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    Part One — Hollow

    Every door answers to His blood.


    Every ship sails by His blood.


    Every world endures by His blood.


    — The Catechism of the Undying Throne, taught to every child on four hundred worlds


  
    Chapter 1 — The Wall

    The mountain started screaming at the end of second shift, which was typical. Hollow had a gift for timing.

    Rook was on her knees at the far end of Gallery Nine, nine hundred meters below the dome, with both hands buried in the rock and her heart going like a hammer. Not from fear. From the thing she was holding.

    “Jory,” she said. “Bring the lamp.”

    “I’m bringing the lamp.”

    “Bring it faster.”

    “I’m bringing it at the speed of a man who’s been swinging a pick for eleven hours,” Jory said, crawling up beside her on his elbows, the lamp swinging from his fist. “If you wanted fast, you should have partnered with someone who eats.”

    The light fell across the rock face, and Jory stopped talking.

    That was how Rook knew she wasn’t imagining it. Jory Tenn had been her shadow for four years, and in all that time she had never heard him stop talking on his own.

    The nightglass was as long as her forearm. It lay in the seam of grey stone like a black blade someone had hidden there and forgotten about, and even in the dusty yellow lamplight it shone with a deep, liquid darkness that seemed to go down forever. Most of what came out of the Undercroft was splinters, chips the size of a fingernail, scraps a wardsman would weigh with a sneer and toss onto the scale for half a day’s air. This was not a scrap.

    “That’s a month,” Jory whispered. “That’s a month of clean air. For both of us.”

    “Two months,” Rook said. “If Sallow’s in a good mood.”

    “Sallow’s never been in a good mood. Sallow was born scowling. His mother took one look at him and asked for a refund.” Jory leaned closer. “Is it humming?”

    It was. Rook could feel it through her gloves, a faint vibration like a cat purring three rooms away. All nightglass hummed a little, and all of it was warm, even down here where the rock sweated cold. The old-timers said that was because it wasn’t really glass at all. It was the bones of the Makers, the people who had lived on this moon and a thousand other worlds long before humans ever crawled out across the stars. Nobody knew what the Makers had looked like. Nobody knew where they had gone. They had left behind their machines, buried and silent, and the Empire paid good air for every piece of them that prisoners could dig out of the dark.

    Rook had dug her whole life. She had never seen a piece like this.

    “Hold the light steady,” she said, and worked her fingers in around the edge of it.

    “Rook. Gloves.”

    “I’ve got gloves on.”

    “Your gloves have holes in them. Your gloves are more hole than glove at this point. They’re basically a suggestion of gloves.”

    “Then hold the light steady and stop suggesting things.”

    She found the edge, braced her boots against the rubble, and pulled. The stone gave a little. She pulled harder. The nightglass slid free of the rock with a sound like a sigh, and its edge, sharper than anything that had any right to be, went straight through the worn palm of her right glove and opened her hand like a seam.

    Rook hissed and almost dropped it. She didn’t. You didn’t drop two months of air.

    “Oh, that’s bad,” Jory said. “That’s a lot of blood. Rook, that’s really a lot of blood.”

    “It’s fine.”

    “It’s dripping.”

    “Things that are fine can drip.” She laid the glass carefully in her sack and clenched her fist, feeling the hot wetness spread inside the glove. It hurt in the deep, sickening way that meant it was worse than she wanted it to be. Garrow was going to be furious. Garrow had three rules for surviving on Hollow, and he had drilled them into her before she was old enough to hold a pick.

    Make quota.

    Never volunteer.

    Don’t put your hands on what isn’t yours.

    She’d never been entirely sure what the third rule meant, given that nothing on Hollow belonged to anyone except the Empire. Garrow had never explained. Garrow didn’t explain things. He just looked at you from under those heavy grey eyebrows until you agreed with him to make him stop.

    She was trying to decide whether a cut hand counted as breaking a rule when the mountain began to scream.

    

    It started as a groan, low and deep, so deep she felt it in her teeth before she heard it. Dust trickled from the ceiling. The timber props along the gallery creaked, one after another, like old men complaining about the cold.

    Then the groan climbed into something else. A grinding shriek of rock moving against rock, coming up from somewhere far below them, from the levels that had been sealed off before Rook was born.

    All along Gallery Nine, picks stopped. Lamps swung toward the deep end of the tunnel. Somebody said, very quietly, “Oh, no.”

    The klaxon went off.

    It was a sound every prisoner on Hollow knew in their bones, a flat, rising wail that bounced off the stone and filled your skull until you couldn’t think. Red lights strobed along the ceiling. Up at the mouth of the gallery, three hundred meters away, the wardsmen were already shouting.

    “Up! Up, all of you, move!”

    Rook was on her feet before she knew she’d decided to stand. She grabbed Jory by the collar and hauled him up with her.

    “The sack,” he gasped. “Rook, the glass—”

    “I’ve got it.” It banged against her hip as she ran. Two months of air. She was not leaving it for the mountain.

    They ran. Everyone ran. Gallery Nine was a long, straight tunnel with the dig face at one end and the lift cage at the other, and between them were forty prisoners and nothing but bad footing and swinging lamps. Rook passed Big Ulf, who was too heavy to run fast, and the Kell brothers, Dev and Marro, who were dragging their tools behind them out of pure habit. She passed little Sana, who had only been on Hollow for six weeks and was crying without making any sound.

    And she saw Old Hettie, who had been mining the Undercroft for fifty years, walking.

    Not running. Walking, with her cane, the way she always walked, as if the klaxon was a rude person she had decided to ignore.

    “Hettie!”

    “Go on,” the old woman snapped. “These legs did their running when your mother was in nappies.”

    “I don’t have a mother,” Rook said, and grabbed her arm. “Jory, other side.”

    “I don’t need—”

    “You can complain while we carry you.”

    Behind them, the scream of the rock became a roar.

    Rook didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. She felt it through the soles of her boots, a great shuddering lurch as somewhere at the deep end of the gallery the ceiling let go. The air turned solid with dust. Lamps went out. Someone screamed. A wave of grit and wind slammed into her back and almost knocked her flat, and she held on to Hettie’s arm and kept her feet and kept moving, half blind, choking, toward the red strobing light at the end of the tunnel.

    The lift cage was already rising.

    Rook saw it through the dust: the iron cage with its load of wardsmen, lit from below by the red lights, sliding up into the shaft. And in front of it, the blast door. Every gallery in the Undercroft had one, a great slab of imperial steel set into the rock, built to seal off a section if the deep levels ever cracked and leaked poison. It was supposed to close only after the prisoners were through.

    It was closing now.

    “No,” Rook said. “No, no, no—”

    She let go of Hettie and ran.

    The door slid across the tunnel like a guillotine, smooth and heavy and unhurried. Through the narrowing gap she could see the last wardsman still on the far side, waiting by the control panel for the next lift. Brannock. Thick-necked, sullen Brannock, who liked to kick prisoners’ water cups over just to watch them scramble. His hand was pressed against the lock panel, and on his finger the warrant ring glowed a deep, steady red.

    Every wardsman wore one. A band of dark gold with a single bead set into it, a bead that held, so the Catechism said, one drop of the Emperor’s own blood. The rings were how the wardsmen worked the locks. Every door on Hollow, every cell, every gate, every lift, every blast door, answered to the blood in those rings and nothing else.

    “Brannock!” Rook hit the door just as it sealed. She slammed both fists against the steel. “Brannock, open it! There are forty people back here!”

    Through the small round window in the door, she saw his face. For one moment, he looked at her. He looked almost sorry.

    Then his lips shaped one word through the glass. Protocol.

    He turned around and stepped into the lift.

    

    Rook stood with her hands against the door and listened to the lift rattle away up the shaft. Behind her, the dust was settling. People were coughing, calling out names, finding each other in the dark by the light of the few lamps that still worked.

    She turned around.

    Not forty. The collapse had come down hard at the deep end, and most of the miners who’d been working near the face hadn’t made it out. In the swinging lamplight she counted the survivors. Jory, grey with dust, still holding up Hettie. Dev and Marro Kell. Big Ulf, bleeding from a gash on his scalp. Sana, curled against the wall. Tobin, a quiet man who had never said more than ten words to Rook in five years.

    Eight of them. Eight, out of forty.

    “He sealed it,” Marro Kell said. His voice was strange and flat. “He just sealed it.”

