the con­trol pod. I slapped the panic but­ton and blew the door, then ran out onto the deck­ing of the evac deck. The ship was pitched at such a rad­ical angle that the city­scape seemed to spread out in front of me. We were rush­ing past at a tre­mend­ous rate. Our angle of des­cent al­most per­fectly matched the city’s own down­ward el­ev­a­tion to­wards the Reine. As I ran down the evac deck to­wards a glide boat, we skipped off a ware­house roof, dig­ging a wide, grind­ing trench in the shingles be­fore we bounced back up into the air. I looked back. Emily was fol­low­ing me slug­gishly.

	When he fell apart, back up on the Torch’, some bits of the An­gel must have sur­vived and in­fec­ted Emily. Her new and vul­gar im­plants were much less settled than my own. Per­haps that made her more sus­cept­ible. Per­haps they were de­signed to be par­tic­u­larly wel­com­ing to the An­gel’s in­fec­tion. Either way, some­thing of him was in her. It couldn’t be much. Her trans­form­a­tion was min­imal. Enough to try to kill me, though.

	I got around the evac deck and climbed down to the main gun deck. The cut­ter tur­rets were battened down and the shell cab­in­ets were locked. Not that I needed a weapon that big. I hoped. I found a ser­vice box and clacked it open.

	“Wilson! Where are you?”

	“Oc­cu­pied on for­ward ob­ser­va­tion.” Grunt­ing, and gun­fire. I heard it twice, both through the vox and from the front of the ship. “You still in con­trol?”

	“No. Look, that thing has Emily. She’s try­ing to kill me.” Si­lence.

	“Wilson?”

	“I heard you. Where?”

	“Main gun­nery. Get up here.”

	The vox clacked shut. Emily was down the stairs and walk­ing to­wards me. I kicked open the ser­vice box and pulled out the re­volver. Fa­mil­iar gun, even if the in­scrip­tion was dif­fer­ent.

	“Are you go­ing to shoot her, Jacob?” she asked. “Your pretty girl­friend?” I fired once, kick­ing splin­ters up out of the deck­ing in front of her. She smiled, that smile I was so com­fort­able with, but not her smile any­more.

	“I don’t think so, Jacob. And it’s a risk I’m will­ing to take.” She surged for­ward, arms out. I hes­it­ated, the re­volver in hand, the sight on her fore­head. At the last second I flipped the pis­tol over and clubbed at her arms. The blades touched my skin and I yelped. Blisters formed across my fore­arm. I jumped back, but she kept com­ing.

	“There, there, Jacob. It’ll heal. Just give me the heart and we can all get back to life. You can have your girl­friend back.”

	But it wasn’t heal­ing. I was right. The thing in my chest had given up, faded out. My arm was on fire, and it was go­ing to stay that way. I pulled the Cog out.

	“This thing? This is what you want. How can I know you’ll let her go?”

	“I won’t need her any­more. And really, Jacob. What choice do you have?” She held her bladed fin­gers against her cheek, rest­ing the in­fin­ite sharp­ness on her skin. Blood broke out, run­ning down her chin. “Tell me how beau­ti­ful she is, Jacob. How lovely she is.” I tossed the Cog onto the deck­ing. It skittered, then lay flat. I took a step back.

	“Go ahead. Go on, take it. I want out, that’s all. That’s all I’ve ever wanted in this godsdamn deal.”

	“That’s all any of us want, Jacob.” She stepped for­ward, hovered in an­ti­cip­a­tion over the Cog. She knelt and touched it lightly on the edge, a shiver go­ing up her arm. She picked it up, and her chest burst open, flowered, beckoned the heart.

	“Sorry,” I said, then kicked Emily full in the face. The Cog bounced and rolled down the deck. I ran to it. As I was run­ning we hit a tower and the whole ship groaned and twis­ted. The deck bucked hard port, and I found my­self run­ning down­hill after the rolling Cog. The pitch con­tin­ued un­til I was fall­ing, just fall­ing, my feet barely skim­ming the deck. I lunged against the rail­ing, my hand out­stretched as the Cog winked and spun and glittered against the city spread out be­low. My hands slipped across it. It fell, then I was fall­ing, fall­ing and the city rose up to gather me in.

	I jerked to a stop. My left hand was on the rail­ing, hold­ing my flail­ing body. My right hand was on the Cog. The deck cor­rec­ted, and we were fly­ing level again. I pulled my­self back up, right into the An­gel.

	She punched me hard, blades sink­ing into my con­duit-laced ribs. I coughed in shock and pain. The Cog dropped onto the deck. When she bent to pick it up, I rolled over the rail­ing and onto her back. We grappled, blades slid­ing into and out of my body. I held back the pain, tried to not think about my lungs, the tight­ness in my throat, the loss of feel­ing in my leg. I cinched onto her, clamped her be­neath my chest and pressed down. I pinned her arms. The Cog rolled off her onto the deck. Her flower chest snapped at me, hungry, angry. Her bright eyes flared in the dark­ness.

