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Chapter 1. The Klak Grove

The Klak tree was big.

Right. Sorry. The tree was big — fourteen stories of dark bark and blue-green leaves, and it had been growing in the center of this particular grove since before the grove had a name. The leaves didn't fall in winter because winter here wasn't natural, and the bark didn't change color with the seasons because the bark had decided, at some point, that it was done changing. The roots went down farther than anyone had checked. The branches went up farther than you could see from the base without straining your neck.

Big T, they called it. Which was not the most imaginative name, but it was accurate.

At five in the morning the light through the leaves was a blue-green that existed nowhere else on the plateau. It moved the way light moves through water, slow, shifting, always changing what it touched. Marcus had noticed this the first morning he'd woken up early enough to see it, three years ago, and he'd noticed it every morning since.

He was at the base of Big T, sitting on one of the wide roots that surfaced from the ground like the knuckles of something sleeping. His shoulder ached where he'd been bandaging it — an old wound that went cold in the early morning, which was inconvenient. He'd been ignoring it for a year. He was good at ignoring things.

He heard her before he saw her. A footstep on the rope bridge forty feet up, barely anything, you'd miss it if you didn't know the sound of her footsteps. Then the sound of Eevi jumping, which was different from the sound of Eevi climbing down, different again from Eevi simply appearing somewhere she hadn't been before.

This was the jumping sound.

She landed on the root beside him, precisely, the way she did everything. Her jacket was damp from the morning mist that collected in the higher branches.

"You're up early," she said.

"So are you."

"I never went to sleep." She said it without weight, just information. She pulled her knees up and looked at the light through the leaves. "It does this every morning?"

"Every morning."

She was quiet for a while. That was one of the things about Eevi: she could be quiet the way a room is quiet, not like she was waiting for something, but like she'd decided the silence was a reasonable place to be.

"We should wake them up," she said.

"Chrys said five-thirty."

"It's five-twenty."

"Then we have ten minutes."

She considered this.

"Hide and seek," she said.

He looked at her.

"I'm already hidden," she said. "Count to thirty."

She was gone before he closed his eyes.

Thirty seconds in the klak grove at dawn was enough time to learn that Eevi Kolkko had not been hiding in any of the places he checked first, or second, or third. He went up the rope bridge to the second platform. Not there. He went along the north branch where the leaves were thickest — not there. He checked the gap between the supply shed and the bark, which was barely wide enough for a person, and a person was not in it.

"Twenty," he said. Counting backward now, because it seemed fair.

From somewhere above him, nothing. No sound. No displaced air. No footstep. Eevi moved through space with a tidiness that bordered on rudeness.

"Fifteen."

He looked up. The branches made a lattice against the pale sky, still mostly dark. There, very high up, higher than anyone would reasonably climb before sunrise, a stillness in the branches that wasn't the stillness of leaves.

He started climbing.

"Ten."

The bark was smooth under his hands, dry despite the mist. The shoulder complained. He ignored it. The branches up here were thinner, swaying slightly with his weight, the drop below him getting significant.

"Five."

He was almost there. He could see her now, sitting on a branch no wider than his forearm, perfectly balanced, watching him with the expression she had when she was entertained but wasn't going to show it.

"One."

He reached for the branch above her.

She stepped off hers and fell.

He grabbed wrong direction, his stomach dropped, and then she wasn't falling anymore, she was twenty feet below him, standing on the wide root where they'd started, looking up with her hands in her jacket pockets.

"Found you," she said.

Marcus climbed back down. The shoulder made its opinion known. He didn't mention it.

"The others," he said.

"The others," she agreed.

By six, all seven of them were in the grove.

Sam had arrived with her hair half-done, which she finished on the way down from her room, sitting on the rope bridge railing with the calm of someone who had decided gravity was a suggestion. Akio came down from his room at the top of the tower and immediately tried to convince everyone that it was still night.

"The sun is up," Chrys said.

"The sun is wrong," Akio said.

The twins were already in the grove before anyone remembered asking them, which was also how they usually arrived, Celestine with a piece of fruit and her boots on the wrong feet, Sienna stopping to switch them without comment. Sienna had come with tea — she made it the way she did most things, with more attention than the task seemed to require, and the result was always better than it had any right to be.

"Morning exercises," Marcus said.

"We're doing morning exercises?" Sam said. She looked at Chrys.

"Don't look at me," Chrys said. "I'm just here for the air."

He was lying, but in the comfortable way, the way you lie about something small because the truth of it is private.

He came down every morning at dawn. Marcus had known this for two years. He came down and stood at the base of Big T and looked at the light through the leaves, and then he went back up before anyone else was awake. Or so he thought.

They ran the grove paths. Sam set the pace, not punishing but honest. The roots broke the ground at angles that required attention, and the lower branches crossed some paths in places that required ducking, and by the time they'd done two full circuits the light had shifted from blue-green to something closer to gold and the dew had come off the grass and the grove smelled the way it did in the morning: like bark and soil and something else that didn't have a name, something that was simply the specific smell of air that had been moving through Klak leaves all night.

Sienna ran the paths the same way she did everything, quietly, efficiently, with the particular quality of a person who is paying attention to things you can't see. She had been like this since Marcus had known her. She felt things, was the way you'd put it if you were being simple about it. She felt what people around her felt, not like a skill but like weather. It simply arrived. You got used to it or you didn't.

She was feeling something now. He watched her face during the second circuit. She ran with a small line between her brows that meant she was processing, not exerting.

He didn't ask. She'd say when she wanted to.

After the run, Akio announced he was going to get bear burgers.

"The place behind the mountains doesn't open until eight," Chrys said, not looking up from whatever he was doing with a panel in the bark of Big T.

"The place behind the mountains opens for me at any hour," Akio said, "because I am charming and persistent."

"Behind the mountains is an hour's walk," Sam said.

"Yes," Akio said. "That's why I'm telling you now."

He went. The others settled into the comfortable business of the morning: Chrys and Marcus at the base of Big T working on something structural, Sam cleaning the Sage73 she'd been given for her birthday and then taken apart the same day to understand, Sienna and the twins in the upper branches playing the game that had no name but involved passing a small object between them without touching it.

An hour passed. Then an hour and ten minutes. Then twenty.

Sam said, "He should be back."

"He'll be back," Chrys said.

"I know he'll be back. I said he should be back by now."

"There's a difference," Marcus said.

"Yes," Sam said. She reassembled the Sage73 in the time it took to say it. "That's what I said."

The twins had stopped their game. Sienna sat very still on her branch, her eyes open but not looking at anything in the grove.

Then —

The air three meters from the base of Big T did something unusual. It compressed. It made a sound: the particular sound that nothing has when it becomes something quickly — a soft implosion, like a door opening in a room with no other exits. And Eevi was there, standing in the space she'd displaced, holding three paper bags and wearing an expression of someone who has been doing something for much longer than she'd planned.

She looked weathered. That was the word. Her jacket had dried and re-dampened. There was soil on her left boot that wasn't the soil of the grove. Her hair had escaped whatever she'd done with it this morning.

"I got the burgers," she said.

"How long," Marcus said.

She looked at the light. The angle of it, the way it had moved since she left. She did the math.

"A while," she said.

"Eevi."

"Twenty-three minutes." She said it simply. "Give or take."

The grove was quiet. Twenty-three minutes was not the travel time for a mountain crossing and a burger errand. Twenty-three minutes was — something else. Something that lived in the gap between where she'd been and where she now was.

She sat down on the root. Put the bags between them. "They're still warm," she said, as though this were the relevant information.

Sienna came down from the branches. She sat beside Eevi without a word and didn't say anything for a long time. Eevi let her.

"The tea," Chrys said, eventually.

"One moment," Sienna said. She went up.

The tea of rebirth came from the same grove, klak leaves processed a specific way, which Sienna had figured out by accident the way she figured out most things, by paying attention longer than anyone asked her to. It had a window of about one minute between the right temperature and mint water. In that window it did something that Sienna couldn't fully describe and had stopped trying to: it made your body feel like it had slept, regardless of how long it had actually slept. For Eevi, this morning, it meant something specific.

She brought it down in a clay cup, the steam moving sideways in the grove breeze, and put it in Eevi's hands.

Eevi looked at it for a moment. Then she looked at the paper bags and the smells coming out of them. Then back at the tea.

"Drink the tea first," Sienna said.

Eevi drank.

The light through the klak leaves shifted. Akio arrived at a run from the east path, out of breath, carrying absolutely nothing. He stopped when he saw the bags.

"There are burgers," he said.

"There are burgers," Marcus said.

Akio sat down on the root. He looked at Eevi. He didn't say what his face was saying.

Nobody said it.

They ate.

Chapter 2. The Glitch

Nobody asked Eevi what happened during the twenty-three minutes.

This was, Eevi thought, one of the things about the House of Confidence that she'd never been able to explain to anyone outside it: they waited. Not because they didn't want to know. She could feel the wanting, the careful holding-back. But because they'd learned, or decided, or simply come to understand somewhere along the way, that some things needed to be offered before they could be asked for.

She sat in the upper branches after breakfast with her feet hanging and her jacket drying in the slow warmth of the late morning, and she thought about the twenty-three minutes.

What she remembered: leaving. The specific sensation of leaving, which she'd had since she was twelve and which she'd never found the right word for. The way the world compressed at the edges. The way distance became a decision rather than a fact. She'd gone through it ten thousand times since then, short jumps, long ones, the across-the-mountain crossing this morning, and it never felt the same way twice, but it always began the same way: the edges, the compression, the decision.

What she didn't remember: the space between leaving and arriving. Twenty-three minutes of it. The longest void she'd ever lost.

The burgers were still warm when she arrived. Which meant the time had passed somewhere that wasn't here.

She heard footsteps on the branch below — recognizable before she looked, because Marcus had a way of climbing that wasn't quite careful and wasn't quite careless, somewhere in the middle.

He sat on the branch below hers. They were quiet for a while, which was also a Marcus thing — the man could fill a silence without a word.

"The jump takes something out of you," he said. Eventually.

"Yeah." She looked at her hands. They were steady. They looked the same as they'd looked this morning. She knew they wouldn't feel the same until tomorrow, minimum. "We still don't know how it works."

"We'll figure it out."

"Roger that, captain." She saluted with nothing, because the bag was downstairs.

He was quiet again for a moment. Then: "The shoulder was acting up this morning. Nothing serious."

She looked down at him. He wasn't looking at her. He was looking out at the grove.

"You climbed a Klak tree on it," she said.

"The grip is the left arm mostly."

"Marcus."

"It's fine."

It wasn't fine and they both knew it, and both of them were going to leave it there for now, which was a form of agreement. She leaned back against the bark. Above her, the Klak leaves moved in the breeze that came through the grove around mid-morning, steady and soft, carrying the smell of the soil and the bark and somewhere under that, the plateau beyond.

"Test the jump again," he said.

She looked at him.

"Small distance. I'll come with you."

She'd done accompanied jumps three times. Each one had gone — differently. The displacement affected other bodies unpredictably. Sam had reported nausea. Akio had reported nothing because Akio reported nothing, which itself was a report. Marcus had said "interesting" and meant it.

"Short," she said.

"Your call."

She stood on the branch. "Keep your feet together when we land."

She took his arm.

Everything went dark for half a second that felt considerably longer, the way it always did — not the comfortable dark of sleep but the dark of being between where you were and where you're going, the dark that has a direction to it.

Then they were in the living room of Big T.

Marcus looked around. The mv3s in the corner. The flatscreen they'd spent ten months of workshop wages on. The light through the Klak leaves hitting the windows from a different angle than it hit them outside, filtered twice over.

He exhaled slowly.

"We have the goods," he said. Not calling out, just saying it, to the room.

From somewhere below, the kitchen: the sound of a nose working overtime. Then footsteps on the staircase, the particular rhythm of someone ascending two at a time, and then Akio in the doorway with his long curls falling across his forehead and his eyes doing a rapid inventory of — nothing. No bags.

"I smell something," he said. "Something spicy."

"Naka," Amy said from the other doorway, leaning against the frame with the ease of someone who had been standing there for a while, "you really know your stuff."

She looked at Eevi's jacket. The soil on the boot. The slight stillness in how she was sitting, the careful way she'd taken the chair rather than the couch.

"Chrys is in the lab," she said. Not a question.

"Was asleep a few hours ago," Akio said, blowing the curls out of his face. "Maybe still."

Amy nodded. She already knew. She'd felt the absence of his footsteps on the stairs around three in the morning, which was how she tracked where he was when he didn't track himself. She'd been awake at three. She was often awake at three.

Eevi watched Amy's face while she watched Akio's face while Akio watched the doorway that the food had not come through.

"He's in the lab," Amy said. "He has something to show everyone."

"Then we go," Marcus said.

"After breakfast," Eevi said.

Akio turned to her with an expression of profound relief. "After breakfast," he agreed.

They went down to the kitchen. The burgers were bear, which meant from the place behind the mountains, which meant Eevi had gone across the mountain this morning. The distance was the distance. Nobody said anything about it.

The kitchen smelled like warming food and the oil Sienna put in the pan for the eggs, which was a specific kind of oil that she'd brought from somewhere and never told them where. The twins set the table without being asked, which they did every morning, which was one of those small facts about people that you stop noticing until the day it doesn't happen.

"Tell me something," Akio said, pulling a chair out with his foot.

"Something," Sam said.

"Something useful."

"I'm going to reorganize the training schedule this week."

"Useful to me."

"That's useful to everyone."

"Tell me something useful to me."

"Your grip is wrong on the downswing," she said. "I've been watching it for a month."

Akio thought about this while eating. He chewed slowly. "I appreciate you sitting on that for a month," he said.

"I was waiting for the right moment."

"And this is the right moment."

"There was food," she said. "You can't be upset when there's food."

He looked down at his plate. "That's a reasonable policy," he said.

Eevi ate quietly. The food was warm and specific — it had the taste of the place behind the mountains, which was different from anywhere else, the particular combination of spices they used that she'd tried to describe once and failed, which had led to a fifteen-minute conversation about whether some tastes were fundamentally non-transferable into words. Chrys had said yes, definitely. Sam had said that was a convenient excuse to avoid trying.

She ate. The twenty-three minutes sat somewhere at the back of her awareness, not demanding anything. Just there, the way a sound is there when you've learned to stop reacting to it.