    “Protocol,” Rook said. “If the deep levels crack, seal the gallery. Protects the rest of the mine.” She heard her own voice, and it sounded as flat as his. “Nobody ever said it protected us.”

    “They’ll come back,” Sana said, from the wall. “Won’t they? When the dust settles. They’ll come back for us.”

    Nobody answered her.

    Then Hettie lifted her head and sniffed.

    It was a small thing. An old woman sniffing the air. But Rook saw her face change in the lamplight, saw every one of those fifty years in the Undercroft pull tight around her eyes, and a cold, slow dread began to crawl up the back of Rook’s neck.

    She breathed in. Under the dust and the sweat and the stone, there was something else. Something sweet.

    Like burnt sugar.

    “Breath,” Hettie said quietly.

    Nobody screamed. That was the strange thing. Rook had always imagined that when it happened, when the deep levels finally cracked and the Breath came up out of the dark the way it had in all the stories, people would scream. But the eight of them just stood there in the lamplight and smelled it, that soft, sweet, almost pleasant scent, and nobody made a sound.

    Everyone on Hollow knew about the Breath. It lived in the deepest levels, under the Undercroft, in the old Maker places that had been sealed long ago. Nobody knew exactly what it was. They only knew what it did. First it gave you a headache. Then it made you sleepy, warm, peaceful, and you’d sit down for a moment to rest. And then you just didn’t get up.

    That was why the blast doors existed. That was why Brannock had sealed them in.

    “How long?” Dev Kell asked.

    “Depends how big the leak is.” Hettie’s voice was perfectly steady. “Half an hour. Maybe less.”

    “The vents—”

    “Came down with the roof,” Big Ulf said. “I saw.”

    Sana started to cry again. Jory had gone very pale under the dust, and he looked at Rook the way he always looked at her when things went bad, as if she might have an answer tucked away somewhere. As if she always had one.

    She didn’t. She had a cut hand and a sack full of nightglass and a sweet smell getting stronger by the second.

    Make quota. Never volunteer. Don’t put your hands on what isn’t yours.

    Garrow’s rules were for surviving on Hollow. They weren’t much use for surviving Hollow trying to kill you.

    “There’s no way out,” Tobin said. It was the most words Rook had ever heard him say in a row. “The door’s sealed. The vents are down. The only other thing in this gallery is the Wall.”

    Rook looked at him.

    Then she looked down the tunnel, past the settling dust, toward the deep end. Toward the collapse. Toward the dig face where she had pulled out the nightglass, and beyond it, the thing every prisoner in Gallery Nine walked past a hundred times a week and didn’t even see anymore.

    The Wall.

    

    Every child on Hollow knew the Wall, the way every child knew the color of Mordant in the sky and the taste of thin air at the end of the month. It stood at the very end of Gallery Nine, where the tunnel stopped. Twenty meters high and wide as the gallery itself, a single flat face of nightglass so smooth it reflected your lamp like still black water.

    Nothing could scratch it. In the early days, the stories said, the wardsmen had brought down drills and cutting beams and even explosives, trying to break through to whatever lay behind. The drills had broken. The beams had bounced off. The explosives had brought down half the gallery and left the Wall without a mark.

    So they had given up, and dug around it, and over the years the Wall had become just another part of the mine. Prisoners leaned against it to eat. Children dared each other to touch it. At chest height there was a shallow hollow in its surface, shaped very much like the print of a hand, and generations of miners had pressed their palms into it, for luck or for a dare or just because it was there.

    Nothing had ever happened.

    “Hettie,” Rook said. “Your husband. Davin. You used to say he could hear something behind the Wall.”

    The old woman looked at her for a long moment.

    “Wind,” Hettie said at last. “Davin swore he could hear wind behind it. On quiet nights. Said if you put your ear right up to the glass, you could hear it breathing.” She shook her head. “He also said the Makers weren’t dead, only sleeping, and that one day they’d wake up and ask for their moon back. He said a lot of things. He was a romantic, my Davin. Got him killed in the end.”

    “But if there’s wind,” Rook said, “there’s air.”

    “Rook,” Jory said. “No.”

    “The collapse was right next to it. If the roof came down hard enough, maybe it cracked. Maybe there’s a gap. Maybe there’s a way through.”

    “Nothing’s ever cracked it. They used explosives.”

    “They didn’t use a mountain.”

    “Rook, the Breath is coming from that end. You’d be walking straight into it.”

    “I know.” She was already pulling her scarf up over her nose and mouth. It wouldn’t do anything against the Breath, she knew that, but it felt better than nothing. “So I’ll walk fast.”

    “You’ll die fast.”

    “Then you’ll know it didn’t work, and you’ll have saved yourself the trip.” She took the lamp from his hand. “Stay here. Keep everyone by the door, as high as you can. The Breath is heavy. It pools low.”

    “I’m coming with you.”

    “You’re not.”

    “I’m not asking.” Jory was shaking, but he pulled his own scarf up. “You can’t carry a lamp and look for a crack and do whatever stupid thing you’re going to do with your bad hand all at the same time. You need someone to hold the light. Steady. Remember?”

    She looked at him. Twenty years old, too thin, terrified, and absolutely not going to back down. He’d come to Hollow at sixteen, sentenced to twenty years for forging travel papers so his little sister could get off their dying mining world. He had cried every night for a month. Rook had sat outside his bunk every one of those nights, not saying anything, just there, so he’d know someone was.

    He’d followed her ever since.

    “Fine,” she said roughly. “But if you sit down, I’m leaving you.”

    “If I sit down, I’ll be very offended you didn’t carry me.”

    They went.

    

    The smell got stronger with every step. By the time they reached the collapse, the burnt-sugar sweetness was so thick Rook could taste it on her tongue, and a dull ache had started behind her eyes. The collapse had come down on the right side of the gallery, a mountain of broken rock and splintered timber spilling across the floor. On the left, close against the tunnel wall, there was a gap just wide enough to squeeze through.

    Somewhere under that rock were thirty-two people she’d known. Rook didn’t let herself think about it. She’d think about it later, if there was a later.

    She went through the gap sideways, scraping her shoulders, and came out at the end of the tunnel.

    The Wall rose in front of her, black and enormous, catching the lamplight and throwing it back. The roof above it had come down in great broken slabs. The floor was littered with rubble. Dust hung in the air like fog.

    And the Wall was perfect.

    Not a crack. Not a chip. Not a single scratch on that endless smooth darkness. The mountain had fallen on it and it hadn’t even noticed.

    “No,” Rook said. “No.”

    She went right up to it anyway, holding the lamp high, searching every inch she could reach. Jory came up beside her, coughing, his eyes streaming. The headache was a spike now, driving into her skull. Her legs had started to feel heavy and slow and warm, as if she’d been walking for days, and there was a soft voice in the back of her mind suggesting that maybe she should sit down. Just for a moment. Just to rest.

    “Rook.” Jory’s voice sounded far away. “Rook, there’s nothing.”

    “I know.”

    “We have to go back.”

    “There’s no back. There’s nothing back there but a locked door.” She was so tired. She was so angry. Twenty-four years on this moon, twenty-four years of making quota and never volunteering and keeping her hands to herself, and this was where it ended. Eight people sitting by a sealed door waiting to fall asleep because a coward with a ring on his finger had followed protocol.

    She thought of Garrow. Of his big scarred hands. Of the way he’d look when the body detail came back up without her.

    “Rook,” Jory said, and sat down.

    He did it slowly, almost gracefully, his back sliding down the face of the Wall until he was sitting on the rubble with his legs out in front of him. He looked up at her with mild surprise, as if he couldn’t quite remember why he’d done it.

    “Get up,” Rook said.

    “In a minute.”

    “Jory. Get up.”

    “I’m just resting.”

    Something hot and furious burst up through the fog in Rook’s head. She dropped the sack. She grabbed Jory by the collar with her good hand and hauled, and he was dead weight, heavy and limp and smiling vaguely at her, and she couldn’t lift him. She couldn’t lift him. She was going to stand here and watch him fall asleep and then she was going to fall asleep beside him, and the Wall would stand over both of them the way it had stood over everything for a thousand years, smooth and perfect and uncaring.

    “You useless thing!” she screamed at it, and slammed her right hand against the glass.

    It landed in the hollow. The shallow print of a hand, worn smooth by generations of miners’ palms. Her bleeding palm, in its torn glove, fit into it perfectly.