	She battered her­self against me. I tried to hold her, but I could feel her slip­ping free. Blood was flow­ing out of me, red blood. The metal in my sys­tem was ex­pen­ded, and my mind was go­ing with it. I couldn’t hold her here forever. I was go­ing to slip, and she was go­ing to stand up and kill me, and then take the heart. Free Ca­m­illa, and then the city would pay. Veridon should pay, I thought, but it won’t. It won’t be my fault. It won’t.

	“Wilson!” I yelled feebly. I was slip­ping. The air buzzed with static. I couldn’t con­cen­trate, couldn’t feel my skin. My grip on her wrists was slip­ping. She was star­ing at me, the hate and rage arcing up into my skin. I was cry­ing, I real­ized. I could hear gun­fire far up front. Wilson wasn’t com­ing. He wouldn’t be here soon enough.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do it.”

	“It’s okay, Jacob. Just let go and it’ll be okay.”

	“No,” I said. “It won’t.”

	I trailed my hand down her face, paused at her nose, her lips. The del­ic­ate line of her cheek. I lay my hand across her throat and squeezed. Her eyes widened, pan­icked, then she was thrash­ing like a snake­fish. I bore down, kept my hips on her chest, my hand on her wrists. My fist on her throat. Her mouth opened, plead­ing, but I couldn’t hear. Wouldn’t. It took a long minute, my vis­ion blurred with wa­ter and blood from my fore­head.

	At the last her eyes flicked off. The halo died, the wings crumbled into sil­ver ash. Those brown eyes re­appeared for just a second, im­me­di­ately flooded with tears, then rolled back. I pulled my hand off im­me­di­ately. She didn’t move.

	The Thun­der­ous Dawn plowed into the Canal Blanche. The anti-bal­last crumpled above us and fell, like the can­opy of heaven clos­ing on a life.

	Sirens filled the city, and the skies danced with light­ning. I took her in my arms and ran. 



	

Epi­logue 

	The Girl is Gone

	I placed Emily in the small boat. I built it my­self, out of some bar­rels and part of a coffin. The coffin came from my father. Ac­cept­ing the gift was the first step, I sup­pose.

	She fit nicely. I had re­paired the dam­age, covered the bruises and the last cuts the An­gel had in­flic­ted. Her eyes were closed. The scars from the metal blisters were un­der the loose white dress I had got­ten from my sis­ter’s aban­doned closet. It didn’t fit that well, but it looked nice on her.

	We were down­stream, near the wa­ter­fall. Wilson wanted to be here. I told him I was do­ing it to­mor­row. I ren­ted a wagon and a mule. People pre­ten­ded to not see me leave the city. They knew, without know­ing.

	The wa­ter was cold around my ankles, then my knees. I placed the Cog on the cen­ter of her chest, then crossed her arms over it. I stood there for a long time, knee deep, the wa­ter splash­ing peace­fully against the side of the boat. I meant to say some­thing, but I couldn’t think of it. There was noth­ing to say, ex­cept things I should have said while she was still alive. Al­ways the way.

	I waded out deep. I wanted to get to one of the strong cur­rents. She shouldn’t run up against the shore. I wanted her trip to go well. I would ded­ic­ate a plaque, per­haps, in the city cemetery. But her body be­longed out here, away from the city, away from the powers that had ended her. Maybe I would ded­ic­ate a plaque out there, on the fron­ti­ers down­falls. Maybe I would make a trip, to the far places, the places Mar­cus had gone, a trip that we two should have taken to­gether. Maybe.

	I got out there, far out. The wa­ter was past my shoulders. The mud un­der my feet was un­sure. I fell, the river bot­tom fall­ing away without warn­ing. I flailed. The boat pushed out from me, my fin­ger­tips just barely guid­ing it in a straight line into the cur­rent. I went un­der and thought about stay­ing there. I re­membered Wright Mor­gan and the dark cur­rents of the Fehn. Still, I stayed for a mo­ment, felt the cur­rent pull me, watched the light fade and the chill creep in to my skin. Then my foot brushed a rock and I got above wa­ter. I gasped for breath, then fought my way back to the shore. The cur­rent pulled me, dragged me, held me back. The mud sucked at my feet. I fell, the wa­ter run­ning over my head and I struggled on hands and knees closer to the shore. When next I stood the wa­ter was at my waist.

	I real­ized I had al­most died, there. Wa­ter spilled out of my lungs. I was shiv­er­ing. I turned back to the river, to the thin white line of the wa­ter­fall as it tumbled away from Veridon.

	The little boat was gone. Emily was gone.
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