She'd figure out what it was later. For now, there was breakfast, and below them, in the lab underground, Chrys was awake and waiting to show them something.

For now, that was enough.

Chapter 3. The Lab And The Threat

The lab was underground. You took a spiral staircase from the treehouse floor — long enough that by the time you reached the bottom you'd started to think you'd missed a landing. You hadn't. The staircase was just long.

It was packed, the lab. Every surface carried a purpose. Supercomputers along the east wall, molecular printers stacked on the central table, machines that built other machines along the south shelf, all of it retractable so Chrys could clear the room when he needed to think without obstacles. The walls were whitholium — a material he and his father had been developing before his father stopped being someone who could develop things. It looked like ordinary wall at a glance. At a second glance, it looked like a wall that was paying attention. It absorbed impact the way cloth absorbs water, silently, completely, without much evidence that anything had happened.

Will kept the lab clean and catalogued. Without Will the lab would have become uninhabitable inside two weeks. Possibly one.

Chrys was at the workbench with his arm inside something when they came down. He didn't look up. "Good morning," he said, to the room in general. "Sorry for the hour. I'll get to the point."

He extracted his arm. Looked at it. There was a scrape across the forearm that he hadn't had this morning, from something inside the contraption that had objected to his hand.

He set the contraption aside.

"Which Earth One creature is covered in dots?" he said. "Easy. A ladybug."

Amy, who had come down last and was still finishing her coffee, said: "Tigers also are."

"You probably mean leopards."

"Sorry." She smiled, guilty.

"Leopards went extinct approximately thirty millennia ago — not to worry." He leaned back in the chair, arms crossed. The smile faded in the careful way it did when he was shifting into something serious. "What we should worry about is that there are traces of them here. On this planet."

Amy almost dropped the coffee. "Hold on. Them?"

"Every other planet was cleared. But the source planet still has an active front — the government covers it. Ten professional gravirush players disappeared last week. Three arena champions before that. No DNA traces. No bodies." He rubbed the back of his neck. "Either they got greedy. Or they wanted to be noticed."

"To show they're still in control," Amy said.

"Yes." He looked at her for a moment. Then: "How's training going?"

"Good. A lot of running today." She leaned against the wall. "You should come out with us sometime."

"I usually train around midnight. It works out."

He straightened in the chair and looked at the ceiling. "Will — can you get everyone down here?"

"Broadcasting," Will said. The voice came from a speaker they'd never found. They'd looked. "Request complete."

"Thank you."

"Anytime."

Chrys looked toward the staircase, then at Amy. "They ate the burgers, didn't they."

"There were burgers," she confirmed.

"Good." He frowned at the floor, not at anything on it. "Eevi's jump this morning was earlier than I expected. That's a problem. She'll start registering."

"Could be they can't breach the layer," Akio said, appearing at the foot of the stairs and barely stopping before walking into a crate labeled fragile materials in red. He looked at the crate. Then at Chrys. Chrys waved him over. Akio came, grinning, and dropped into the yellow cushion chair he'd claimed for himself in the first week.

The others came down over the next few minutes. Marcus. Eevi briefly, then not there, then there again. Sam last, quiet.

"The Sword Alliance won't hold them long," Eevi said, when she reappeared. Her jacket still had the soil on the boot. Nobody mentioned it. "When they move, they'll move toward whatever's strongest in the region."

"Then we prepare," Marcus said.

"Yes." Chrys stood and crossed to the shelf at the back of the lab, where a plain box had been sitting for three weeks behind two other boxes. He carried it to the workbench and opened it. "These are why we won't need the mv3s anymore."

Inside: syringes. Small ones, neat, a delivery mechanism he hadn't named yet.

"Is that a serum?" Akio said.

"Kind of. Easier to show than–"

"Apologies," Will said. "We have guests. Twenty from the northeast, thirty from the south. Arrival in approximately two minutes. Lost Boys, based on the formation."

Chrys looked at the box. Put the lid back on. The shelf panel retracted and swallowed it.

"There goes my moment," he said.

They met the Lost Boys at the base of Big T.

Byron came first. Long golden curls. White jacket to the knee, pockets stuffed with whatever he'd picked up on his last raid. A candy bar next to what appeared to be a small explosive, neither in the right compartment. His green eyes moved across them the way a card player's eyes move across a table.

"Surrender calmly," he said, "and I won't waste time on scrawny little fools."

"No," Marcus said.

Byron sighed, the long sigh of a man who'd prepared for a different answer but wasn't surprised by this one. He undid the jacket buttons slowly. Underneath: black shirt, shoulder holster, and a .50 caliber pistol polished to the point where it seemed to want something from you.

He raised it.

"We also have–"

"Them?" Eevi nodded past him.

Byron turned. Sienna and Celestine were forty meters away, running circles in the grass, completely unconcerned with the arrival of fifty armed men.

He stared.

"I don't want to know how you did that," he said. He turned back and raised the gun. "Playtime's over. You're surrounded."

"By an army led by someone who brought his entire army," Sam said, from somewhere to the left of where she'd been standing. She kicked a rock without looking. It caught Byron across the forehead — not hard, but precisely.

"It's on," he said, and fired.

The bullet left the barrel aimed at Amy.

Chrys had been watching Byron's hand since he raised the gun. Not the gun. The hand. The specific angle of the wrist before the trigger moved. He had been watching it for the two seconds it took Byron to decide, which was one second longer than he needed.

He moved.

His shoulder caught Amy's and she went sideways and down, controlled. She'd been moved before. She knew how to land — and the bullet passed through the space where she'd been standing and entered Chrys instead, at the left side, below the rib. He felt it arrive. Not immediately, the way people described pain. Slightly afterward, like the message had to travel a distance. He stood.

I've been shot.

The thought was almost administrative. He filed it. He assessed: blood, yes; breathing, intact; feet, bearing weight.

He stood.

"Come here, Byron." His voice came out steadier than it should have. "You're going to pay for that."

Byron looked at him with the complicated expression of someone who has been both frustrated and impressed by the same thing. "That bullet wasn't for you. It was for your friend." He raised the gun again. "But this one is."

Chrys watched it come. His body was too slow to move and he had already calculated this and made a decision about it before the trigger moved.

The bullet slowed.

It was not supposed to slow. Physics had not been consulted. He watched it happen and felt it happen and it was the strangest sensation — not the stopping of something external, but something in him reaching out without asking permission, the Hydrolysis Engine doing something he hadn't known it could do, something that felt less like power and more like refusal. The bullet decelerated. It stopped. It fell.

He started laughing.

He hadn't planned to laugh. The laugh arrived the way pain arrives: as a reaction, not a decision. He said "Didn't see that coming?" and his legs gave way and he went down hard, which he also hadn't planned, and from the ground the grove looked different, the Klak leaves against the sky from this angle, the light still doing its water-thing even now.

"Open fire," Byron said.

The last thing Chrys heard before Amy's heat moved through the grove like a second sunrise.

The Lost Boys left quickly after that.

Most of them. Forty-seven of them, in ones and twos, without looking back. Byron paused at the edge of the grove. He turned around. He looked at the eight of them standing in the grass, Chrys back on his feet, pressing his jacket against the wound with the calm of someone who had decided to deal with this in an hour.

"I'll come back when you're weak," Byron said, "and I'll take everything from you."

"Have a nice day," Chrys said.

One stayed.

He was standing apart from the others — or rather, he'd been standing apart and simply didn't move when the others moved. Gray shirt. Almost-black jeans with mud dried into the knees. Both ankles showing old blood. A bruise under one brow that looked recent. He stood up from the crouch he'd been in, testing his legs the way you do when you're not sure they'll work, and found that they did.

He looked at Chrys.

"Just Chrys," Chrys said. "Not sir."

"Right," the boy said.

"Will — clothes and a shower?"

"Already running," Will said.

"What's your name?" Sienna said. She'd come to stand next to Chrys without Chrys noticing, which was a thing she did sometimes that he'd stopped finding uncanny.

"Eon," the boy said.

"Where's your squad?"

A pause. Not long. He was used to answering this question.

"Gone," he said.

Sienna looked at him for a moment. She nodded.

"My allies are my friends," Chrys said, as they walked toward the shower cabins, klak wood, eight of them, Marcus had helped with the plumbing. "You didn't even get to do anything today. But find whoever sent them and ask their forgiveness anyway."

Eon was quiet.

"Right," he said, after a moment.

He meant it. Chrys could tell the difference.

The grove settled around them. The late-morning light came through the leaves at its usual angle. Someone in the kitchen had started making lunch. Marcus was already carrying Chrys's jacket, the one he'd pressed to the wound, with the careful purpose of a man who knew which problems he could solve.

It was going to be a long afternoon.

Chrys looked at the sky through the Klak branches, blue and green in its usual arrangement, and thought about the bullet that had slowed without being asked to.

That's new, he thought.

He filed it. He had things to tell everyone. There would be time.

Chapter 4. Rise And Shine

That bullet wound hit my vitals. But it seems — despite that — I still am.

The navy door made no sound when she slid it open. Amy turned the light wheel slowly, letting it fill the room from the edges inward so it didn't hit him all at once. She walked across the gray carpet to the wall of books, pulled the dandelion-yellow one, and the window undimmed — the night sky, full of stars, and a cascade of white symbols that she skimmed and then dismissed with a circle of her finger. The display said thank you and went dark.

Chrys sat up.

"Did we win?"

"We did." Her smile reflected in the glass.

He looked at his legs. Moved them. Fine.

"Any injured?"

Amy turned around. "What are you talking about?" She tilted her head at his expression. "You fell asleep after the burger. Before you could finish whatever you were about to tell us, actually — you were mid-sentence, and then you weren't. I brought you here so you'd sleep properly for once."

He stared at her.

"The kind of thing you'd say," she added.

He breathed out. The whole thing had felt real. Completely real.

"Thank you, Ames."

"Welcome. Hungry?"

"Starving. Anything left?"

"Probably. Akio made something before the others demolished it. Come find out."

He slid the door open. Stopped. "It's 8:27."

Amy paused behind him. The only timepiece in the room was the display she'd just closed, and he had been asleep when she opened it.

"How did you –"

"I just... know?" He turned back and the grin was there, bright in a way it rarely was, without the tiredness sitting on top of it, or worry. Right now it was just the grin.

Then it flickered.

He stopped walking. His eyes went somewhere else for a moment, not unfocused, more like he was reading something only he could see. He rolled his eyes. Furrowed his brows. Shuddered slightly. Shook his head. Said something under his breath that she couldn't make out. Then he laughed quietly and the grin came back, brighter than before.

"Was that seven stages of grief?"

"Something like that." He looked at her. "We should move before Marcus and Akio reach the kitchen."

Amy smiled. "Too late, probably."

"Then we run."

Chapter 5. The First Of Senetis

Snow on the Klak Grove looks wrong and perfect at the same time.

The leaves are bluish-green and don't change for winter, because winter here isn't natural. The snow clouds are generated by machines deployed planet-wide on the first of Senetis, every year, since Year 57. The snow is artificial but it falls the same way — lazy, indifferent, covering everything that isn't moving.

Snow Day exists to remind everyone of Earth One. The birthplace. The planet that's gone. Forty-eight hours off, spent with whoever you've chosen to be your people. The history of why snow was the thing they chose to preserve was a long one, and understanding it mattered less than seeing the grove that morning — everyone still sleepy, the snow coming sideways through the Klak branches, and Akio running down the bedroom corridor at full volume.

Point is: it was early. It was beautiful. It was extremely cold. And Akio was extremely loud.

"Guys! Chrys has to show you something!"

Marcus was right behind him, knocking on each door. Sam emerged with a hairbrush that she threw with considerable accuracy. Akio caught it.

"Someone could get hurt," he said. "Someone except me. Chrys says if we get everyone downstairs, we can sleep as long as we want afterward."

Sam looked at him for a moment. "Pleasure doing business with you." She turned and ran. "Rise and shine, losers!"

"The only voice you'd want waking you up," Marcus said, ducking the low beam at the staircase landing.

The lab underground was the same temperature as always regardless of the season, which was one of the things about it: the whitholium walls absorbed and regulated, and the climate systems Chrys had designed didn't respond to what the surface was doing. You could feel winter the moment you stepped off the staircase and then feel it disappear by the second step down.

"Good morning." Chrys was at the workbench, guilty grin in place. "Sorry for the hour."

He paused. He had a way of pausing before things that required patience from the listener, which they'd all learned to just give him.

"Time," he said. "What is time? What if I told you it isn't a constant, that we could live an eternity without it moving a fraction of a second in the outside world?"

He breathed in slowly. Concentrated. A small maroon dot appeared in his palms, warm, dark red, barely there at first, swelling as they watched. It placed itself on the lab floor and became something the eye couldn't quite hold, a shape that kept refusing to be one shape, its edge moving the air like a heat source moves air.

A breeze moved toward it. Then a pull.

"You have to trust me," he said. "Come in."

Before Akio could form an objection, he was already through.

The dark was the first thing, and it was not like other darks. It had depth and texture and something that was not quite temperature — a quality of the space pressing evenly against every surface of the body at once, like being submerged in something that weighed nothing. The floor was there: solid, immediate, exactly where a floor should be. But above and to all sides there was no ceiling and no wall, only the dark extending past the reach of any sense, and no sound except what they'd brought in with them, their breathing and the soft shift of feet finding footing, and the awareness that whatever the space was it was very large, or had no size at all, or had a different relationship to size than anything they'd stood in before. Sienna reached for Celestine without looking. Celestine's hand was already there. Chrys clicked something and a lamp came on, illuminating a radius of about four feet, and the dark outside that radius was absolute — not reduced, not softened, just held at the lamp's edge and no further.

"First time I came here," he said, "I didn't tell anyone. For this reason." He looked at their faces. "You can't die in here. The worst you get is a concussion. Your body's center is the moment you enter. If you leave — everyone else is returned automatically to just before you all came in. Don't stay in mid-tesseract. That's the passage between inside and outside. It's unpleasant."

"Define unpleasant," Akio said.

"I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemies."

Sienna looked around at the dark. Her hand found Celestine's wrist. Celestine found her hand.

"How do you set the entry points?" Sienna asked.

"I don't. Mid-tesseract does. Everyone who passes through gets set automatically." He looked at Celly. "Go ahead."