    Rook felt the blood smear between her skin and the glass.

    And the Wall woke up.

    

    Light came first. A thin line of it, pale gold, spreading outward from her hand through the darkness of the glass the way cracks spread through ice. But these weren’t cracks. They were patterns, fine and branching and impossibly intricate, like veins, like roots, like frost growing on a window, spreading up and out across the Wall in every direction until the whole twenty-meter face of it was laced with soft golden fire.

    Then sound. A deep, rising hum that came up through the floor and into her bones.

    Then, with no noise at all, the Wall opened.

    It didn’t swing or slide. It parted. The glass around the hollow simply flowed apart like water, a seam unzipping from floor to ceiling, and an opening appeared in front of her, a tall, narrow doorway into light.

    Air came through it.

    Cold, clean air, sharp as winter, blasting out of the opening in a single great rush that knocked Rook back a step and swept the dust off the rubble and blew the burnt-sugar stink of the Breath away down the gallery like smoke in a gale. She breathed it in without meaning to. It was the purest thing she had ever tasted. It went into her lungs like cold water and her head cleared all at once, and the soft voice telling her to sit down simply stopped.

    At her feet, Jory coughed, blinked, and said in a small, shocked voice: “Rook. What did you do?”

    “I don’t know.” She looked down at her hand. It was still pressed against the glass. She pulled it away, and the golden light pulsed once, gently, like a heartbeat. “I don’t know.”

    Then the part of her that had kept her alive for twenty-four years on Hollow took over. She grabbed Jory, and this time he came up easily, wide-eyed and swaying. She snatched up the sack. And she turned and shouted back down the gallery at the top of her lungs.

    “Here! Everyone, here! There’s air! Come on, now!”

    

    It took them six minutes to get everyone through the gap and to the Wall. Rook counted every second.

    Big Ulf came first, carrying Sana like a child. Then the Kell brothers, holding each other up. Then Tobin. Then Hettie, last of all, walking with her cane, and when she reached the doorway she stopped, and looked at the golden light spreading through the glass, and at Rook, and something in her lined old face went very still.

    “Davin,” she said softly. “Oh, Davin. You stubborn old fool. You were right.”

    Then she stepped through, and Rook followed her, and behind them the Wall flowed silently closed.

    For a moment, there was nothing but darkness and the sound of eight people breathing.

    Then the light came up around them.

    It rose out of the walls themselves, out of the floor, out of the curving ceiling, the same soft gold as the patterns on the Wall. They were standing in a corridor. Not a tunnel, not something dug or blasted out of rock, but a corridor, smooth and seamless and made entirely of nightglass, curving gently downward and to the left. The air was cold and fresh and moving, a steady breeze that came from somewhere ahead and flowed past them like a river.

    It was warm underfoot. The whole corridor hummed, very faintly, the way the glass in Rook’s sack hummed.

    “It’s alive,” Sana whispered. “Isn’t it? It’s alive.”

    “It’s a machine,” Tobin said. But he didn’t sound sure.

    Nobody wanted to stay by the door, and nobody wanted to go forward, so in the end they did both: they waited, then they crept. The corridor curved down and down, turning in a slow, wide spiral, and the breeze grew stronger, and the light grew brighter, and finally, after what felt like a long time but was probably only a few minutes, the corridor opened up and they came out into a chamber.

    It was round, and very large, and its ceiling rose into a perfect dome so high above them that the golden light barely reached it. The walls were nightglass, carved with those same branching, frost-like patterns, glowing faintly. The air here was still. The breeze had stopped.

    And at the center of the chamber, on a low, wide dais, something was sitting.

    At first, Rook thought it was a statue. It was made of the same black glass as everything else, and it was very tall even seated, three meters at least, long-limbed and slender and folded in on itself like a sleeping heron. It had something like arms, resting on something like knees. It had something like a head, bowed forward, long and narrow and smooth. It had no face. No mouth, no nose, nothing but a single thin line running down the front of that narrow head, like a closed eye turned on its side.

    It didn’t move. It didn’t breathe. It sat there in the center of the chamber the way it must have sat for longer than humans had known how to count, and it was the most beautiful and most frightening thing Rook had ever seen.

    “Don’t,” Hettie said quietly. “Girl. Don’t go near it.”

    Rook hadn’t realized she was walking. She stopped at the foot of the dais. Up close, the hum was louder, almost a song, a single low note held forever. Her right hand throbbed. Blood was still dripping from her fingertips, falling in small dark drops onto the glowing floor.

    The figure lifted its head.

    There was no sound. There was no warning. One moment it was bowed, still as stone, and the next its long head had turned smoothly toward her, and the thin vertical line down the front of it split open, and inside was light.

    Not gold. White. Pure and blinding and cold, like starlight in a place with no air. It came out of that narrow eye in a slow, steady beam, and the beam moved across the floor until it found the drops of blood beside Rook’s boots.

    It stopped there. Rested on them. Then, very slowly, it rose: up her legs, up her body, until it reached the hand hanging at her side, her cut palm, still wet and red.

    And it held there.

    Rook couldn’t move. She didn’t want to. Behind her, she heard someone let out a broken little gasp, and then nothing, as if all seven of them had stopped breathing at once.

    The light flared.

    And for one heartbeat, the dome above her was full of stars.

    Not the stars she knew. Not the small, cold stars of Hollow’s sky that you could see through the dome at night, faint behind Mordant’s great bruised bulk. These were hundreds of them, hundreds and hundreds, filling the whole sweep of the ceiling, each one a point of white fire, and running between them were threads of golden light like the strands of a web. The web stretched from one edge of the dome to the other, enormous and intricate and beautiful.

    At its very center, one star burned brighter than all the rest. It didn’t shine white like the others. It burned red. Deep, dark red, like a wound.

    Then, at the farthest edge of the web, a new light flared.

    Small. Faint. Alone.

    Here, something said, though there was no voice. Here.

    The stars went out.

    And the sound came.

    It started in the figure, in its chest, in whatever it had instead of a heart, and it rang out through the chamber like a bell. Like every bell in the world struck at once, so low and so vast that Rook didn’t hear it so much as feel it, in her teeth, in her ribs, in the soles of her feet. Light went out with it. A wave of gold rippled outward from the dais through the walls and the floor and the ceiling, and Rook saw it go through them, through the nightglass, through the rock beyond, upward and outward, as if nine hundred meters of mountain were no more solid than water.

    Then it was gone. The ringing faded. The white light in the figure’s eye dimmed, and dimmed, and closed. The long head bowed forward again, and it was a statue once more, still and silent, as if it had never moved at all.

    Nobody spoke for a long time.

    “What,” Jory said at last, in a very small voice, “was that?”

    It was Hettie who answered. She was standing at the mouth of the corridor, leaning on her cane, her face wet with tears she didn’t seem to have noticed.

    “That,” she said, “was a bell. And somebody just rang it.”

    

    They came three hours later.

    The eight of them heard the blast door grind open far away, then the boots, then the hiss of breathing masks and the clank of the body stretchers. The body detail. Wardsmen in masks and goggles, and behind them prisoner volunteers in masks of their own, coming down Gallery Nine with lamps and stretchers to collect the dead.

    They found the Wall standing open.

    Rook had led everyone back up the corridor when they heard the door, and the moment they reached the end of it, the Wall had flowed open again, silently, as if it had been waiting for them. They stepped out into the gallery one by one, into the clean cold air that had pushed the Breath away down the tunnel and out through the open blast door. The rescue fans were roaring. The dust had cleared.

    And forty meters away, a crowd of wardsmen and prisoners stood frozen in the lamplight, staring.

    At the Wall, open for the first time in recorded history, glowing gold with light. At the eight people walking out of it, dusty and battered and alive.

    Brannock was at the front. His mask was pushed up on his forehead, and his face was the color of old cheese. As Rook watched, he lifted his right hand and shook it, hard, the way you’d shake a hand that had gone numb. The warrant ring on his finger was glowing. Not the dull, steady red it showed when it worked a lock, but bright, flickering, almost frantic, like an ember someone had blown on. All around him, the other wardsmen were doing the same thing, looking down at their hands, shaking them, muttering.

    Rook didn’t care about any of them. Because behind the wardsmen, among the prisoners carrying stretchers, someone was pushing his way forward. A huge man, grey-bearded, limping on a bad knee, tearing his mask off as he came.

    “Garrow,” she said, and her voice cracked in the middle.

    He reached her and stopped.

    She had expected him to hug her. Or shout at her. Or both, probably at the same time, the way he had when she was ten and had gone missing in the old vent shafts for a day and a night. Instead he just stood there. He looked at her face, then at Jory, then at the others. Then, slowly, he looked past her at the Wall.

    At the open doorway. At the golden light flowing through the glass.

    Rook watched every bit of color drain out of his face.

    Behind them, without a sound, the Wall flowed closed. The light faded from it, and it was black again, smooth and perfect and silent, exactly as it had been for a thousand years.

    Garrow reached out and took her right hand. He turned it over and looked at the torn glove, at the blood crusted dark in her palm. Then he closed her fingers over the wound, gently, and wrapped his own huge hand around her fist, hiding it completely.

    “Did you touch it?” he said, very quietly. So quietly no one else could hear.

    “Garrow, what—”

    “Rook.” His grip tightened. “Did you touch it?”

    She nodded.

    He closed his eyes. For a moment he looked older than she had ever seen him, older than Hettie, older than the mountain.

    “Then we’re out of time,” he said.

    Far above them, past nine hundred meters of rock, past the dome, past the great bruised bulk of Mordant hanging in the sky and the cold small stars beyond it, past four hundred worlds and all the dark between them, something had heard her knock.

  
    Chapter 2 — Three Promises

    Rook woke in the infirmary with her hand on fire and Old Hettie snoring in the next cot like a rock drill with a bad bearing.

    For a moment she didn’t know where she was. Then the smells found her, carbolic and old blood and the stale, twice-breathed air of the lower dome, and the memories came with them all at once. The scream of the mountain. Brannock’s face behind the glass. The Wall opening like a mouth.

    The white eye. The stars.

    Here.

    She sat up too fast, and the room tilted. The infirmary was a long, low hall carved out of the rock under Block Two, with twenty cots in two rows and a single strip of light down the middle of the ceiling that buzzed when it felt like it. Most of the cots were empty. That was the thing about the Breath, and about collapses. They didn’t leave many people to patch up.

    Her right hand was wrapped in a thick wad of grey bandage. She remembered, dimly, someone stitching it the night before while she sat on this cot shaking, and someone else pressing a cup of water into her good hand and telling her to drink.

    “Easy,” said a voice. “You’ll pull my stitches out, and then I’ll have to do them again, and I was very proud of them.”

    Orrin Fesk came down the row toward her, drying his hands on a rag. He was a thin, stooped man with ink-stained fingers and a beard that grew in patches, and before Hollow he’d been a surgeon on one of the core worlds. Nobody knew what he’d done to end up here. He never said, and on Hollow you didn’t ask.

    “How long was I out?”

    “All night. You fell asleep sitting up while I was on stitch number nine. I’ve never had a patient do that before. I took it personally.” He sat on the edge of the cot and held out his hand. “Let’s see.”

    She gave him her wrist. He unwound the bandage, layer by layer, until the last of it peeled away from her palm.

    Then he stopped.

    Rook looked down. The cut ran from the base of her forefinger right across to the heel of her hand, a long, ugly line held shut with black thread. Last night it had gaped. She remembered that. She remembered the blood running down her wrist in the chamber and dripping onto the glowing floor.

    Now it was pink. Sealed. The edges had already knitted together so neatly that the stitches looked loose and pointless, like laces in a boot nobody was wearing.

    “Huh,” Orrin said.

    “Is that bad?”

    “It’s not anything. It’s just fast.” He turned her hand toward the light, frowning. “You heal like a dog.”

    “Is that good?”

    “For a dog.” He pressed his thumb gently along the wound. It barely hurt. “When was the last time you were sick, Rook?”

    She thought about it. Everyone on Hollow coughed. It was the dust, and the thin air at the end of every month, and the damp. Half the dome hacked their way through every shift, and every winter, when Mordant swung close and the cold came through the dome plates, the cough turned into the fever and the fever took the old and the weak. Rook had sat by a lot of fever cots.

    She had never been in one.

    “Never,” she said.

    Orrin looked at her. Then he shrugged and started wrapping a fresh, thinner bandage around her palm.

    “Lucky,” he said.

    She didn’t like the way he said it. As if luck was a thing that could be weighed, and he’d weighed hers, and it came out heavier than it should.

    

    Hettie woke an hour later, coughed for a solid minute, demanded water, complained about the water, and then lay back on her cot and fixed Rook with a look like a drill bit.

    “It looked at you,” she said.

    “It looked at all of us.”

    “No.” The old woman’s voice was hoarse but perfectly certain. “It looked at you, girl. The rest of us might as well have been furniture. I’ve been underground fifty years. I know when a thing’s looking at me and when it isn’t.”

    Rook pulled her knees up to her chest and didn’t answer.

    “Davin used to say the Wall was a door,” Hettie went on, staring at the buzzing light in the ceiling. “Said anyone could see it was a door. And a door, he said, is always made for somebody. You don’t build a door for nobody. You build it for the person you want to let in.”

    “It was built for whoever made it. And they’re dead.”

    “Are they?” Hettie turned her head on the thin pillow. Her eyes were very bright. “That thing in the chamber didn’t look dead to me.”

    Rook remembered the long black head lifting. The eye splitting open. The cold white light settling on her bleeding hand like it had been waiting for it.

    “Hettie,” she said, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

    “No. I don’t suppose you do.” The old woman closed her eyes. “Mind yourself, then. Wardens don’t like miracles. You can’t weigh a miracle on a scale. You can’t put it in a ledger. And anything a warden can’t put in a ledger, he’ll find a way to put in a box.”

    

    Jory came at midday, slipping in past Orrin with a bowl of grey porridge in each hand and an expression of enormous importance.

    “You,” he said, handing her a bowl, “are famous.”

    “I’m not.”

    “You are. You’re the most famous person on Hollow. You’re more famous than the time Big Ulf got his head stuck in the ventilation grate.” He sat on the end of her cot. “I’ve heard nine different versions of what happened yesterday. Nine. And I was there.”

    “Tell me.”

    He ticked them off on his fingers. “One. The Wall breathed, and you walked out of its mouth. Two. You walked through solid stone like a ghost, and then you came back for the rest of us. Three. There was a ghost, and the ghost walked us out, and you were just sort of standing there.” He frowned. “I don’t like three. Three makes you look bad. Four is Big Ulf’s version, in which Big Ulf personally carried all seven of us through a hole in the Wall that Big Ulf personally punched with his fist.”

    “Of course it is.”

    “In his version I’m unconscious the whole time. He carries me over his shoulder. I’m described as ‘light as a little bird.’”

    “You are light as a little bird.”

    “That’s not the point.” He took a spoonful of porridge and grimaced at it. “Five through nine get progressively stupider. There’s one going around Block Four where you’re secretly a Maker yourself and you’ve been waiting under the ground for a thousand years for someone to wake you up.”

    Rook laughed. It came out wrong, rough and too loud, and halfway through it turned into something else. She put the bowl down.

    Jory’s face changed. He set his own bowl aside.

    “They chalked the names this morning,” he said quietly. “On the Long Wall in the mess. Thirty-two of them. They had to start a new column.”

    Rook nodded. She didn’t trust her voice.

    Hollow didn’t do funerals. There was nowhere to bury anyone and nothing to burn them with, and the Empire didn’t waste air on ceremony. When someone died in the mines, their name went up in chalk on the long stone wall of the mess hall, and it stayed there until the chalk wore off. Most names lasted about a year. Then they were gone, and there was room for more.

    Thirty-two people. She had known all of them. Not well, most of them. You didn’t get to know people well on Hollow if you were smart. But she’d known their faces, and their voices, and which ones snored in the lift cage and which ones shared their water at the end of a long shift.

    “Rook.” Jory was looking at her bandaged hand. “Your sack. With the glass in it. Brannock took it, at the gallery. While Garrow was talking to you. Said it was evidence.”

    “Evidence of what?”

    “I don’t know. Evidence of Brannock being a thieving pig, probably.”

    Two months of air, maybe more. She had bled for that glass. She had carried it through the Breath and into the dark and out again, and Brannock, who had sealed the door on forty people and walked away, had just picked it up and taken it.

    Rook felt something hot and hard settle in her chest. She didn’t say anything. Garrow had taught her that, too. Anger you showed was anger they could use. Anger you kept was yours.