A hand raised slowly, looking at the floor. "Can I go home. It's dark and it makes my skin shivery."

"Almost." He reached toward her. She grabbed his hand immediately, both hands, as though it were the only solid thing available, and grinned up at him.

"The second thing," he said, "is Will."

"Good day!" The voice came from every direction. "Yuck — I hope no one has claustrophobia."

The walls went outward.

They were standing in the gym. The one they'd been training in for years: familiar smell, familiar light, the floor that squeaked in the same three places, the ceiling high enough that the upper half of it lived in its own climate. The mid-tesseract had given them a space their minds knew how to hold.

"Much better," Will said, with audible relief. "You worry me, Chrys."

"I just wanted to show them how it feels." Chrys looked around the gym — his gym, in his time, in a space that wasn't moving while the world outside wasn't either. He'd spent a year of total time here. He'd learned to integrate Will into the dimension. Many days of failure before it worked. And when it worked he'd had something that was difficult to explain to anyone who hadn't been inside.

Company. Not the company of the house above — which he had, always, and which was different from being alone without being alone. This company. Will existing everywhere at once, in every dimension of the Tesseract simultaneously, which Will had described as pleasant and which Chrys had chosen to believe.

"A year," Marcus said. "You've been in here a year total."

"Connected Will three days ago."

"How did you eat?"

"I don't have to. But if I want to–" He breathed out. A small black bowl appeared in his palm, liquid, dark and still. "Particles. The dimension regenerates infinitely. I can concentrate mass into anything solid or liquid." He held it out. "No taste."

Amy took a small sip. "Nothing."

"With Will it can have taste and smell."

"Texture also," Will said. "Order anything."

Akio's eyes went to the bowl.

"Can you take objects out?" he said. "When you leave."

"First question I asked." Chrys smiled. "No. Everything created here is destroyed in mid-tesseract on exit." He crushed the bowl in his hand. It vanished. He looked around the gym. "Shall we see how the training bots have held up?"

"Wait." Something connected in his face. "The Lost Boys. After the fight. Four years ago."

Akio frowned. "The who?"

"The gang," Marcus said. No hesitation. "We fought them. They disbanded a few days after." His memory logged everything since age eight. Every face. Every sound.

"So they were in here." Chrys looked at the ceiling. "In the Tesseract." He thought about this for a moment. "Will — extraction estimate."

"One percent failure rate," Will said. "Think explosion, not implosion."

A dark dot in his palm. Growing. Compressing.

"Boom," he said quietly.

Every piece of equipment retracted. A pulse of displaced air. When it cleared, forty men stood in the room, blinking, barely upright, their faces carrying the look of people who have experienced something that has no category yet.

"Hi," Chrys said, and waved.

"SPARE US," one of them managed. "We've been in there. Even a moment was enough. We apologize. We apologize for everything." He was shaking. The words came out in the wrong order.

Most of them left. Byron paused at the door long enough to say: "I'll come back when you're weak."

"Have a nice day," Chrys said.

One stayed.

Gray shirt. Almost-black jeans, mud dried into the knees. Both ankles showing old blood. A bruise under one brow. He stood up slowly, testing his legs the way you test things you aren't sure about.

"Just Chrys," Chrys said. "Not sir."

The boy's name was Eon.

His squad had been liquidated a week before the raid. Not useful enough. He was the only one who'd made it to the fight, which meant he'd been the only one in the Tesseract, which meant he'd been alone for whatever subjective time the Tesseract had given him. He didn't say how long. He looked like someone who had spent a long time alone and had done the math on it.

"My allies are my friends," Chrys said, as they walked toward the shower cabins — klak wood, eight of them, built with Marcus, water from River Rofdon. "You didn't even get to do anything. But find whoever was responsible and ask their forgiveness anyway."

Eon was quiet for a long moment.

"Right," he said.

He meant it. Chrys could tell the difference.

Days became weeks. The House of Confidence spent more and more time in the Tesseract.

The outside became what they surfaced to: real food, actual weather, each other's faces in real light. Their sense of time stopped matching anyone else's. They aged differently inside: not faster, not slower, but more. More repetitions. More hours with the training bots, more hours with each other — the kind of closeness that time in a closed space with people you trust produces, and that can't be produced any other way. The arguments they had in the Tesseract were different from the ones they had outside. More honest. Nothing outside could interrupt them.

"Screwdriver, please."

"You have quite a few. Can you be more specific?"

"Right — the white one."

"There are eleven white ones."

"It's on my belt. Sorry." Chrys snapped his fingers. Amy laughed.

He picked up the screwdriver and looked at it. Looked at her sweater.

"Is it orange with white stripes?" he said. "Or white with orange stripes? Or just a sweater with white and orange stripes?"

"Where are you going with this?"

"From time to time we focus on only one color." He tapped the workbench — the one they'd moved inside because he worked better with people nearby, which was a thing about him that everyone knew and that he'd never said aloud. "Here we need to hold every viewpoint at once. There are shortcuts if you know what the cloth is. But if you don't–"

"We guess," Amy said. "Or–"

"The lab," they said together.

She laughed. He went back to the screwdriver.

Outside, snow was falling on the Klak Grove, covering everything that wasn't moving, patient and indifferent and identical to the real thing.

Chapter 6. The Arena

Saphilium, the tenth.

"Last day," Will said. "Due to technical difficulties on my side, the project closes today. Training continues, just not this way."

They were in Greenland. The simulated one, warm and green, the Earth One island rendered in accurate, specific detail and filled with things that didn't exist anywhere else and wanted to hurt you. A sweet breeze moved through the high mountains. The grass was the kind of green that Earth One produced and that 347n didn't, because they were different planets with different mineral compositions and different histories, and both of those things showed up in the grass.

"Since it's our last day," Akio said, "want to see something?"

He didn't wait. His shoulders stiffened. His knuckles made a sound that made Sam wince, not discomfort but reflex. Then a flash. Very bright, close to blinding. When it faded there was a handle in his hand, black with white lettering that looked familiar without being legible. No visible blade.

He looked at it. Then at Marcus.

"Albert?"

Marcus looked back at him. "Nakayama?"

"Well?" Akio held it up. The breeze moved through the grass around them.

Sam's knuckles met his shoulder before he finished the sentence. He cringed, rubbing it.

"Sorry," he said.

She grinned. "I need a pneumatic. And something to shoot at."

An elegant handgun appeared in her hand. Classic frame, compact. She turned it over. Ran her thumb along the barrel.

"Elsher's Sage73," she said. "Semiautomatic, nine millimeter." She looked at it for a moment longer. "You did your research, Will."

"The target will be that box." A tiny red box appeared in the distance, moving in quick, irregular patterns, making a sound that was unreasonably irritating in a way that seemed calculated to be so.

Concentrate. Focus. Breathe in. Breathe out. Eevi, you are a genius.

She pressed the trigger. The sound stopped. A squeal. Then nothing.

"Air bullets," she said, quietly. Looking at the gun.

"She concentrates the air in one space," Chrys said. "Makes it solid. Hardened air, fired like a round."

"No borrowed physics from the Tesseract," Sam said, and laughed. In the same motion she drew and fired at Akio, who had been standing there not paying attention.

He moved. Not dramatically. He simply wasn't where the needle went.

"Did the punch not cover it?" His mouth twitched.

"Initiate arena," Chrys said. "For the last time."

The elevator cabin smelled like burnt meat.

Smells like Samantha's cooking.

Akio thought this and received a look from Sam that could have prosecuted him for it. He grinned. She turned to stand by Marcus, who was doing something with his fingers at the big door — a fidget she recognized, which meant he was running scenarios.

"Scary," Akio whispered, at the space where Sam had been.

The hologram changed. L5. L20. L100. L200. L930.

The doors opened.

The smell arrived before the sound did: sweat, ammonia, something underneath that Marcus couldn't name for a moment. Then he placed it. A space where effort had been happening for a long time, where the air was saturated with it.

Fight club. The word arrived with the smell.

The space itself was enormous: stands rising three hundred meters in every direction, spherical lights at floor level, the crowd noise beginning as a pressure in the chest before it resolved into sound. The bass of thousands of bodies in an enclosed space. The chanting starting.

A strong hand on Marcus's shoulder.

"My boy!" Villgor's high-five would have knocked a smaller person sideways. Eight feet of green scales, a tail he used as a fourth limb, the permanent expression of someone who is having an excellent time. "Hope you trained."

"Naturally," Marcus said.

"Someone's getting destroyed today." Villgor made a snoring sound. "And it is not me."

"Believe what you want."

The announcer's voice filled the arena — two biggest and boldest, the quickest, the most powerful— and the crowd went to full noise as they were transported to the center floor. White, slippery, the kind of surface that eliminated any advantage that relied on grip. The chanting was mostly for Villgor. Most of them hadn't seen Marcus fight.

That was a mistake they were correcting.

"Axe," Marcus said.

It appeared in his hand.

"Wait–" Villgor looked at his own hands. "Axe." Two axes appeared. His tail swung and caught a third. He grinned. "How generous of you to give me a fourth."

Marcus threw his axe.

No time to think — he's fast.

Villgor caught it with his right hand. "Since I don't need this many–" He threw two back. Marcus ducked under both, already moving, covering the distance in four steps, landing a kick to the hip that sent Villgor sideways, opening the face for three clean shots he didn't protect.

He tried the tail grab. Marcus released before it closed. Villgor hit the floor.

Marcus offered his hand.

"That," he said, "is how you defeat a lizard."

"Tell no one," Villgor said, taking the hand. He was grinning.

New record, the announcer said, for the quickest fight ever set in this arena.

Sam versus Eevi.

Marcus watched from the stands with his chin in his hand. This one he couldn't predict.

The arena reshaped for them: large rusted metal tubes across an uneven floor, high and low sections, nowhere fully flat. Good for long range. Good for concealment. The kind of environment that rewarded knowing where your opponent was before they knew where you were.

Eevi wanted close range. Sam had the Sage73.

"Begin."

They jumped back simultaneously, the same instinct, neither following the other. Then Sam was moving. She was inside the tubes before Eevi finished her first assessment. Moving through the pipes, using the angles, finding the one gap in the tube arrangement that gave her both concealment and a clean line.

She whispered: "Will."

The gun appeared. She leveled it through the gap, found Eevi's face through the sights, and pressed the trigger without hesitation.

Eevi didn't move.

Something's off.

A presence behind her. She spun, already throwing the punch — caught something in the head, precisely. She grabbed the arm and sent it into the tube. It shattered.

A copy.

Then: something in her back. Not impact — the sensation of something passing through the body's systems, moving between the cells rather than against them, briefly everywhere and then gone. Pain like a system shutting off, not sharp but wide. Moving from her spine outward.

Everything went quiet.

White room. Empty. Lit from no visible source.

A silhouette in the corner. Very large, very still. Knees pulled up. Large and somehow small at the same time.

"Dad."

She ran. The floor had the quality of floors in dreams, frictionless, the kind you can't run on. She fell and got up and kept going and the tears came without a decision to let them, they simply arrived. No matter how fast she went the distance didn't close. His shape stayed the same distance. She ran harder and the room stretched — not the floor, the space itself, elastic, accommodating — and his shape got smaller while she ran toward it and she ran until she couldn't see him and everything went dark.

"Please," she heard herself say. "Come back."

Her own voice arriving before she was fully awake.

"Hey." Akio's voice, somewhere close. "You're okay."

She was on a round forest-green couch in the watching room. She didn't know how she'd gotten there. The couch smelled like a room that has had a lot of people in it — familiar, warm, the residue of everyone who'd ever sat in this exact spot.

"You were saying something," he said. "So I brought you here."

She looked at the ceiling.

"What'd I miss."

"Nothing to worry about." He smiled, and she noticed that he didn't quite believe what he was saying but was saying it because he'd decided she needed it right now more than she needed the truth. "Chrys is about to fight Alvis. Never seen it."

She sat up. Put her hands in her pockets. Looked at the screen covering the entire wall: the arena floor, white and slippery, and an android in the center of it still doing something to his own chest cavity, and Chrys across from him with a tool belt at his hip.

"Who brings a tool belt to a fight?" she said.

"He has something planned," Akio said.

They both leaned forward.

"Begin," the announcer said.

Chapter 7. The Generator

"A robot arena?" Chrys said. "You're in a funny mood."

"Beep bop," Will said. "Break a leg."

Possibly a rib.

He suppressed the laugh and walked toward Alvis, who was still adjusting something in his own chest cavity with his head tilted to one side, the way a mechanic looks at an engine that hasn't quite explained itself yet. The android looked up.

"Chrys. Long time."

Alvis cracked his own neck. The sound it made had no business existing.

"What have you done to yourself," Chrys said.

"Jokes on you," Alvis said — the laugh not unhinged exactly, but comfortable with its own unhinged quality. "I have no money." A large laser cannon extended from his forearm and began firing without much preamble.

Chrys didn't move.

The shots hit him and had no effect.

"ESAD?" Alvis said.

"Precisely." Chrys ran. He covered the distance and threw a haymaker. Alvis ducked under it and repaid him with a clean punch to the liver. Chrys felt it. Something locked. "Can't move the hand," Alvis said, and swept his legs.

He went down. Alvis on top of him. He got free. They both stood, and Alvis looked at his hand, which was now held by a magnet from Chrys's belt.

"ESAD and a magnet. Both still unstable. One-time use." Chrys looked at him. "The power source is the problem."

"You sneaky thing." Alvis laughed, properly this time. They shook hands, the grip precise, calibrated, the grip of something that had learned handshakes from watching them rather than having them. "Well. I suppose this is goodbye."

"Goodbye, old friend." He held him by the shoulders for a moment. He'd been in the Tesseract for a year. Alvis had been the only company for most of it. "You were very good at this."

"I know," Alvis said.

He came apart. Not suddenly — gradually, the way things that have been holding together for a long time finally stop. Crimson, then nothing.

"Time," Will said. "Say your goodbyes. Outside errands." The arena dissolved. Dark again.

Chrys opened the portal and went through.

Midnight. After Marcus's dinner, which had been quiet and warm and the kind of meal that happens when a group of people has been together long enough to know what everyone needs without being told.

Everyone else was asleep. Or Chrys assumed they were asleep. He'd stopped being certain of things like that.