    

    The warden came in the middle of the afternoon.

    Wardens did not visit the infirmary. In twenty-four years, Rook had never seen it happen. Warden Pryce Sallow lived at the top of the Spine, the great grey tower at the center of the dome, and he came down from it only for inspections and executions, and he didn’t seem to enjoy either of them very much.

    But here he was, walking down the row of cots with his hands folded behind his back, and Orrin Fesk scrambling up from his desk at the far end of the hall so fast he knocked over his chair.

    Sallow was a small man. That was always the first thing people noticed. Small and neat and soft-spoken, with thinning sandy hair combed flat and a grey uniform so clean it looked as if dust simply refused to touch it. He smelled, faintly, of real soap. Nobody else on Hollow smelled of real soap.

    On his right hand he wore a warrant ring heavier than the wardsmen’s, with two beads set into the gold instead of one. Two drops of the Emperor’s blood. Enough, the prisoners said, to open every door on Hollow.

    He carried something wrapped in white cloth, tucked under one arm.

    “Prisoner Rook,” he said pleasantly, and sat down on the end of her cot as if he did it every day. “Please don’t get up. You’ve been through a terrible ordeal. I wanted to see for myself how you were.”

    “I’m fine, Warden.”

    “I’m very glad to hear it.” He smiled. He had small, even teeth. “Hollow lost a great many good workers yesterday. It would have been a tragedy to lose more.”

    Workers, Rook thought. Not people. Workers. She kept her face still.

    “I’ve spoken to the others,” Sallow went on. “The seven who came out with you. They tell a remarkable story. A very remarkable story. But they don’t agree on the details, and I find that the details are often where the truth likes to hide. I was hoping you could tell me what happened. In your own words.”

    So she told him.

    Not all of it. She told him about the collapse, and the sealed door, and the Breath. She told him she’d gone back to the Wall looking for a crack because there was nowhere else to look. She told him she’d been angry and frightened and had hit it, and it had opened, and they had gone inside because the air was clean.

    She told him about the corridor and the chamber and the black statue in the middle of it. She didn’t tell him about the eye. She didn’t tell him about the stars. She didn’t tell him that something with no voice had looked at her bleeding hand and said here.

    Sallow listened to all of it without interrupting, his head tilted slightly to one side, like a bird listening for worms.

    “You hit it,” he said, when she’d finished.

    “Yes, Warden.”

    “With your hand.”

    “Yes, Warden.”

    “Which hand?”

    Rook hesitated, just for a fraction of a second. Then she lifted her right hand, with its fresh grey bandage.

    “I cut it,” she said. “Digging. Just before the collapse.”

    “On this?” Sallow unfolded the white cloth in his lap.

    The nightglass lay in it, long and black and gleaming, and even from a meter away Rook could hear it humming. Someone had cleaned it. She could see, along its wickedly sharp edge, a thin dark line where her blood had dried and nobody had quite managed to scrub it off.

    “Yes,” she said. “On that.”

    “It’s a remarkable piece.” Sallow ran one fingertip along the flat of the glass, not quite touching the edge. “The finest to come out of the Undercroft in years. Wardsman Brannock was quite right to secure it.” He looked up at her. “And then, with your cut hand, you struck the Wall.”

    “I hit it.” She made herself shrug. “I was angry. I wasn’t thinking.”

    “No. I don’t imagine you were.”

    He studied her. His eyes were a pale, washed-out blue, and there was something in them that Rook didn’t like at all. Not anger. Not suspicion, exactly. Something more like the look the old-timers got when they turned over a rock and saw a glint of black underneath.

    Then he smiled again, and reached into his breast pocket, and held out a small grey card.

    “For the glass,” he said.

    Rook took it. It was an air chit. A real one, with the Empire’s seal stamped into the corner, and when she turned it over and read the number on the back, her breath caught.

    Three months. Three months of clean air in the upper dome. It was more than the glass was worth. It was far more than any prisoner had ever been paid for anything.

    “Warden, this is—”

    “Hollow rewards initiative,” Sallow said, and stood up, tucking the nightglass back under his arm. “Rest well, prisoner. I’m sure we’ll speak again.”

    He walked away down the row of cots, neat and quiet and smelling of soap.

    Then he was gone, and the door hissed shut behind him.

    Hettie hadn’t moved the whole time. Now she opened one eye.

    “Twenty years I’ve known that man,” she said. “Twenty years, and I’ve never once seen him give anybody anything without counting what he’d get back for it first.”

    Rook looked down at the card in her hand. Three months of clean air.

    It felt like the heaviest thing she’d ever held.

    

    Orrin let her go that evening. Her hand, he said, was healing so fast it was becoming an embarrassment to medicine, and he needed the cot.

    She walked back to Block Six the long way, through the open floor of the dome, because after a night underground and a day in the infirmary she needed to see the sky.

    Hollow’s dome was the biggest thing she had ever seen, and she had seen nothing else. It sat over a crater two kilometers wide, a great shallow bowl of glass plates and iron ribs, scarred and patched and filmed with a thousand years of grime. Under it, the prison spread out across the crater floor in rings. The work yards and the weighing sheds. The cell blocks, squat and grey. The mess halls, the laundry, the water plant, all of it built from the same dull stone, all of it the color of dust.

    And in the middle of everything, the Spine. The warden’s tower. A tall grey needle of a building that rose almost to the roof of the dome, and from its top, Rook knew, every lock on Hollow was watched and wired and controlled. Every door. Every cell. Every gate. The prisoners said that if you could get to the top of the Spine, you could open the whole moon like a tin.

    Nobody ever had.

    Above it all, filling a third of the sky, was Mordant.

    The gas giant hung over the dome the way it always had, enormous and silent. It was striped in bands of purple and yellow and sick, faded green, the colors of a bruise a week after the punch. Storms the size of whole worlds crawled slowly across its face. On a clear night you could watch them move. Rook had spent half her childhood lying on the roof of the laundry doing exactly that, while Garrow sat beside her carving and pretending not to watch her watch.

    She had never seen a sky without a dome in it. She had never seen a sky without Mordant in it. Sometimes she wondered if there was any such thing.

    People were staring at her.

    She noticed it as soon as she crossed the work yard. Heads turning. Voices dropping. A group of women from the laundry stopped talking as she passed and stood watching her with their arms full of wet grey sheets. An old man she didn’t know drew a quick sign in the air with two fingers, the sign the old miners used to ward off the Breath, and hurried away.

    A boy from Block Three, no more than nineteen, darted up beside her, touched her sleeve with one quick finger, and ran off before she could say a word.

    For luck, she realized. He touched me for luck.

    She walked faster.

    There was a checkpoint at the edge of Block Six, the way there was a checkpoint at the edge of every block: a gate, a lock panel, a bored wardsman. Tonight it was Kettering, a big, slow, mostly harmless man who liked to whistle. He held out his hand for her chit without looking up, and Rook gave it to him, and he scanned it and handed it back and touched his ring to the panel to open the gate.

    The panel lit red.

    Kettering’s ring flared.

    Not the steady glow it always gave when it worked a lock. A sudden bright pulse of light, quick and hot, like a heartbeat skipping. Kettering yelped and shook his hand as if he’d burned it. He stared down at the ring. Then he looked at the panel. Then, slowly, he looked up at Rook, standing a step away from him with her bandaged hand at her side.

    “Huh,” he said. “That’s been happening all day.”

    “What has?”

    “Rings. Going funny. Ever since yesterday.” He shook his hand again and squinted at the bead. “Brannock says it’s the Breath. Got into the wiring or something. The warden’s got all of us filling out reports.” He shrugged and waved her through. “Go on, then. Mind the step.”

    Rook went through.

    She didn’t look back. She didn’t run. She walked at exactly the same pace she always walked, through the gate and down the long corridor into Block Six, and she kept her bandaged hand in her pocket the whole way, and she told herself, over and over, that it was the Breath. That it had gotten into the wiring. That it had nothing to do with her.

    She didn’t believe it for a second.

    

    Garrow was waiting in their cell.

    It was a small cell, even for Hollow. Two bunks against two walls, a shelf, a water tap that worked on alternate days, and a single narrow slot of a window high up near the ceiling that showed a sliver of Mordant if you stood on the lower bunk and craned your neck. They had shared it for as long as Rook could remember. Before that, she supposed, she’d been small enough to share his bunk, though she didn’t remember that. Her first memory was of sitting on the floor of this cell with a stub of chalk, drawing stars on the stone, while Garrow sat above her and carved.

    He was carving now. He sat on his bunk with his bad leg stretched out and a lump of soft grey waste-stone in one hand and his little blade in the other, and the floor around his boots was white with dust. He didn’t look up when she came in.

    At the far end of the corridor, the evening bell rang. Lock-in. Rook heard the wardsman coming down the row, heard the click of his ring against each panel, heard each bolt slam home in turn. Bang. Bang. Bang. Their own bolt slammed, and the wardsman’s footsteps went on down the corridor and faded away.

    They were alone.

    “Sit,” Garrow said.

    She sat on her bunk, across from him. He put down the stone and the blade and looked at her, and his eyes were the eyes she remembered from her childhood, the eyes that had looked at her every time she’d come home with a split lip or a bruise she wouldn’t explain. Patient. Heavy. Waiting.

    “Tell me,” he said. “All of it. Leave nothing out.”

    “I already told the warden—”

    “I don’t care what you told the warden. Tell me.”

    So she told him. This time, she didn’t leave anything out. The collapse. Brannock. The Breath. Jory sitting down against the Wall with that awful, gentle smile on his face. Her hand in the hollow. The light, and the air, and the corridor, and the chamber, and the long black figure folded up on its dais.

    When she got to the eye, Garrow went very still.

    When she got to the stars, he stopped breathing.

    “Say that again,” he said. “The middle. The one in the middle.”

    “It was red. All the others were white, but the one in the middle was red. Dark red. Like…” She searched for the word. “Like a wound. And then there was a new light, right at the edge. Small. And something said here. Not out loud. It just… said it. And then the bell rang, and the light went out through the walls, and it was over.”

    Garrow didn’t say anything for a long time. He looked down at the half-carved stone in his lap. She couldn’t tell what it was going to be yet. A bird, maybe. Or a hand.

    “Did anyone take anything from you?” he said at last. “Down there, or after. Did anyone touch your blood?”

    “My blood? Orrin bandaged it. Orrin stitched it.”

    “What did he do with the old bandages?”

    “I don’t know. Burned them, I suppose. Garrow—”

    “The warden came to see you.”

    It wasn’t a question. On Hollow, everyone knew everything within an hour. Rook told him about Sallow, about the nightglass with her blood still dried along its edge, about the questions. About the chit.

    When she held up the card and he read the number on the back, his jaw went tight. She watched the muscle jump in his cheek beneath the grey beard.

    “Three months,” he said.

    “I know.”

    “For one piece of glass.”

    “I know. Garrow, what is going on? What happened down there? Kettering’s ring went off like a firework when I walked past him. Sallow’s did too. They’re saying it’s the Breath in the wiring, but it’s not, is it? It’s me. It’s something about me.” She leaned forward. “You know. I saw your face, at the Wall. You knew what it was the moment you saw it open.”

    “I know enough to be afraid of it.”

    “That’s not an answer.”

    “It’s the only one I’ve got,” Garrow said, “that won’t get you killed.”

    The silence stretched between them. Somewhere down the corridor, someone was coughing, the long wet cough of the deep-shaft miners. The water tap dripped once.

    Then Garrow reached across the narrow space between the bunks and took both of her hands in his. His hands were enormous, scarred and calloused and steady as stone. They had held her hands like this when she was small, to teach her how to grip a pick. To teach her how to make a fist. To teach her how to hold a blade, low and close, so it couldn’t be knocked away.

    So you’ll never need it, he’d said, every time. I teach you so you’ll never need it.

    “I need you to promise me three things,” he said.

    “Garrow—”

    “Three things. Then you can ask me anything you like, and I’ll answer what I can. But first, these three.”

    She looked at him. In twenty-four years, she had never heard him sound like this. Not angry. Not stern. Almost pleading.

    “All right,” she said. “Three things.”

    “One. You don’t go near the Wall again. Not Gallery Nine, not the Undercroft, nowhere near it. If they send you down there on shift, you get sick. You break your own ankle if you have to. You do not go back to that Wall.”

    “All right.”

    “Two. You don’t touch a lock. Any lock. A door panel, a gate, a cell plate, the scanner at the weigh station, nothing. You keep your hands in your pockets and your eyes on the floor, and if a wardsman tells you to open something, you find a way not to.”

    That one was stranger. Prisoners couldn’t work locks anyway. Only rings could. But she nodded.

    “Three.” His grip tightened. “You don’t let anyone take your blood. Anyone. Not the medic, not a wardsman, not the warden, not a friend. If anyone tries, for any reason, with any excuse, you come to me. You come straight to me. Do you understand?”

    Rook almost laughed. She would have, if his face had been any different.

    “Who would want my blood?”

    Garrow didn’t laugh. He didn’t smile. He just held her hands and looked at her, and waited.

    “I promise,” Rook said. “All three. I promise.”

    He let out a long breath and let go of her hands. For a moment he looked so tired that it frightened her more than anything else that had happened in the last two days.

    She could have asked him then. She had a hundred questions crowding up behind her teeth. But the one that came out wasn’t any of the ones she’d planned.

    “My mother,” she said. “Was she like this? Could she do… whatever this is?”

    It was an old question. She had asked it a hundred times when she was small, and he had always given her the same answer, in the same flat voice. Your mother was a prisoner here. She died having you. I never knew her. That was all. That was the whole story of where Rook had come from, and she’d stopped asking somewhere around the age of twelve, because there was nothing more to find in it.

    This time, he didn’t give the answer.

    He looked at her for a long time, and something moved in his face, something old and deep and painful, like a stone shifting at the bottom of a well.

    “Your mother,” Garrow said quietly, “was the bravest person I ever knew.”

    The cell was very quiet.

    “You told me,” Rook said slowly, “that you never knew her.”

    Garrow closed his eyes.

    “I told you a lot of things,” he said.

    “Garrow.”

    “Not tonight.” He picked up the lump of stone again, and the little blade, and his hands were not quite steady. “Soon. I swear it, Rook. On everything I have. But not tonight.”

    He reached up and switched off the light.

    Rook lay awake in the dark for a long time, listening to the scrape of his blade against the stone, listening to the coughing down the corridor, listening to her own heart. Through the narrow slot of the window, a sliver of Mordant glowed faint and purple, and the storms crawled across it the way they always had.

    Somewhere around midnight, the carving stopped.

    She heard him put the stone down on the shelf. Heard him lie back on his bunk, heavily, the way he did when his knee was bad. Heard him breathe out.

    She did not hear him fall asleep. She suspected he never did.

    

    The mess hall in the morning was loud and crowded and steaming, and Rook stopped dead in the doorway when she saw the Long Wall.

    It ran the full length of the hall, a hundred meters of rough grey stone, and it was covered in names. Old ones, mostly, faded almost to nothing, ghosts of chalk that you could only read if you knew they were there. But at the near end, freshly written in a careful, steady hand, there was a new column.

    Thirty-two names, bright white against the stone.

    She read every one. Pella Dunn, who sang in the lift cage every morning, badly, the same three songs, until everyone joined in just to drown her out. Tam Okoro, who had once given Rook half his water ration when she was eleven and had come up from a double shift too dry to speak, and had never mentioned it again. Old Bensa Rusk, who had taught her to play knucklebones when she was six and cheated at every single game, and laughed like a drain every time she got caught.

    Thirty-two people who had been alive two days ago. Who had sat at these tables, and complained about this porridge.

    Brannock’s name was not on the wall. Rook noticed that, too. She put it away with the glass and the chit and the sealed door, in the hard, hot place in her chest where she kept the things she wasn’t allowed to say.

    She didn’t touch the names. Garrow’s second promise was still ringing in her head, and the wall wasn’t a lock, but she kept her hands in her pockets anyway. Then she took her tray and her bowl of grey porridge and went and sat at the end of the long table by the kitchen hatch, where she always sat, and kept her eyes on the porridge.

    Someone sat down across from her.

    Not Jory. Jory was still in the queue, arguing with the cook about the size of his portion. This was a woman Rook had seen around the dome for the last few months but had never spoken to. Forty-something, wiry and weathered, with close-cropped hair going iron grey at the temples and a nose that had been broken at least twice. She had a fading black eye, the kind wardsmen gave you for talking back, and she had the kind of face that looked like it talked back a lot.

    “You’re the one who walked through the wall,” the woman said.