The lab was quiet except for the coughing.

He'd been ignoring the coughing for three weeks. He looked at the handkerchief in his hand, which was not something you could ignore once you were looking at it, and then he put it away.

"Chrys?"

"Will."

"Thank you. I know the version of me you're thanking wouldn't remember. But it was still me." The avatar manifested at the edge of the workspace — the one that looked almost exactly like him, younger, charcoal hair the way it was before the liquid accident, the same gray eyes. Chrys's had something the avatar's didn't. He couldn't have said what. "Why are you troubled?"

"Without this dimension the training stops. We don't have another source." The screwdriver fell from his hand. He left it. "Time matters here. More than it matters out there. And I'm running out of it."

"Better than dying in a week," the avatar said, shoulders moving in a small shrug. "You knew the consequences when you started this. You made the calculation." A small glass bottle, green, appeared in his hand. "Have this."

Chrys drank it. Felt the burn of whatever it was. Not unpleasant. Sharp, then warm, then nothing. "What would I do without you."

"Something less efficient."

"There's something you forgot," Chrys said.

"There's something you forgot."

"What."

"The Lost Boys." The avatar pressed his palm against his face. "Still in there. From the fight. Four years ago. If you extract them, it buys you another six months at minimum."

Chrys sat very still.

"So it really did happen." He smiled slowly, the way he smiled at things that confirmed a hypothesis he hadn't wanted to commit to. "Extract them."

"One percent failure rate. Think explosion, not implosion."

"I understand." He looked up. "The timeline — if it's separate in there, they could have spent infinite time in the Tesseract."

"Or zero, if they ended up in mid-tesseract."

"Either way." He was already concentrating. The red dot appeared in his palm, dark and growing. "Either way, we find out."

"Boom," the avatar said.

The quiet zap came from near the showers.

The generator.

"Get out." Chrys was already moving. He grabbed the avatar's arm — which was warm, which was always slightly uncanny — and they ran. Out of the showers, up the hill, into open air, and behind them a sound like a door slamming in a room with nothing else in it.

Then: blue fire at the generator housing. Moving fast and hungry.

"Extinguish protocol," he said.

"Already running. It's not enough." A pause. "I've alerted everyone. Thirty seconds."

He was on his feet. Something had hit him on the way out, a branch or the edge of the housing, he wasn't sure — and his head was bleeding from somewhere at the temple. He pressed his sleeve to it and looked at the fire.

It was eating the generator.

The generator was the power source for the lower Tesseract connections, the ones that ran the training systems, the ones that would take six months to replace. He watched it burn the way you watch something be destroyed that you know you cannot stop.

"Friends out of the house," he said. "All of them."

"Already on it."

"Good."

"Reinforcement called."

"What reinforcement–"

"No need," said a voice he didn't recognize. Not Will. Not anyone. A whisper, right next to him, breath without weight. A strong wind moved through the grove, moving through the leaves and the flames simultaneously, and the fire went quiet.

He turned toward the sound. Nothing. Light footsteps moving away from him in the direction he couldn't see.

"Good morning, Mister Sandy."

Aurora Henderson came from the east path. Yellow eyes. She moved through the grove the way someone moves through a place they have a specific claim on, which she did.

"I apologize," Chrys said. "The generator–"

"Keep your hands away from this place." Her voice wasn't loud. It didn't need to be. "Don't come back."

A strong wind lifted all of them — all eight of them, Eon too, she counted precisely — and set them down on the paved bridge at the eastern edge of the grove. The shield rose from the ground with a heavy thud and sealed behind them.

He laughed, quietly, into his sleeve. He couldn't help it. He'd known her for years and she still surprised him.

"You checked everything to an electron," Marcus said, putting a hand on his shoulder. "It was probably a bear."

"Possibly."

They stood on the bridge. The shield behind them, the plateau ahead, the dark pre-dawn sky above. Eon was slightly apart from the group, looking back at the shield. He'd been in the Tesseract. He'd come out to this.

Sam looked at him. "Who are you?"

"Lost Boys," he said. "I want to apologize. For the raid."

"Four years ago?" Marcus said. "You made us stronger." He reached out and pulled the boy into a hug that produced a loud cracking sound. "You alright?"

"Yeah." Eon blinked. Something in his face rearranged itself. "Can I join you?"

Marcus looked at him. The expression he wore when he'd already decided and was taking a moment to let the other person arrive.

"Get over here," he said.

They rode the bovirlias across the red desert in the early afternoon, when the heat made the air thick and the shadows under the rocks were the darkest shadows on the plateau.

Bovirlias were enormous things. Lazy by disposition, hovering on four small round inflators, propelled through their thorax holes by the wind they caught and redirected. They didn't particularly want passengers. They tolerated passengers the way large creatures tolerate small ones, without hostility, without acknowledgment, as though the arrangement was beneath comment.

Unless you touched the antenna.

Chrys had discovered this. One light touch on the right antenna caused the creature to inhale enormously and launch forward at a speed that left approximately no time to prepare. He'd discovered it by accident, which was the best way to discover things about large animals.

He touched the antenna.

The world became very fast.

Sam had the Sage73 half-raised before he was already a dot on the horizon. She watched the dot. It kept getting smaller. The desert was very large. The bovirlia apparently had a position it was trying to reach and wasn't particular about whether its passenger was ready.

"Should I–" she said.

"I think they're coming back," Eevi said.

The dot reappeared. Getting bigger. The bovirlia cresting something over the red scrubland, and behind it, a wave of sand. Caramel-colored, building fast, getting tall. It caught them both and the dot disappeared.

The wave settled. A hill of sand where they'd been.

Marcus was already running.

"Quicksand!" Eon shouted — too late.

The hill was moving wrong. Shifting, sinking — the inconsistency of ground that has decided to stop being ground. Marcus reached the edge of it and his legs went in to the knee before he understood what was happening, and then he understood, and stopped struggling, which was the correct thing to do in quicksand and the wrong thing to do in every instinct he had.

He pushed with his arms. Sank faster.

Down to the thigh. He swung the axe, knotted the rope to the handle, buried the blade in dry ground four feet away and pulled. The legs were coming up, slowly, fighting it, and then something else pulled back. Something under the sand that had arms, or something like arms, something that gripped.

He looked down.

The sand was moving in the wrong direction around his legs. Not sinking. Pulled.

"See you in a bit," he said.

The force took him.

His axe followed him under.

The sand settled.

Sam stood at the edge of the quicksand with the Sage73 raised and nothing to shoot at.

"Marcus," she said. To the sand.

No answer.

She looked at Eevi. Eevi was already scanning — she was already reading the geometry of it. "The thing under the sand," Eevi said.

"Yes."

"It's not random."

"I know."

The plateau was quiet. The sand was still.

Then: a yelp from below. Then a thud.

Distant. But there.

Sam looked at Eevi. Eevi was already moving toward the edge.

"He landed," Eevi said.

Sam holstered the Sage73. She looked at the sand. She looked at everyone.

Nobody argued. Nobody waited to be told.

One by one, they stepped in.

Chapter 8. The Cave And The Guide

The cave was absolutely dark.

Not the dark of a room with the lights off, where your eyes eventually find the edges of things. Not the dark of a moonless night, where the sky is still lighter than the ground and you can navigate by the difference. This was the dark of underground. Complete. Sealed. The kind that makes you aware of your own breathing because it's the only evidence that you exist.

Chrys walked with one hand on the wall and one hand out in front of him. The wall was wet. It had the texture of stone that had been wet for a very long time, worn smooth by water that he couldn't hear but could smell. Mineral. Cold. Coming from somewhere deeper.

"Nobody panic," Mae said, from a direction he was no longer certain of.

"Nobody was panicking," Sam said.

"Excellent. Keep it that way."

Then, from somewhere to the left: a dim pulse of blue-green light, steady, slow, the rhythm of something breathing.

Ian Bosch.

The underground bovirlia was enormous — wider across than three people standing shoulder to shoulder, hovering a foot off the cave floor on its four round inflators, its thorax holes cycling in that patient rhythm that meant calm rather than agitation. The glow came from somewhere inside the inflators, faint enough that it didn't reach the walls but enough to find Mae sitting on the broad flat of its back, both hands on the ridge of its housing.

"Mae," Sam said, from somewhere in the dark.

A sound from Mae: a tongue-click. Deliberate, precise, directed at the cave wall seven feet ahead of them. Then nothing. Then another click, different angle.

"Eleven meters," she said. "The passage opens into a chamber. Four of the ceiling supports have failed. Don't brush the east wall, it's moving." She paused. "And there's something in the water at the far end, but it's small and it's not interested in us."

"How can you tell it's not interested," Sam said.

"It moved away when I clicked." Another pause. "Things that are interested move toward you."

Ian's thorax holes cycled. In, out. The glow held.

They moved through the dark by sound, Mae on Ian's back clicking ahead like a lantern, the rest of them following the light and the sound, hands on walls when walls were available, careful when they weren't. Chrys moved the way he'd learned to move in places with no light: slowly, decisively, not reaching for certainty before committing to a step. The shoulder was healing. He could feel the progress of it by the quality of the ache.

The chamber opened around them. He felt it in the air before he saw anything: the way sound behaved differently, the way the temperature dropped a half-degree.

Mae clicked twice.

"Left wall curves. The ceiling is eight meters at center, lower at the edges. There are stalagmites at the twelve o'clock position — go around them, not through." A pause. "Lever. On the right-hand wall, three meters down. Waist height."

"What does it do?" Marcus said.

"I don't know," Mae said. "But it's been pulled recently. The dust is disturbed."

Marcus pulled it.

The lever made a sound like a building settling. Then nothing. Then, from somewhere far below them: the groan of machinery that has been waiting for this exact signal and has finally received it.

"That took a while," Mae said.

"The cable must be long," Ian said.

"Three kilometers, by the sound of it."

The floor beneath them shifted. Barely enough to register as movement, and then the chamber wall to their left opened. Not like a door: like a wall deciding to become a passage. The geometry rearranged itself and light came through the gap, dim and blue, the first light they'd seen since the cave entrance.

Light that illuminated Ian's face: "How do you know all this," he said.

Mae shrugged. "I was small and the world was loud."

The library beyond the passage was tall, warm, and smelled of burning resin.

Shelves from floor to ceiling, wide enough for two people to walk between them. Engines at the far end. Something industrial, running for years based on the patina of the housing. Green liquid on the floor in the center, a wide irregular spill that had dried into a crust at the edges and was still viscous at the center.

Chrys looked at it without touching it.

"Pracatast," he said.

Mae cringed. "We eat it sometimes. I know."

"You have to." He crouched. The green caught the light differently close up, an iridescence that was almost beautiful in the way that dangerous things sometimes were. "Without the right gear it'll take the skin off. How do you process it?"

"Klak compound and E-36. We don't know the exact ratio. Trial and error."

He stood. Looked at the shelves. He was looking for something he couldn't have named yet: a pattern, a signature, the way a person organizes what they know. Every collection tells you something about who made it.

A rusted manipulator arm in the corner. He walked to it. Ran his fingers along the surface until he found the small bumps underneath the rust.

TE0 encryption. Subatomic particle code, compressed and disguised.

He pressed two fingers against it and felt the sequence.

Primel.

"Robert Graunos built this place," he said.

Mae turned toward his voice. "I don't know that name."

"Most people don't." Chrys looked at the ceiling. The lattice of the support structure, the angle of the cross-members. His father had talked about this place once, years ago, in the way his father talked about things he wanted Chrys to find. Not descriptions. Suggestions. There are places that were built before anyone had names for what they were building, and the structures tell you everything. "He disappeared thirty years ago. The day after he published something nobody wanted him to publish." He looked at the arm again. "But he had time to build this first."

He heard her before he saw her. Mae's body went still, which was its own kind of warning — Mae being still was its own warning. Then the voices: from above, through the lattice of the upper shelves, footsteps that were trying not to sound like footsteps and failing only slightly.

Fredrick came down the main aisle between the shelves.

He wasn't what Chrys had imagined from Mae's description. He'd expected something more obviously wrong. What he saw was a man in his early fifties with a military posture and the kind of organized face that came from years of suppressing whatever wasn't useful. He wore the BNCY insignia on his collar. He moved through the library the way someone moves through a place they own, without aggression, just the ease of unquestioned authority.

He stopped when he saw Rad.

Rad Albert was a large man who took up space without filling it the way intimidating people do. He simply existed in a room at a scale that made you aware of the room's dimensions. He was standing near the central table, looking at Fredrick with the expression of someone who had already made their calculation and was waiting for the other person to catch up.

"Rad," Fredrick said. "What do you have for us today?"

"Nothing, Fredrick. I'm a simple mechanic."

"Liar." Fredrick said it without heat, without anything. He picked Rad up by the collar and threw him. Not dramatically. Efficiently, the way you move a piece of furniture that's blocking a doorway. The shelves took Rad. He hit the floor.

Marcus's hand closed over Chrys's mouth. Gentle. Firm.

"Not yet," Marcus said. His voice barely moved the air.

They waited. Chrys lay flat on the reservoir cover and watched through the gap, the light making bars across his vision, his jaw set so tight it ached.

Rad got up. Slowly, with the deliberateness of a man who has decided that staying down would mean something, and has rejected it. He stood. He looked at Fredrick.

Fredrick looked back for a moment. Then he turned and walked out.

Silence.

Marcus dropped through the trapdoor before the last footstep faded. Chrys followed. The library was a ruin: books off shelves, machinery disturbed, the green spill on the floor tracked through. Rad was at the far shelf, reaching up.

"Purple box," he said. "Third shelf from the top. I can't–"

Marcus jumped, caught it, landed. He held it out to Rad.

Rad looked at the box. Then at Marcus. "Thank you," he said. He said it the way people say things when they mean considerably more than the words.

The narrow shelf beside the main stack lit white. All of them walked through it.

Cold. Sudden.

White that was not the white of light but the white of no-color, a space between spaces, and then it dissolved and they were in a hallway with gray tiles and light coming through high window holes and eighty people in torn gray clothes standing around them.

Most of them barefoot. Some with the blankness of people who have been surviving something for long enough that survival has become their entire personality.

One of them — a woman in the front, older, with gray at her temples and a way of standing that said she'd made decisions under pressure and was prepared to make more — looked at Rad.

Rad smiled. "Happy housewarming," he said.

The cheer that went through the hallway was a complicated sound. Relief and exhaustion and something that wasn't quite hope but was pointing in hope's direction.

Mae clicked once at the ceiling. One crack, long, from the east wall to the center. She didn't say what she was thinking.

They walked to the end of the hallway where the walls gave way to open air. Below them: a sea of gray rain clouds, far down, the plateau invisible beneath them. Ahead: a wide stone bridge stretching to a cliff, broken at the halfway point. Silver towers on both sides, old, the kind of old that predates the need to announce itself.

"Elsher Albert's castle," Chrys said. "He left it as shelter. One entrance, one exit."

"He died years ago," Sam said.

Rad turned to look at her. "Wait. Samantha?"

"Yeah."

"Rad Albert. Finally."

"Likewise." She shook his hand. "So. How does a dead man leave a shelter?"

"He prepared it before he died." Chrys looked at the clouds below, the way the wind moved through them from underneath, creating slow patterns. "The exit is down there. A few kilometers. It's not as bad as it looks."

He looked at the tile beneath his feet. It glowed white. He held out his hand to Rad, who placed the purple box in it.

A voice came from the box. Not Will. Older in a way that sounded like it had nothing to do with age. It rang through the hallway and the eighty people went immediately quiet.

"Sorry to scare you," the voice said. "The war may have ended but the inner breach wasn't stopped. That means an escape route still exists from Earth 347, and if it isn't sealed, what comes through will be considerably worse than what came before."

A tile in the floor slid open. Below it: depth, without a visible bottom.

"Some of you stay here. Keep this place safe." The voice moved through the hallway with the ease of something that was accustomed to being listened to. "The rest of you — Rad's people hold the plateau. Chrys's group, Mae's, and Sam's hunt. Akio gathers water. Marcus gathers materials for the shelter. Back before sunset. I'll find rain clothes before dusk."

The crowd divided. Their voices echoed off the stone. The woman with gray at her temples began organizing quietly, without being asked.

"See you this evening," Rad said, and led his group back inside.

Chrys watched him go. He looked at the clouds below the broken bridge. He looked at the silver towers.

He thought about Graunos, who had built a library underground before he disappeared. About a man who had made something and hidden it and hoped someone worth finding it would come looking.

He thought about his father.

He thought about the box.

"Come on," Marcus said, beside him.

"Coming," Chrys said.

He looked at the clouds one more time. Then he followed.

Chapter 9. Raymond

The passage down from the Great Plateau was carved into the cliff face and it took you somewhere that gravity would rather you didn't go.

It was narrow enough that you had to turn sideways in the tight sections, with the rock face on one side and nothing on the other, just the drop, and below the drop, the rain clouds, which hid the ground and made the distance feel unfinished. The path wound in switchbacks, and at each switchback the wind came across the open face with purpose. It wasn't dangerous. It was just honest about what it was.

"Afraid?" Sam said.

"How about the collectors go first," Akio said. "There are more of them."

"Fair point," Mae said. "No rush."

Marcus went first. He didn't hesitate. He stepped onto the path and went, sliding down the tight sections, jumping from each switchback to the next, and was into the cloud cover before most of them had found their footing. His group went after him in the same rhythm, one by one, and the clouds swallowed them.

Akio stood at the top of the passage and looked down.

The rain clouds were a thick pale gray below him, moving slowly, and the wind came off them with a cold that had altitude in it. Below the clouds was the world. He knew this. He'd been below clouds before. He'd been plenty of places.

"Suit yourself," Mae said, walking past him to the passage head. "The things waiting down there eat E-36 for breakfast."

"Amateurs," he said. He cracked his knuckles and walked to the edge.

His legs stopped.

He stood there for a moment. The clouds below. The smell of rain coming up from them. The long drop.

"Ah," he said. "What a beautiful day." He did not move. "You go ahead, hunters. I'll stay up here a while, appreciate the view–"

"Face it," Sam said, already halfway to the passage.

He straightened. He looked at his group, eight of them waiting, their faces doing the thing faces do when they've already decided what you're capable of and are waiting for you to catch up. Nothing said. Just that expectation, held without effort.

"Alright," he said. "See you at the bottom."

He walked to the passage and stepped onto it and went down.

The white shape dropped from above him.

He heard it before he registered it: the sound of something very large moving through air, organized and purposeful. The wingbeat. Then it hit him, the claws closing around his chest and shoulders, and the world reversed: the cliff face moving away from him, the plateau shrinking below, the clouds above him getting closer rather than below.

He broke through the cloud cover going upward.

The sky above the clouds was a different color than the sky below, sharper, emptier, the kind of blue that doesn't know about weather. The bird held him at the height of its arc and hovered on wingbeats that were enormous and that produced a wind he could feel in his teeth.

It looked at him.

It was, he thought, the most creature he had ever encountered. Not the most dangerous. He'd fought things far more dangerous. But the most creature. The most present and entirely itself.

It opened its claws.

He fell.

The cloud cover came up at him. He shouted — not from fear exactly, more the involuntary response of a body traveling downward at speed with opinions about it. He went through the cloud cover into the gray wet dark of it and came out the other side and the cliff face was below him and the ground was further below that—

The bird dove. Caught him. Pulled him back up.

He went through the clouds again, upward. The sharp blue sky. The hovering.

The claws opened.

Down. The clouds. The gray wet dark. The cliff face.

Caught.

This happened four more times. Exactly four. He counted. Each time the fall was slightly longer before the catch, and by the fourth time he had stopped shouting and was paying attention to the moment between the claws opening and the catching — that interval, the air moving past him, the distance to the ground visible briefly before the catch came.

On the sixth pass, the claws opened and the bird did not dive.

He fell through the clouds and kept falling and the ground below the cliff face was visible and getting larger and his hands found what they were looking for — the phterogs, teal-blue, spreading, catching the air with a sound like a sail filling — and he was no longer falling. He was ascending.

He came up through the cloud cover on his own.

The bird was above him. It hovered. He rose toward it.

They soared together for a moment, him navigating by instinct, the bird moving alongside him, slightly ahead, and when his angle drifted the bird moved its wing and the draft from the wing corrected his trajectory, gentle and precise, the way you correct something you're teaching without making the correction feel like correction.

"Amateurs!" he called down, to the people on the plateau who couldn't hear him.

He said it to himself. He was very pleased.

They came down to the plateau together. The phterogs dissolved, tiny dust-like particles moving back under his sleeves like they had somewhere to be. The bird landed beside him. Its feet made the ground register the fact of its weight.

Sam's chin was moving slightly. She stopped it.

"You scared me," she said. She bumped his fist.

"Rimfeosta," Chrys said. Something in his voice was not casual. "Extremely intelligent. Almost certainly the last. The original 33A." He looked at the bird — enormous, white, the eyes the color of the sky above the cloud cover. "It took a liking to you."

Akio patted the enormous head. It pressed back against his hand with the weight of something that had decided to trust you, which is a different weight.

"This is Ray," he said. "He's okay with Ray." He ran to the passage edge and jumped, phterogs spreading, disappearing into the clouds with his group following carefully behind him. Ray rose from the plateau, maneuvered once, and dove through the cloud cover after them. A sound like far-off thunder marked where he went through.

Sam sealed her lips around something she had decided not to say.

"We should go," Chrys said. He was still looking at the place in the clouds where Ray had gone. "Who would have thought," he said, quietly.

That was all.

The SKW camp was firelight and low voices when they arrived, and Leinder was at the doorway with a ladle someone else had been using.

He was unremarkable to look at. Chrys had learned to treat this as information.

He watched Leinder give the man called Chin a single jab in the nose — precise, without announcement — and watch Chin receive it with a guilty expression and produce a napkin and press it to his face and sniff.

"Anyways," Leinder said.

He watched Leinder's eyes while the camp talked around him. The green was young and warm when he talked to the cook. The green was something else when he thought no one was watching.

The child came from the bushes at full run and extended a small hand.

"Pleased to meet you, old friend." The smile went all the way to the ears.

"What are you doing here?" Leinder said. "We need–"

"Okay." Something in the child's voice made Leinder go still — not the words, the tone underneath them, as though the words were the surface of a much deeper body of water. "I have come to ask you something. Do you need your power back?"

The child's hand.

"You have my attention," Leinder said.

"Say your name. Mean it."

Nothing in Leinder's face moved. He said his name.

The pupils went black. Not gradually — all at once, as though the color had been a choice and he'd stopped making it. Smoke from the eyes, dense and dark, covering him from the head down, pulling inward, taking him with it, and for a moment there was nothing where he'd been.

Then he was there again. Taller. Almost Chin's height. The golden beard where there hadn't been one. The white jacket still fitting perfectly, still to the knees. Green light from both eyes, barely contained.

The child screamed something that wasn't language and ran into the trees at full speed and did not come back.

"Who are you," the cook said. His face was the color of old paper.

"The lost one." Leinder laughed, sudden and absolute, the laugh of someone who has just found something they'd been looking for for a long time. He clasped his hands. "Now, if you'll excuse me."

The grin was still widening when he turned away.

A strong wind from the west.

Aurora Henderson. Yellow eyes at maximum intensity.

What she found: a camp full of children. The oldest of them standing at the door with a notebook, green eyes catching the firelight, warm and young.

"Denya dugen, children," she said. "Have you seen any irregularities near here?"

The boy smiled and closed his notebook.

"Diwag denya te den, Miss Henderson. Not to worry. Nothing unnoticed passes my sharp eyes."

"What a good boy." Her voice softened. She pressed an energy bar into his hand. "Thank you for your service." The wind caught her. She was gone.

The energy bar evaporated. Not dropped. Not eaten. Dissolved.

"The hag is slipping," the cook said, quietly.

"Now is our chance," Leinder replied.

He did not turn around.

The smile was still there.

Chapter 10. The Hunter S Ground

The village below the plateau was small and blue-cobblestoned and empty.

Not abandoned-empty, where nature has started reclaiming things and the signs of absence are everywhere. Evacuated-empty: the small wooden houses between the tall rocks had their shutters closed from the inside. The light-blue path through them was swept clean. A clay pot sat outside the nearest door with soil in it, and whatever had been growing in the soil was still green.

Someone had been here recently. Someone had left.

"Hello?" Sam's voice went the length of the path and came back unanswered.

"Not one soul," Mae said. She'd gone still in the way she went still when she was reading the air — not smell, something else, something she'd never explained to him satisfactorily and he'd stopped asking about. Her hand rose, pointing at a small house between two larger ones. "That one. Three of us. Everyone else on guard."

They pulled the door. Small kitchen, clay floor, a table with two chairs and a cup still on it. A large gray carpet in the center of the room. Chrys sneezed — the dust came up immediately, fine and gray, the kind of dust that had been accumulating in still air for weeks.

"Definitely abandoned," he said.

Mae grinned. She grabbed the carpet and pulled it. A trapdoor underneath, its handle folded flat into the wood. She opened it. A smell came up from below — disgustingly sweet, the kind of sweetness that arrives at the back of the throat and stays there, making you aware of every breath.

They looked at each other.

They went down.

The narrow hallway below was lined with gray fungi, small and dying, almost luminescent. Chrys tapped his sleeve and a dim beam lit the passage. At the end of it: a small farm enclosure, empty-looking. Old wood. Old smell. Something had been kept here that wasn't kept here anymore.

Something in the corner.

Dark. Very still. It sat with its limbs in a configuration that was efficient rather than comfortable, and it looked at them the way predators look at things when deciding how much trouble something would be. It grinned with everything it had.

"Friends?"

"Run," Chrys said.

They went up the ladder fast. Mae first, then Sam, then Chrys, and he could hear it moving behind him: the sound of something large rearranging itself in a space too small for it, that wrongness of too much creature for the available geometry.

The house made a sound.

Then it couldn't contain itself anymore and the walls went outward, the neighboring houses going with them in a chain of percussion, and outside, in the sudden open air and rain and fog, the creature was much larger than the house had suggested.

Insect-shaped. Many limbs. Three pairs of red eyes burning through the rain, each pair slightly off-center from the others in a way that shouldn't work but apparently did. It moved through the rocks with a speed that didn't match its size — the way of things that are much faster than they appear at rest — and every step registered in the ground beneath Chrys's feet before the sound arrived.

The sweet smell was stronger outside.

His stomach turned.

"I love hide and seek," it said, and its voice came from something inside its thorax, not its mouth, which was doing a different thing entirely. "I don't like seeking though. It's always easy."

"Now or never," Chrys said.

Sam looked at him. Then at the creature. She smiled — not the smile she wore when things were going well, the other one. "Let's shake the rain."

They ran.

The creature came after them unhurried, which was the worst quality it had. Its many limbs moved in a rolling pattern that looked wrong from every angle, covering ground at a pace that matched their running without appearing to try. Chrys ran and counted the exits and found two: the rock formation to the north, which was accessible, and the cliff edge to the west, which was not. He ran north.

They climbed. The rock surface was slick from the rain and his hands found holds by feel rather than sight and the shoulder objected and he ignored it and kept climbing. Above him Sam was already at the crown, reaching down for Mae's hand. Below him the creature's eyes found the rock face and it began to climb.

He stopped climbing.

He turned. Looked down at it. Eight meters below, the red eyes looking up.

Time slowed the way it did for Chrys when something mattered — not literally, the Tesseract not involved, just the subjective dilation of a moment when the calculation was life-or-death. He felt it clearly: the Hydrolysis Engine running hotter than it had in days, the weakness burning off somehow, the engine deciding that now was the time.

He jumped.

Not away from the creature. At it. Between the fangs that came up to meet him, inside the reach of the limbs, into the space that was technically inside the creature and therefore not where any rational person would go, and he reached for the purple stone he could see glowing at the center of its thorax, and a dark crimson shape appeared in his hand and took the stone the way water takes something dropped into it — completely, without ceremony.

The creature dispersed. He didn't see it happen because he was already falling.

He landed on grass with the rain already coming down on him, and lay there assessing. Ripped along lines he hadn't noticed being made, the creature's fangs finding him several times in the approach; the wounds were glowing crimson from the blood, which was a quality of his blood that he'd stopped finding interesting.

"Good night, bros," he said, and was gone before the sentence ended.

Two of the division lifted him and began ascending. Slowly. His head hung the way heads hang when someone has simply run out.