    “I didn’t walk through anything.”

    “That’s not what they’re saying in Block Four.”

    “They’re saying I’m a thousand-year-old Maker in Block Four.”

    “Yes, well. Block Four is mostly idiots.” The woman stuck out a hand across the table. “Nes Calder. Captain Nes Calder, of the good ship Borrowed Hour, currently sitting in the impound yard on the east side of this miserable rock, gathering dust and being ugly without me.”

    Rook looked at the hand. She didn’t shake it.

    Nes took it back without seeming offended. “Smuggler,” she added. “Three months in. Twenty years for running medical supplies to a quarantined world the Empire had decided to let die. Which, I’d like to point out, I did very successfully, right up until the part where I got caught.”

    “Why are you telling me this?”

    “Because I want something, obviously. Nobody on Hollow sits down across from you because they like your face.” Nes leaned in. “I’m in the market for ways through walls, sweetheart. My ship’s eight hundred meters from here, behind a gate and a fence and a docking clamp, and every one of those things has a lock on it. You opened something yesterday that nobody’s opened in a thousand years. I’d like to know how.”

    “I hit it.”

    “Uh-huh.”

    “I was angry. I hit it. It opened. That’s all.”

    “Sure.” Nes picked up her spoon and pointed it at Rook. “Here’s the thing, though. When you walked in just now, three wardsmen looked down at their hands at the exact same time. That one by the door. That one by the hatch. And that one.” She jabbed the spoon toward the far end of the hall. “All three. Same moment. Like somebody had rung a little bell in their fingers.”

    Rook didn’t let anything move in her face. It took everything she had.

    “You’re imagining things.”

    “I’ve been a smuggler for twenty-two years.” Nes smiled. It was a sharp, crooked smile, and it didn’t have much humor in it. “Noticing when wardsmen look at their hands is the whole job.”

    Jory arrived at that moment with his tray, saw Nes, stopped, and looked at Rook with wide, alarmed eyes.

    “This is Nes,” Rook said. “She’s leaving.”

    “I’m not, actually,” Nes said, and shifted over on the bench to make room. “Sit down, kid. You’re the one who was with her, right? The little bird?”

    Jory turned slowly and murderously red.

    “Big Ulf,” he said, “is a liar.”

    “Big Ulf is a lot of things.” Nes went back to her porridge. Without looking up, she added, quietly, “And so is Hesk. And Hesk has been watching you since you walked in.”

    Rook didn’t turn her head. She didn’t need to. She knew exactly where Hesk would be sitting: at the big table under the far window, the one that got the best of the morning light, surrounded by his crew. A big man with a shaved, scarred head and soft, clever hands that had never swung a pick in their lives. Hesk ran the trade in air chits in the lower blocks. Anyone who wanted to buy a few days’ breathing, or sell them, went through Hesk, and Hesk took his cut.

    And Rook had a card in her pocket worth three months of air.

    “He wants to know what your miracle’s worth,” Nes said softly. “Everybody does. You’ve got the whole dome wondering, sweetheart. That’s not a comfortable place to be. Trust me.”

    Before Rook could answer, the speaker in the ceiling crackled.

    The whole mess hall went quiet. Speakers on Hollow meant announcements, and announcements meant trouble. Spoons stopped. Heads tipped up.

    “Good morning.” Warden Sallow’s voice, soft and pleasant and perfectly calm, filled the hall. “Following yesterday’s tragic incident in Gallery Nine, all eight surviving prisoners will report to the infirmary at first bell tomorrow for mandatory Breath screening. Blood samples will be taken from each prisoner. This is a routine precaution for your own health. Thank you for your cooperation.”

    The speaker clicked off.

    Slowly, the noise of the mess hall came back. Spoons scraped. People muttered and shrugged and went back to their porridge. A routine precaution. It meant nothing to them.

    Nes Calder was looking at Rook.

    “Funny,” she said. “Three months I’ve been here. I’ve watched men cough their lungs up into buckets in this place. I’ve watched them carry the fever cases out of Block Two on stretchers. And not once, not one single time, have I ever seen them test anybody’s blood for anything.”

    Rook didn’t answer. She was looking past Nes, past the long tables and the steaming bowls and the bowed heads, to the kitchen hatch.

    Garrow stood there behind the counter, a ladle in his hand, a huge pot of porridge steaming in front of him. He had heard. Of course he had heard. He was looking straight at her across the whole length of the mess hall, and his face was absolutely empty.

    Very slowly, very carefully, he set the ladle down.

    The way you’d set down something that might explode.

    Don’t let anyone take your blood.

    She had made him that promise less than twelve hours ago. Rook had a cold, sinking feeling that she was going to break it.

  
    Chapter 3 — The Throne at Midnight

    Five days’ jump from Hollow, at the very moment the Wall woke up, Lictor-Prime Corvin Hale was standing in a forger’s workshop at the bottom of Zenith, trying to decide whether to let a frightened girl go home.

    The workshop was in the Underspan, the oldest and lowest district of the capital, where the great golden towers of the upper city had been built so close together that sunlight hadn’t touched the streets in three hundred years. Down here the air was warm and wet and tasted of rust. Water dripped from the undersides of bridges a kilometer overhead. The only light came from advertising signs, flickering in a dozen languages, and from the lamps of people who had learned long ago that the Empire didn’t look this far down unless it had a very good reason.

    Tonight it had a reason. His name was Pim Varga, and he was sitting on the floor of his own workshop with his hands on his head and three Lictors standing over him in black and gold.

    “It’s a misunderstanding,” Varga was saying, for the third time. He was a soft, pale man with tiny spectacles and the long, delicate fingers of a watchmaker. “A terrible misunderstanding, Lictor-Prime. I repair jewelry. Rings, mostly. Family pieces. Heirlooms. It’s honest work.”

    Corvin said nothing. He didn’t need to. He simply looked at the workbench.

    It was a beautiful workbench, he had to admit. Clean and orderly, every tool laid out in its place. Tiny files and tweezers and magnifying lenses. A little furnace for melting gold. And laid out in a neat row on a square of black velvet, nine warrant rings.

    They were very good forgeries. The gold was real, and the shape was perfect, right down to the tiny Imperial sunburst stamped inside each band. Each one had a single red bead set into it, glistening like a drop of fresh blood. If you didn’t know what you were looking for, you could have worn one to a ball on Zenith and nobody would have looked twice.

    But Corvin knew what he was looking for. He had worn a true ring every day of his adult life.

    “Your beads are pig’s blood,” he said. “Treated with iron salts so they’ll fool a cheap lock for a few days before they go brown. I imagine you sell them down here to people who need to get through a warded door and can’t afford to wait for a warrant.” He picked up one of the rings and turned it over in the lamplight. “It’s clever work. I’m almost sorry about it.”

    Varga’s face crumpled.

    “And this,” Corvin went on, turning his head, “would be one of your customers.”

    She was standing against the back wall where Dray had put her, a young woman of maybe twenty with a threadbare coat and a face white with terror. She had been at the counter when they broke the door in, with a fistful of coins and a ring halfway onto her finger.

    “My mother is sick,” she said. Her voice shook so badly Corvin could barely understand her. “The hospital won’t let anyone through the gate without a ring. I just wanted to get her through the gate. That’s all. I swear by his blood, that’s all.”

    “Forgery of the Emperor’s blood is treason,” said Lictor Anselm Dray, from beside her. “Purchase of forged blood is treason. The penalty for treason is death.” He said it pleasantly, the way another man might have remarked on the weather. “Shall I, Lictor-Prime? It’ll save the courts the trouble.”

    Dray was tall and fair and very handsome, the kind of handsome that looked good on recruitment posters, and he was the best fighter in Corvin’s squad after Corvin himself. He was also, in Corvin’s private opinion, the kind of man who would one day have to be watched very closely. He enjoyed this part of the job a little too much.

    The girl had begun to cry without making a sound.

    Corvin looked at her.

    He thought of the Oathhouse, where he had grown up. Of the words carved in letters a meter high above its great iron door, words he had walked beneath every day for fifteen years. ORDER IS MERCY. He believed those words. He had built his whole life on them. Without order, there was only the mob, and the fire, and the screaming. He had seen what happened to a world without order. He had been six years old, and he had seen it, and he still saw it sometimes when he closed his eyes.

    But order wasn’t the same thing as killing a frightened girl in a basement because it saved the courts some trouble.