Below, Sam stood at the edge of what the creature had left: ash and rain and the smell of something cellular becoming something simpler.

"Five, maybe six orders," Mae said, crouching over the ash. "Worth celebrating." She turned toward Matthew in the black hazmat suit, the only one who'd worn appropriate protective gear. "The shift — it can't do that without being at least Order Two. Who knows what it would have become if it had eaten all of us."

She shuddered. The shudder was unusual on her. She was a person who had decided a long time ago that the world was a collection of problems, and that problems had solutions, and that the appropriate response to a problem was to find the solution. She shuddered.

"Matthew?" she said.

Something hit the ground that wasn't rain.

The boy was already on his knees. "They all fell," he said. "Peripheral members. Sam's still up–"

Cold. Not temperature cold — blood cold. The sensation Mae had had before, three times, in situations that had each cost her something. The heartbeat too slow, the breathing too shallow, iceberry hour arriving in the chest like something that had been planning to arrive for a while and had finally chosen its moment.

How long.

She hadn't been tracking the clock. She'd been tracking the fight.

"Hews," she said. "Get Sam back to Rad. Alert the other divisions." She turned toward Matthew. "Let's try our best."

"Okay," he said. His voice had the quality of a person assembling themselves for something. He put one hand on the ground and the other on her arm and held.

The comm clicked. Sam's voice, barely recognizable — the cadence right but the edges gone.

"Already done. Akio's on his way with everyone resistant."

A pause.

Mae went quiet.

The rain kept falling. Matthew kept holding. The ash of the creature dissolved in the water and was carried down the rocks toward the plateau below, where the shelter was, where the monitor beeped its steady rhythm, where Rad was at his console tracking numbers that were still, barely, in the survivable range.

Chapter 11. The Poison

The tile didn't move.

Sienna had been at it for four minutes. Not frantically — she was never frantic — methodically, with the patience of someone who believes the problem is solvable and has not yet found the solution. The tile was white, recessed, identical in every visible measurement to every other pressure plate in the training corridor. The others activated when she stood on them. This one took her weight and gave back nothing. No click. No light. No response.

She jumped.

She crouched and examined the seam. Clean. She stood and raised her hands, palms up, the way she'd been doing since she was eleven.

She pushed.

The thing behind her sternum — the thing she'd never had a name for that wasn't someone else's name for it — should have come. The automatic knowing. The sense of what was needed before the person decided to need it. She'd felt it every day of her life since she was a child in a kitchen in the early morning, when her mother was still asleep and she'd known before waking that something was wrong, and had gone to the kitchen and found the burner still on from the night before.

She pushed harder.

The corridor's climate system moved its borrowed air. Boots on metal stairs somewhere below, someone descending quickly, their weight distinguishable from anyone else who'd been on those stairs this week. The red cycle of the biometric scanner at the end of the corridor. The fluorescent hum of the lights — not warm, something institutional, a hum that implied monitoring.

She pushed harder.

Nothing.

She'd been managing something all week without naming it. A flatness: the absence of the signal she'd had since she was eleven, the one she'd built her whole sense of people on. She'd attributed it to stress. To the newness of the facility, the unfamiliarity of so many new presences that the signal might be overwhelmed. She'd given it reasonable explanations.

Her comm clicked.

"Nenna." Eevi's voice, still and careful, the voice she used when she'd calculated something and was choosing how to deliver the calculation. "Don't activate anything else."

"I haven't been able to activate anything–"

"I know. Listen." A breath. Short. The breath of someone who has been sitting with something for a few days and is deciding it's time. "The cocktails."

Sienna's hands came down.

The cocktails were small glass vials of clear fluid. Delivered with breakfast every morning on a white tray. Professor Siefr had explained them on day two, warmly, with the assurance of someone who knows what they're talking about and knows you're not going to argue: A proprietary compound. Your biology runs hot — this keeps the temperature correct. Think of it as calibration. He'd smiled while he said it. The smile she'd believed, because she'd felt the warmth underneath it and it was real.

She thought about that warmth.

She thought about what Siefr's warmth was, and what it wasn't. About the difference between warmth and management.

She had wanted to belong to something. She'd carried that wanting since she was small: the desire to be somewhere that needed what she had, that received it without making it strange. She'd found that here. She'd received the cocktail every morning and understood it as being cared for.

The understanding was correct. The care had been real. What she'd misread was the direction of it: who was being cared for, and why.

"How long," she said.

"Six days I've been tracking the degradation. I thought I was tired." A pause. "The curve is too clean."

Sienna looked at the scanner at the end of the corridor. Red. Blinking. Patient.

She thought about Chrys, who was somewhere four hundred kilometers south, whose signal she could always feel from any distance, whose weight she'd known since they were children — the real weight under the wave-off, the I'm fine that meant I am not fine but I need you to let me pretend. She had never once needed to try to feel that. It arrived. It had always arrived.

She pushed again now, a small test, a hand extended toward the south.

Nothing. The corridor. The hum. The cold air.

"Amy knows," Eevi said. Not a question.

"Amy figured it out before I did." Of course she had.

"Does she have a plan."

"She's working on one. She says tonight."

Sienna stood in the corridor under the blue light. She let the knowledge arrive fully. The understanding that comes when care and management turn out to have been the same thing all along. Not an explosion of understanding. A slow settling, like sediment.

In the background of the comm, under Eevi's silence, she could hear wind. Just wind. The plateau, four hundred kilometers south, and the same wind that had been there before any of this, before the facility and the white corridors and the cocktails — the same wind she'd known before she'd learned to name what she was.

She had wanted to belong to something. She'd carried that wanting since she was eleven, since the kitchen and the burner and the knowledge that she felt things other people didn't feel in the same way, and she'd spent years treating that knowing as something to be careful with, something that could make people uncomfortable, something that needed the right container. She had found what felt like the right container here — people who needed exactly what she had, who didn't make it strange, who handed her a cocktail every morning with warmth she could feel was real and told her it was calibration, and she had believed all of it. Not because she was naive. Because the warmth was real. She'd felt it. That was the thing that made it work — Siefr's warmth was genuine, which meant the only thing wrong was what the warmth was in the service of, and that distinction was the kind that took a person time to arrive at when they were trying hard not to arrive at it.

That wanting had made her easy.

She was not angry. She was the least angry person she knew, which had nothing to do with the ability to be angry and everything to do with what she chose to do with anger when it came. It came now. She held it. She waited to see what shape it would take when she decided to use it.

"Nenna." Eevi's voice, quieter. "We are not guests here."

The scanner blinked. The climate system moved its borrowed air.

Sienna turned and walked back the way she'd come. Her footsteps were even. Her face had the expression it got when she was deciding something — which looked like calm from the outside, and from the inside was several things running at once, none of them calm.

She wasn't deciding whether to act.

She was deciding where to start.

Chapter 12. The New Normal

The blue light of BNCY didn't cast shadows so much as dissolve them.

Amy had noticed this on day one, and had spent several days afterward trying to identify what type of light source produced this quality, and had concluded that it wasn't a type of light source at all — it was an architectural decision. The facility had been designed to eliminate shadow, which eliminated the sense of depth, which eliminated the sense of time. You couldn't tell from the light whether it was morning or evening, which Amy had come to understand was not an oversight.

She sat in the processing chair and let the scanner arm move around her head for the fourth time this week. She kept her hands folded in her lap and her breathing even and her eyes on a point slightly above the technician's left shoulder, which was far enough away to look at nothing while appearing to look at something.

Commander Fredrick stood by the door.

He always stood by the door. Not aggressively. She'd watched him closely enough to know that. He stood with the posture of someone who understood exits as a professional category, which was different from wanting to block them. He was a careful man. He'd built a careful career. He had the kind of face that comes from years of making decisions that other people had to live with — not cruel, just used.

"Any discomfort?" the technician said.

"No," Amy said.

This was a lie in the narrow technical sense. The discomfort was her pyrokinesis running at a temperature she was spending considerable energy managing — the heat behind her sternum, the work of trying to hold something very large in a very small container. She'd been doing it for six weeks. Her hands looked the same. They felt different.

"Clean signature," the technician said. "Integration complete for the week."

Fredrick smiled. Not a bad smile. She'd studied it extensively. "You're doing well," he said. "Both of you."

He looked at Eevi in the chair to Amy's left, who was performing cooperation with the expression of someone who had done many things she hadn't chosen and was getting good at performing them.

"We're trying," Eevi said.

Fredrick nodded. He moved from the door to the window. The processing room had one window, looking out at the glass bridges. He stood there for a moment, looking at something outside Amy's angle of view. Then he turned back.

"The integration period," he said, "is almost complete. After this week, the structure changes." He said it with the ease of a man delivering information he believes is good news. "More autonomy. More access to the facility's research."

"What kind of research?" Amy said.

He looked at her. "The kind that matters," he said.

It was not an evasive answer. It was the answer of a man who believed what he was saying, which was more concerning than evasion.

He left.

Amy watched the door close. She breathed.

She thought about the kind of research that matters, said by the kind of man who meant it.

She thought about Siefr's hands.

Four hundred kilometers south, Rad Albert found Chrys's temperature professionally unacceptable.

"His Hydrolysis Engine is rationing," he said, not looking up from the console. "Which means it's burning reserve. Which means eventually there won't be a reserve."

"What do we do," Marcus said.

"I'm doing it."

Marcus was at the shelter entrance, half in and half out, watching the brush to the south where Sam had gone an hour ago. He hadn't moved from the doorway since she left. This was a fact about Marcus that Rad had observed over many years: the man was incapable of making a decision to stand still when someone he was responsible for was out of sight. He stood in doorways instead. Technically moving. Technically not moving.

On the cot, Chrys breathed. Shallow. Measured. The conduit burns on his arms were dark against his skin, and his color was wrong in the way that Rad had learned, over the years, to distinguish from other kinds of wrong. This was the wrong of a Hydrolysis Engine that had given more than it had.

"The perimeter?" Rad said.

"Extended twenty meters east. Sam and Eon did it this morning."

"Good."

The monitor beeped. The plateau wind moved against the shelter walls, its patient pressure. It was always there. You stopped noticing it and then you noticed it again.

"Rad." Marcus still didn't turn from the doorway. "The device we found in the cache."

"The Predator Eye."

"BNCY manufacture."

"BNCY-adjacent." Rad pulled up the scan on the secondary console — the image he'd been looking at for three days, rotating it, reading its structure. "Standard issue has a stamp. This has nothing. And the frequency signature–" He found the notation. "I've seen it once. Three years ago. Equipment belonging to someone who wasn't authorized to be at the first shelter." He looked at the back of Marcus's head. "Someone ran a parallel operation. Six months before we arrived in this region. Maybe longer."

The monitor beeped.

Marcus was quiet for a long moment.

"Does Amy know?"

"I sent the signature data two nights ago." A pause. "She hasn't responded. She's in the blue building."

"I know where she is."

Outside, in the brush to the south, something moved. Marcus was angled in the doorway before the sound completed itself.

Sam came through the tree line. She was carrying a bird — three wings, bright feathers, which meant she'd gone further south than they'd agreed. Her Sage73 was on her back, barrel-up. She stopped when she saw Marcus's face.

"What," she said.

"We need to move the perimeter. Tonight."

She looked at the bird. She looked at the shelter door, beyond which the monitor beeped its steady rhythm.

"I'll eat first," she said, "and then we'll move the perimeter."

She went past him. He stepped aside. He went back to watching the south.

She sat down across from Rad at the secondary console and looked at the device scan.

"This isn't standard issue," she said.

"No."

"Who builds something that doesn't have a stamp."

"Someone who doesn't want to be found."

She looked at it for another moment. "Or someone who was already found," she said, "and is taking precautions."

Rad looked at her.

"If your cover is blown," Sam said, "you stop putting your name on things."

The monitor beeped.

Rad had no argument for this.

Chapter 13. The Ally And The Ghost Op

Professor Siefr made tea the way some people pray.

The kettle was glass, so you could watch the water move. It moved differently at different temperatures — a certain restlessness at sixty degrees, a clarity at seventy, and then at eighty-three, the leaves. He added them from a small tin with no label, the same tin every time, and the color came in slowly from the bottom up, dark amber in the center first and then spreading the way light spreads when it finds water. He held the cup at both hands while it steeped. He did not look at anything else. He did not speak. The office had a silence in the minutes before he served — the books, the cactus thriving on the windowsill against all evidence, the certificates on the walls from institutions she'd looked up and verified and found genuinely real. The smell of the tea reached her before he set the cup in front of her, and it was the smell of the grove — not identical, but in the same family, the same language, and she wondered if he knew that or if it was coincidence, and she decided it wasn't coincidence, and then she decided she didn't know.

Amy had watched him do this every time she'd been in his office. Seven times. She'd been counting.

He placed the cup in front of her and settled into his chair. He kept the office warmer than the rest of the building, which was kept at a temperature that discouraged lingering.

"You're not sleeping," he said.

"I'm sleeping."

"You're in your room. That's not always the same thing." He looked at her with the expression that had taken her the longest to read. Not warmth exactly — something more considered. The warmth you have for a person you've watched for a long time and have decided deserves it. "May I be direct?"

"Please."

"You're afraid of me." He said it without accusation, the way you say something that is simply true and has stopped requiring an attitude toward it. "Not of Commander Fredrick. Not of the facility. Of me, specifically." He tilted his head. "I think that's correct."

Amy said nothing.

"It's the right instinct," he said. "In general, I mean. Institutions should be regarded with care. The people who design the institutions–" he paused, "—more so." He put down his cup. "Whatever you decide to do in the next few days — and I believe you've decided, or you're close — I won't stand in your way."

The room was quiet. Outside the window, the glass bridges between the towers caught the morning light at precise angles and held it.

She looked at the tea in front of her. She had not touched it.

She thought about his hands. She had been watching them since day one — their steadiness, their precision, the way he poured without looking. The hands of someone who had done difficult things many times and found, at the end of the difficulty, that the hands continued to be steady. That was the thing about Siefr that she couldn't fully account for: the steadiness wasn't performance. She'd seen performance steadiness. She'd seen it in people who were holding something back and using control as the container. This was different. He was steady because he had resolved something.

"What's in it?" she asked.

He almost smiled. The smallest movement of the left corner of his mouth, the kind that came from genuine amusement rather than social obligation.

"Nothing," he said. "Not today."

She looked at him for a moment longer. Then she picked up the cup.

The tea was good — warm and considered, not the generic warmth of a facility kitchen but something with attention behind it. She held the cup and let the warmth come through the clay into her hands.

"You've been coming here for six weeks," he said.

"You invited me."

"I did." He settled back. "I've been watching you work. Since before you arrived here, actually. You have a quality of patience I don't often see."

"You've been watching me since before I arrived?"

"I've been watching your group," he said, carefully, "since we understood what your group was." He said it without apology, which was the correct way to say something true and uncomfortable. "Not all of us understood it the same way."

She thought about Fredrick. About the kind of research that matters.

"What way did you understand it?" she said.

He looked at the cactus. Then back at her.

"As something that shouldn't be managed," he said. "Which put me in a difficult position."

The morning light moved across the desk between them. The towers outside made their quiet structural sounds.

"Six minutes," she said.

He looked at her.

"If I needed to move quickly," she said. "How much time would I have."

He picked up his tea. He held it with both hands, unhurried.

"Six minutes," he said. "From the server room to the ridge. If you know the route."

She knew the route.

She finished her tea. She set the cup on the desk. She stood.

"Thank you," she said.

"Don't thank me," he said. "I'm precisely as responsible for your situation as Fredrick is, and considerably more responsible than he knows." He said it without drama. "Go."

She went.

The thermal scope showed four guards on the eastern perimeter and none on the north face.

Marcus had decided forty minutes ago that it didn't matter which.

"Movement in three," Akio said, through the comm.

Marcus pressed himself against the rock. Beside him the twins were still — not rigid, not careful, simply absent from the space they occupied, the stillness of people who've learned to stop announcing themselves.

"Two."

Celestine watched the northern approach. Sienna had her eyes closed. Her empathy was returning in fragments — the signal finding its frequency after weeks of the compound suppressing it. She was using what she had, building a map of the perimeter by presence and absence.

"One."

Akio came over the ridge without using the path. He came down the rock face at an angle that made no mechanical sense until you remembered the bone structure of the forearms — a 33A distinction, the bones organized for grip rather than weight-bearing, which meant the cliff face was simply a different kind of terrain. He landed five meters out and moved to them in a low crouch.

He was carrying a case.

Marcus opened it. The Violet Power Cell sat cushioned in matte-black foam, its internal glow pulsing at irregular intervals — something breathing, something that had been waiting.

"Clean extraction," Akio said. "Storage, not active deployment. Cached months ago."

"Six months," Marcus said.

"At minimum."

Celestine said: "He knew we were coming."

Marcus didn't correct her. She was right that it felt the same.

He closed the case. "Get it to Rad. Tonight."

Akio went back the way he came. Up the rock face. Along the ridge. Into the dark above the north face where the thermal scope couldn't reach.

Then he wasn't there.

The four of them were alone with the cold and the sound of wind moving through the gap between the rocks and whatever they'd all just understood and hadn't said yet.

Nobody said it.

There wasn't anything to add.

Chapter 14. The Catch 22

3:14 in the morning.

Amy had been awake since 1:00. She'd stopped arguing with the insomnia around 2:00. She'd opened the secondary screen, built into the kit bag lining on day three. The screens a building gives you are the screens a building can read — at 2:35, after she'd run out of things to think about that didn't require the screen.

3:14. Seven-second burst through a channel that officially didn't exist.

She read the signature analysis. Put the screen away. Lay on her back in the dark and looked at the ceiling.

The ceiling was white and featureless, which was true of every ceiling in this facility, and she'd spent enough time looking at it to know that featurelessness had been chosen rather than arrived at. Absence of detail was a design decision. She'd started applying this principle to everything she encountered here and had found it useful.

Robert Graunos.

The name appeared in the BNCY procurement logs as an external contractor. Specialist: the designation BNCY used for people whose expertise predated the institution and whom the institution had decided it needed without understanding why. No photograph. No current address. No record of any kind except the frequency signature — that arrangement of frequencies she now recognized, that she'd been carrying around since day two like a splinter she'd run her tongue over too many times to stop noticing.

She'd found it first in Siefr's books. A marginal notation in a reference text, small and precise, the handwriting of someone who was used to writing in margins. The boy is ready. She'd photographed it and filed it and not understood it until the procurement logs produced the signature.

Same hand. Same frequency. Same person.

Three contracts. All dated before the facility existed in its current form. Materials she couldn't identify by designation code. Services listed as environmental calibration — which could mean anything, which meant it meant something they didn't want described accurately. Something called asset preparation.

The date on the third contract: fourteen years ago.

The Graunos who had published his book and vanished the next morning — he'd been working for BNCY decades before BNCY was the shape it was now. Before Fredrick had his commission. Before any of them had been born. The boy is ready. A notation left where Siefr would find it, or where Siefr had already found it, or where Siefr had left it to be found by someone else in the chain of a plan that had been running longer than she'd understood.

She lay very still.

She was thinking about what Siefr had said. The kind of people who design institutions. She'd thought it was self-awareness. Now she thought it might have been a confession.

The problem: it had two blades and each required the other to be true.

If she went to Fredrick with what she had — the channel, the screen, six weeks of unauthorized analysis — he'd have what he needed to reclassify her. She'd seen where reclassifications went in this building. She'd been building a map of it since day one. The map wasn't good.

If she said nothing, Siefr's routing orders would keep reaching the plateau. She'd intercepted three. The fourth was due in thirty-six hours. And Chrys was burning reserve.

Both blades. Meeting in the middle. No position that didn't cut her.

She thought about scissors.

The scissors logic: two blades that only work together. You can't hold one of them and not be held by the other. She'd been looking for a third option since day two, which was the habit she'd had since she was twelve — the assumption that every problem had a solution she hadn't found yet. She'd found a lot of solutions this way. She hadn't found this one.

She opened the narrow channel, calibrated for the plateau distance, built on day four because she'd known on day three she was going to need it. She sent Rad four sentences. She told him what she had. She told him what it meant. She told him what she was going to do. She told him the timing.

She put the screen away.

She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling.

In the room next door, Eevi was awake. Amy could hear it in the quality of the silence — the breathing of someone lying still and not sleeping, which had a different texture than the breathing of someone asleep. She'd known Eevi's awake-silence for years.

She thought about asset preparation.

She thought about what you prepare an asset for. A test. A crisis. An outcome that requires a specific input at a specific time. You prepare the ground. You introduce the variables. You arrange the circumstances that will cause the asset to move in the direction you need.

The boy is ready.

Ready for what.

She was still thinking about this when she heard the first sound from outside, barely anything, the kind of sound the building made in the early morning when the structure cooled and contracted. She listened to it.

She thought about Siefr's hands. Steady. Dry. At peace with something.

She thought about the kind of person who is at peace with something.

Not a person who has won. Not a person who has gotten what they wanted. A person who has resolved something in themselves. Who has made a calculation they're comfortable with. Who has set something in motion and has accepted that they won't see it finish.

She closed her eyes.

She would talk to Eevi in the morning.

There was still the matter of six minutes and a server room and a route she'd been memorizing since day four, which she'd built on day three, which she'd understood she was going to need on day two.

She'd been ready for a while.

She just hadn't known what she was ready for.

Chapter 15. The Crucible

The map was wrong by seventeen kilometers.

Siefr had done it at 0600, in the logistics room, with two BNCY operations officers present as witnesses. He'd been precise, placing the plateau coordinates with steady hands on the updated regional survey, designating the zone Hostile-Red. Fredrick had looked at the map. Fredrick had nodded.

Fredrick didn't know the coordinates were wrong.

Seventeen kilometers was the distance between empty wasteland and the plateau. On the map they were identical. They weren't identical. One had dry scrubland and rock formations and nothing else. The other had Rad's gate.

Rad heard it before he understood what he was hearing.

He was at the gate, as he'd been every morning. A habit. The kind that forms when you've decided something is worth defending. He'd been working on the upper rail since before sunrise. The weld was quiet work. He liked quiet work.

The percussion arrived from the south. Not sharp — deep, the long sound of ordnance at distance, the kind of sound that means not here yet but also coming. He set down the weld and looked south.

The sky was wide and brown-gold, the sun not yet at full height. Nothing visibly wrong. He listened to the percussion moving, calculating the distance by the delay between the launch sound and the impact sound, which he'd learned to do years ago from someone who was now dead.

His comm clicked. "Marcus."

"I hear it," Marcus said.

"Aimed at the wrong coordinates."

"Yes." A pause. "Two hours before they correct the targeting data."

Two hours.

Rad picked up the weld.

He was reinforcing the lower hinge when the monitor inside the shelter began its alarm — not the emergency alarm, the other one, the one that meant significant change in Chrys's biometrics. He stood. The alarm meant something was happening in there that hadn't been happening a minute ago. In either direction: worse, or better.

He went inside.

Chrys heard the percussion through the floor.

He'd been somewhere between sleep and not-sleep, the state he'd been in for — he didn't know how long. His internal clock, which had always been exact, had been running wrong. He'd stopped trusting it. He trusted the shelter walls instead: the color of the light coming under the door told him approximately what time it was, and the depth of the silence told him approximately what was happening outside.

The silence wasn't deep.

He opened his eyes. The ceiling of the shelter was bare rock with Rad's lattice across the crown. He knew every seam of it. He'd had a long time to learn them.

He tried to sit up.

His arms responded, slowly. The room did something complicated around him for a moment. He waited for it to stop.

He sat up.

The conduit burns on his arms were darker than the last time he'd been conscious enough to look at them. Long, irregular marks from wrist to elbow on both sides, the record of what happens when the Hydrolysis Engine runs past what the chassis was designed for. They ached. Not the bright ache of a fresh injury — the dull, constant ache of something that had been going on long enough to become the baseline.

He put his feet on the floor.

Through the soles of his boots he could feel the percussion, arriving in the rock at regular intervals. Too regular. Not natural. He let the Tesseract sense extend — carefully, slowly, the way you extend a hand into water you can't see the bottom of. It came back dim, flickering, unreliable.

But present.

He felt the incoming ordnance. Not the weapons themselves — the energy they carried, the vectors of momentum arranged into intent. Enormous amounts of it, moving from the south. Aimed at something seventeen kilometers away.

He felt the correction happening.

The moment — real-time, arriving as he sat on the cot — when the mercenary company's targeting data updated. When seventeen became zero.

Twelve minutes.

He stood up.

The room tilted and he held the wall until it steadied.

He breathed.

He made it to the shelter entrance without falling, which was more than he'd expected from himself, and stood in the doorframe with one hand on each side. Outside: the plateau wide and red-brown and quiet, the morning light coming in low and clean, the sky enormous above it.

Rad was at the gate.

He'd picked up the weld again. He was working on the upper hinge, the one he'd been reinforcing since morning, and he moved with the careful precision of someone for whom precision was not an effort but a habit. He wasn't watching the south. He was watching the gate.

Chrys stepped off the frame.

The first step was a decision. The second one was the body agreeing, reluctantly, to implement the decision. By the fifth step the body had stopped arguing and they were simply walking across the plateau, thirty meters of dry ground between the shelter door and the gate, and the percussion was coming through the earth with every step.

Twelve minutes was becoming ten. Was becoming eight.

"Rad."

Rad looked up. His face moved through something fast, none of it slow enough to read, before settling into the face he wore when he'd already calculated the situation and was waiting for instructions.

"You shouldn't be standing," he said.

"I know." Chrys looked at the gate, the new bracing on the upper rail, the reinforced hinges that Rad had been working on since yesterday. "Twelve minutes. They correct the targeting data in twelve minutes."

"I know." Rad set down the weld. He stood. He was a full head taller than Chrys, twice the mass, and he looked at him the way he'd been looking at him since Chrys arrived at the plateau — the look of someone who has decided a person is worth the attention and has stopped questioning the decision. "What do you need."

Chrys held his hands out. Looked at the burns. Felt the dim flicker of the Tesseract sense, low, unreliable.

Present.

"Stand back," he said.

Rad's expression didn't change. "Chrys–"

"Please."

A beat.

Rad stepped back, not far, but back.

Chrys closed his eyes.

He found the incoming ordnance. The vectors, the energy, enormous amounts of it organized and aimed. He found the correction that was happening — he could feel it in real-time, the targeting data updating, zero becoming the number. He found the first wave.

He reached.

The Hydrolysis Engine answered badly. Raggedly, like a machine starting after a long winter. He felt the burn start: the conduit marks waking up, the chassis objecting, the sensation of running at a speed it hadn't had the fuel for — and he pulled anyway.

He pulled the energy from the first wave and dispersed it — not absorbed, dispersed, scattered, the kill radius reduced from something unsurvivable to something that would shake the gate and crack the east wall and leave them breathing.

His legs went.

Rad caught him before he hit the ground. The gate held.

The first detonation arrived at the plateau edge. Dust and sound and the smell of hot stone. Not the crater the mercenary company had ordered. The gate held.

"I can do the next one," Chrys said. From somewhere against Rad's shoulder.

"You can't," Rad said.

"I can do the next one."

He could feel the second wave coming, bigger than the first.

Rad held him. He looked south, at the dust settling, at the line of mercenary steel still moving across the flat land. He looked at the gate. He looked at the man he was holding, who was lighter than he'd been a month ago, which was something Rad had noticed and had been tracking and had not said anything about because saying something wouldn't change the weight.

"Then do it," Rad said.

Chrys did it.

The second detonation arrived and scattered before it landed. The ground shook. The gate held.

Chrys was silent for a long time, breathing. Rad didn't put him down.

"There's a third wave," Chrys said, eventually.

"I know."

"I don't think I can do a third."

"I know that too."

They were quiet. The plateau settled. Somewhere to the south the mercenary line paused, recalculating.

"We have a few minutes," Rad said.

"Yes."

"I'm going to set you down. Then I'm going to finish the hinge."

"Okay."

Rad set him down, carefully, with his back against the gate. Chrys looked up at the sky, wide and brown-gold, enormous. The Klak trees were three hundred kilometers north. Big T was gone. But the sky looked the same from here.

Rad picked up the weld.

He worked on the hinge. The sound of the weld was quiet and steady in the still air.

"Rad," Chrys said.

"Yes."

"The gate's going to hold."

Rad didn't look up. "Yes," he said.

"I mean after. Whatever comes after this."

Rad stopped welding. He was quiet for a moment.

"I know," he said.

He went back to work.

Chapter 16. The Gambit

The server room was on sublevel three, one floor below what BNCY called secure, and the route to it from Amy's room took four minutes and thirty seconds at a walk and three minutes at a run.

Eevi came through the wall rather than the route.

She came rough: the phase incomplete, the cellular dissonance visible at the edges of her hands and her forearms, the outline of her flickering between present and not-present in a cycle of about two seconds. She stood in the corridor outside the server room and breathed until it stabilized. The breathing took forty seconds. She'd been counting.

The phase had gone wrong at entry, which was what happened when you were running on something other than fuel. Not fear — something beyond fear, something that had burned through fear about ten minutes ago and was now drawing on a different reserve. She'd phased through six walls to get here. Two of them she'd gone through twice, the route not direct, the building's security-layer geometry not matching her initial mapping.

She was here now.

She moved.

The administrative hub lock was physical. She handled it mechanically: eleven seconds. The biometric seal required what she'd been accumulating for six weeks: the residual contact signatures of the authorized personnel, gathered from handshakes and doorframes and the air in a room that someone has just left. Twelve seconds. She plugged in Amy's extraction unit — thumb-sized, built from components borrowed from BNCY's own equipment in pieces small enough that no individual piece would register as absent.

She pulled it.

She went back through the wall.

Rough again. Worse than the entry. The return phase always cost more. She came out in the corridor outside Amy's room and stood very still until the flickering slowed.

She knocked.

Amy opened the door immediately, which meant she'd been standing on the other side of it. She looked at Eevi's hands — still cycling slightly, the edges soft.

"Rough," she said.

"It's done," Eevi said.

Amy took the extraction unit. She looked at it for a moment. She nodded once.

"Go rest," she said.

"After."

"Eevi–"

"After," she said.

Amy looked at her. She accepted this without arguing, which was one of the things Amy did well when she understood that arguing would be disrespectful rather than caring.

They went together.

The call it releasing was a habit Amy had formed at age nine, in a corridor not unlike this one, when the lights had gone out and something else had come on and she'd understood for the first time that the heat wasn't something she was making — it was something she was holding. Something that the universe had entrusted to her, which was a large word for a nine-year-old but it was the word that had arrived and she'd never found a better one.

You could release a thing. You couldn't burn it. Burning implied destruction. What she did with heat was something else: she returned it. To the air, to the structure, to the molecules that had been holding it in one state until she asked them to hold it in another.

The central server array was three floors down, but the building's heat-routing system reached everywhere. She'd mapped it on day three. The building breathed heat the way any building does — through the walls, through the maintenance ducts, through the architecture of a facility designed to control temperature absolutely.

She stood in the sublevel corridor and breathed.

She felt the array. The heat signature of twelve thousand processing units running at comfortable temperature, the profile of a system that had been running at the same load for years, predictable, regulated, the temperature of something that has never been asked to do anything unexpected.

She asked it.

The heat moved. Not explosively — more like opening a hand that has been holding something for a long time. The processing units found their new temperature range and found it incompatible with continued operation. The sprinkler system activated on sublevel three. Then two. Then one.

The building's protocols were efficient. They were slower than the heat.

She walked toward the stairs.

Siefr was in his office. His tea was still warm.

He looked up when she appeared in the doorway. He was reading a physical book, spine broken in several places from use. He closed it without marking the page, which was something she'd noticed before. He knew where he was in a book.

"You burned the records," he said.

"I released them." She stood in the doorway. "There's a difference."

"There is." He set the book on the desk. "The extraction unit."

"Gone."

"Of course." He looked at the tea in his hands. "You know what happens next. The reactor at sublevel four has been running at threshold capacity for two weeks. The cascade will be attributed to the same instability that caused the fire." He said it without drama. "You've been planning to leave this building since before you arrived."

Amy looked at him.

"And the data you're carrying," she said, "is what you wanted. Not us here. Us gone. Untraceable. Believing we chose this."

He was quiet for a moment.

"You did choose it," he said.

"You arranged exactly the circumstances that would make us choose it."

He looked at the tea. Then at the window, the glass bridges outside, the other towers, the early morning light coming through them at a clean angle.

"No," he said. "It isn't the same thing." He stood. He said it without heat, the way he said everything. "You had the ability to choose otherwise at every point. Most people in your position would have." He looked at her, and for the first time in six weeks she couldn't read what was behind it. Not warmth. Not performance. Something closer to recognition. "You had five minutes. That's now four."

Amy looked at him.

She looked at his hands. Steady. Dry. The same as they'd been every morning, every cup of tea, every conversation in this room. Steady because he'd resolved something. Not won — resolved. The kind of resolution that doesn't require winning.

"You're staying," she said.

He sat back down.

He picked up his tea.

"I've been here a long time," he said. He said it simply, the way you say something that is true and requires no elaboration. "Go."

She turned and walked out.

Behind her, the sound of the building beginning to understand what was happening to it. The sprinklers on the upper levels. The structural groan of systems responding to conditions they hadn't been designed for.

She didn't look back.

She ran.

Chapter 17. The Explosion

The building folded from the sublevel first.

It happened in stages, which was the wrong word for something that fast — stages implied intervals between events, and there were no intervals, just a single extended moment of structural architecture deciding it had held together long enough. The glass towers caught the light of it before they released the light with everything else, and for one second they were the most illuminated thing in the sky.

Then they weren't towers anymore.

The sound arrived. Then the pressure wave, which Marcus took with his back turned, body between it and the others, without deciding to do this, just doing it, the way he did things.

Silence.

The column of smoke moved northeast with the wind. The smell was something that wasn't quite burning and wasn't quite not.

Marcus turned around.

Eevi was still flickering at the edges: her hands, her forearms, the outline of her shoulders cycling in and out of visible. She'd come over the ridge carrying Amy's arm and running on something that wasn't fuel exactly.

"Clear?" Marcus said.

"Clear," Amy said.

He looked at Eevi.

"I'm fine and I'm flickering," she said. "Both things are true."

He didn't argue. He looked at Amy. "Siefr."

"By choice," she said.

He was quiet for a moment. He thought about steady hands and warm tea and the expression of a man who had been at peace with a decision for a long time. He thought about asset preparation on a contract dated fourteen years ago. He thought about the kind of person who builds something they know they won't live to see.

"Fredrick?" he said.

Amy shook her head. "I don't know where he is."

"We need to move," Eevi said. She'd stopped flickering mostly. Her voice had the quality it got after a phase run: flat, precise, efficient, the voice she used when the tiredness hadn't arrived yet and she was working on borrowed clarity.

They went.

The plateau in the early morning was the color of iron before sunrise and the color of rust after it. They arrived at the rust hour, which was also the hour when the mercenary line was most visible against the flat ground: a long, patient arrangement of steel and bodies stretching across the southern approach, seven kilometers wide according to Akio's reconnaissance, and not moving.

Abort and hold. Sam had tracked the order through the comms forty minutes before the others arrived. Someone above Fredrick's authority had called it off. Someone with the reach to redirect a contracted company mid-operation.

She sat at the southern edge of the plateau with the Sage73 across her knees and she thought about Fredrick. About the library and the reservoir gap she'd watched him through, that quality of a man doing a thing he's authorized to do and choosing not to think about whether authorization and rightness are the same thing. She'd decided a long time ago that he wasn't a bad man — back when she was still deciding things about the people in their world, still sorting them — and she'd held to that. He was a man who had trusted his institution to tell him what was right, which was a kind of faith, and which had the same vulnerabilities any faith had: it could be built on ground that was chosen for it before it existed. Graunos, whose name appeared on a contract before Fredrick was old enough to hold a commission. Siefr, whose warmth was real and whose use of that warmth was not. The garden tended carefully, faithfully, by someone who had never been told where the seeds came from.

He'd been used.

By people who understood that a man with good instincts and institutional loyalty and no reason to look too closely is the most useful kind.

Fredrick had been the good steward who didn't know where his garden came from.

She looked at the line through the Sage73's scope. Patient, organized, very well-equipped. Waiting.

"How long?" Marcus said, beside her.

"Ray's courier has the corrected map." Akio landed behind them, quiet, the wings folding in the last meter. "She says twenty minutes. Maybe less."

Twenty minutes.

Sam lowered the scope. She looked at the gate.

Rad was there. He'd been there since before they arrived. His weld was running on the lower hinge, the gate having taken the detonations without failing, but the lower hinge had cracked under the second wave and Rad had been at it since. Not frantically. Methodically. The way he did everything.

She watched him work.

Chrys was inside. She'd checked on him when they arrived, found him sitting upright against the shelter wall with his eyes open and his hands in his lap and the expression of someone who is very tired and has decided to stop spending energy on hiding that. She'd given him water. He'd taken it without arguing. She'd left before she said something about what that meant.

Marcus said, quietly: "We hold."

"I know."

"We don't scatter. We don't run."

"I know, Marcus."

He was quiet. Then: "How are we doing."

She considered the question. It was the kind of question Marcus asked when he'd already assessed the situation and wanted to compare his assessment with someone else's.

"We're doing," she said.

"That's fair."

Akio landed fully, folded the phterogs. He sat on the rock beside her. The three of them watched the line.

The line watched back, patient as weather.

"Ray says the courier's on foot," Akio said. "Female. Moving fast. She's not BNCY."

"Who is she?" Marcus said.

"We don't know yet."

The plateau was very quiet between the comm updates. The weld at the gate made its small, steady sound. The smoke column from the BNCY site had moved northeast past the edge of sight.

"Whoever called the abort," Sam said.

"Yes," Marcus said.

"They still have the authority to call the map correction."

"Yes."

"So we find out who they are in twenty minutes."

"Or less."

She put the scope back to her eye. Looked at the courier, now visible in the scope at the southern approach's edge, moving through the mercenary line without slowing. Moving with the ease of someone who doesn't need to show credentials because she's moving at the speed of authority.

A woman. No uniform Sam recognized. Moving fast.

The courier reached the command position and stopped. Sam watched her hand over the map. Watched the command officer unfold it. Watched the officer look at the coordinates.

Watched the officer look at the plateau.

Sam lowered the scope.

"They have the corrected map," she said.

"How long," Marcus said.

She was already calculating. The time it would take to redeploy. The time it would take to move seven kilometers of mercenary steel. The time it would take a line of that size to close.

"An hour," she said. "Maybe less."

An hour.

They sat with it. An hour was its own kind of time when you knew what was at the end of it: not abstract, not open, but measured, countable, the distance between now and a thing that had already been decided somewhere in a chain of orders above anyone present. The plateau was very still in that hour. The ground held its cold from the night before, the kind that doesn't lift until midmorning, and the air above the mercenary line was the same air above them, the same sky, and the line hadn't moved yet, and wouldn't for a while, and knowing that didn't make the hour feel longer or shorter, only present, only exactly as long as it was. Behind them the weld ran its small steady sound along the hinge.

Celestine came and sat near Marcus. She'd been quiet since the extraction — quieter than usual. Sienna had noticed and had been sitting beside since they arrived. Celestine didn't speak into quiet; she needed quiet to be offered to her first. Sienna had been offering it.

Eon sat on a rock to the east with his notebook open on his knee. He was writing something. Sam noticed this the way she noticed things — without calling attention to the noticing — and let it be.

The morning light was changing. Moving from rust toward gold.

Somewhere in the line to the south, a machine started its engine.

Marcus said: "We hold the gate."

Nobody disagreed.

Nobody ran.

Rad Albert was at the gate. He had set the weld down when the others arrived. He was checking the hinge, running his hand along it, feeling for the place where the metal had cracked and where it had held. He reached into the kit at his feet and pulled out the weld again.

He hadn't finished.

He worked. The weld moved along the hinge in a steady line, precise and careful, filling the crack. His hands didn't shake. They never shook.

He was not watching the line.

He was watching the gate.

He was making sure it held.

The morning moved. The line moved. The gate held.

Letter To Chryssander

To Chryssander,

My little Sandy. If you're reading this, it means we did it.

Forgive me for not saying goodbye. I hoped, foolishly perhaps, that it might be easier this way. But don't worry, I'm taking them with me.

Before I go, son, there are things you need to know. Things about yourself, things I should have told you long ago.

The fluid you drank after reading your genetics book. We panicked. Searched frantically for something to undo what you'd done. But what we found — it was a miracle, and a terrible price. Your body a perfect match. Only you survived, because that brilliance of yours also made poison. We lost your mama that day, and it broke us.

My brave boy, you have a power inside you, a gift and a burden. I should have helped you understand it, not hidden you away. Now I can only beg you to believe in yourself the way your mama and I always have. The world will be a harsher place without us, but greatness is born in fire, my son.

There's a box in the corner, by my desk. Inside, your new friend, Will, awaits. I made him for you. Say hi from me. The flash drive below holds — well. It holds everything I could leave you.

One last thing, Sandy. Your mama's warmth, our love for you — it's in every beat of your heart. Remember that.

Love always,

Dad

In the year 300 they spread across the only doughnut-shaped planet ever found, Aerogaea 347n. The most developed planet in the Dagger 33A system. People of Earth 347 shared their technologies willingly, generously, the way people do when they believe the universe is fundamentally safe.

They weren't prepared.

Forty years before the conquest, a scientist named Thomas Elliott found the pitch-black planet at the center of 347's ring and called it Void. He published a paper a year later. Based on thorough biological analysis, it seems these species do not have any form of brainpower. Some people later speculated the paper wasn't written by him. Elliott himself had already vanished.

Five years after that, a researcher named Robert Graunos published a book. These creatures are as smart as we are, perhaps even smarter. They went after Thomas Elliott first, and he's the one who pushed them to change. They're already here, living among us. The day after publication, no one heard from Dr. Graunos ever again.

In the year 300, thousands of Voidomorphians emerged from Void and began their conquest of 347n and its nearest systems. Their natural adult form reaches approximately four hundred centimeters. They shapeshift — taking the form of whatever they've absorbed, keeping the abilities. They are difficult to define. Defining them is how Elliott spent the last year of his life.

This is the world thirty years later.

The letter above was found in a box with a flash drive and something that called itself Will. The boy who received it was eight years old.
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