    “Pim Varga will go to the cells to await trial,” he said. “You,” he added to the girl, “were never here. You came to this street looking for a jeweler, you found the shop closed, and you went home. Go home.”

    She stared at him.

    “Lictor-Prime,” Dray said, very politely, “with respect, the law is quite clear—”

    “The law is clear on forgers. On customers it allows discretion.” Corvin didn’t look at him. “I’m exercising it.” He jerked his head toward the broken door. “Go.”

    The girl went. She went so fast she nearly fell, and then she was gone into the dripping dark, and Corvin heard her running footsteps fade away down the alley.

    “Your mother,” he said quietly, to nobody, “should try the charity wards by the old canal. They don’t check rings.”

    Dray was watching him with an expression that was almost a smile. It was not a nice smile.

    “You’re very generous tonight, Lictor-Prime.”

    “I’m very tired tonight, Lictor Dray. Bind the forger. We’re—”

    And then his ring caught fire.

    

    That was what it felt like. Not heat, exactly, but something like it, a sudden blazing pulse that went through the band of gold on his finger and up his arm and straight into his chest. Corvin gasped. He couldn’t help it. He looked down, and the bead in his warrant ring was blazing red, brighter than he had ever seen it, so bright it lit his whole hand from within so that he could see the bones of his own fingers dark against the glow.

    All around the room, the other Lictors were crying out. Dray had clapped his hand to his chest. The youngest of the squad had dropped to one knee. Every ring in the room was burning like a star.

    Every true ring.

    On the workbench, on their square of black velvet, Pim Varga’s nine forgeries lay dark and dead.

    It lasted perhaps two seconds. Then the light faded, all at once, and the rings were just rings again, dull gold with a dark bead in each, and the room was very quiet except for the drip of water and the sound of five Lictors breathing hard.

    Then, from the floor, Pim Varga began to laugh.

    It was a high, thin, hysterical laugh. He was staring at the dead rings on his bench, and at the true rings on the Lictors’ hands, and laughing as if he couldn’t stop.

    “There,” he gasped. “There, you see? You see? All my life. All my life I’ve tried to make them perfect. And the real ones always know. They always know.”

    Nobody told him to be quiet. Nobody moved at all.

    Through the broken door, Corvin could hear the city. Not the usual sound of the Underspan, the hum and drip and distant traffic. Something else. Voices. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, rising from the streets and the bridges and the towers above. Shouts of alarm. Somewhere far overhead, a siren had started to wail.

    Every ring in Zenith, he thought. Not just ours. Every true ring in the city. Maybe every ring in the Empire.

    He had served the Throne for twelve years. He had never heard of anything like it.

    “What,” Dray said, very softly, “in the Emperor’s name, was that?”

    Before Corvin could answer, his ring pulsed again.

    Not a blaze, this time. Three short, cold pulses of light, one after the other, like a knock on a door. Then a pause. Then three more.

    Corvin knew that signal. Every Lictor-Prime who had ever lived knew it. It was the only signal that a Lictor-Prime’s ring could receive that no other ring in the Empire could, and in all his years of service Corvin had felt it exactly twice.

    The Throne was calling him.

    “Lictor Dray,” he said. “Take the forger to the cells. Then take the squad to the Verity, fuel her, arm her, and wait for me. Be ready to leave the moment I arrive.”

    Dray’s pale eyebrows rose. “Leave for where?”

    “I don’t know yet,” Corvin said, and went out into the dark.

    

    His skiff was waiting on the bridge above the workshop, a narrow black dart with the Imperial sunburst on its nose. He climbed in and took it up.

    Up and up, out of the Underspan, through the forest of iron struts and dripping bridges, past the lower towers where the workers lived in a thousand stacked windows, and on, up into the light.

    Zenith opened around him like a flower.

    He had lived his whole life in the capital, and it still stole his breath every time. The city covered the entire world. From pole to pole, from ocean floor to mountain top, there was nothing but Zenith: towers of white stone and gold glass climbing kilometers into the sky, linked by soaring bridges and floating gardens and rivers of light where ten million skiffs and shuttles flowed along their invisible lanes. The great noble Houses of the Empire each kept a spire here, a hundred of them, crowned with their colors: green and silver, deep blue, black and red. At night the whole planet glowed so brightly that from orbit, people said, it looked like a second sun.

    Tonight, it looked frightened.

    Corvin could see it as he flew. Crowds on the bridges, stopped dead, staring at their hands. People leaning out of windows and off balconies, shouting to each other across the gulfs between the towers. Traffic snarled in the sky-lanes as drivers pulled over to look at their rings. Sirens wailing from three directions at once. The great public screens on the sides of the towers, which normally showed the Emperor’s seal turning slowly against a field of gold, had gone dark, every one of them, as if the whole city was holding its breath and waiting for someone to tell it what had just happened.

    Corvin didn’t know either. He kept his eyes on the sky ahead and flew faster.

    High above everything, so high it was hard to tell it was there at all, a long black shape blotted out a stretch of stars. It hung in orbit over the capital the way it had hung there for as long as anyone could remember, three kilometers of dark, gleaming glass, utterly still. A Leviathan. One of the twelve great warships the Makers had left behind. The ships that had ended the last great war in a single year. The ships that obeyed no one but the Emperor.

    There had been a time, Corvin knew, when worlds that defied the Throne had looked up and seen a shape like that blotting out their stars. None of those worlds were defying anyone anymore.

    And ahead of him, at the very top of the world, stood the Undying Palace.

    It crowned the highest mountain on Zenith, so high above the clouds that the air around it was thin and cold and clear as glass. It was built of white stone that glowed softly from within, and it had no walls and no gates that anyone could see, only terraces and colonnades and gardens climbing up the mountain in great shining steps, up and up to the final summit, where a slender tower of dark nightglass rose into the stars.

    That was where the Emperor lived. That was where the Emperor had lived for a thousand years.

    Corvin landed on the Lictors’ terrace, saluted the two guards at the colonnade, and went in at a run.

    

    He had expected the throne room. Every other time he had been summoned, it had been to the throne room, that vast hall of white and gold where the Undying Throne stood on its dais beneath a window that looked out over the whole of Zenith. He had knelt there twice. Both times, the Emperor had spoken to him from the throne, and both times Corvin had kept his eyes on the floor and listened to that soft, calm voice and felt, for a little while, as if he were standing in sunlight.

    Tonight, the throne room was empty.

    A Lictor he didn’t know met him at its doors, an older woman with a scarred face who said nothing at all, only beckoned. He followed her up a long spiral stair he had never climbed before, up and up through the heart of the dark tower, until his legs burned and his breath came short. Then she stopped at a plain wooden door, opened it, and stood aside.

    Corvin stepped through, and the stars came down around him.

    The room at the top of the tower was a dome, and the dome was nightglass, and the nightglass was clear. He had never seen anything like it. From outside, the tower was black. From inside, it might as well not have been there at all. The whole sky arched above him, close and enormous and burning with stars, so clear and bright that for a moment he felt as if he had stepped off the top of the world and into empty space.

    In the center of the room stood a round table, also made of nightglass. And above the table, glowing in the air, was a map.

    It was a web. Hundreds of points of white light, scattered across the empty air above the table like dust in a sunbeam, each one joined to its neighbors by fine threads of gold. It was beautiful. It was enormous, filling the dome from edge to edge. And at its center, one light burned brighter than all the others. It burned red, a deep and steady red, like a coal at the heart of a fire.

    Corvin knew what it was without being told. Every Lictor knew. The Lantern web. The great network of Maker beacons that held the Four Hundred Worlds together, that let ships jump from star to star, that made the Empire possible at all. And the red light in the center was Zenith. The heart of the web. The heart of everything.

    A man was standing on the far side of the table, looking up into the map, with his back to the door.

    He was barefoot. That was the first thing Corvin noticed, and for some reason it was the thing he would remember longest. He was barefoot on the cold glass floor, and he wore a plain grey robe, the kind a monk might wear, and his hair was ash-blond and a little too long, curling at the back of his neck. A cup of tea sat on the edge of the table beside him, untouched. It had stopped steaming a long time ago.

    Corvin dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

    “Majesty.”

    There was no answer. The man at the table didn’t turn around. He went on looking up into the web of stars, and the silence stretched until Corvin could hear his own heart beating.

    “Stand up, Corvin,” the Emperor said at last. “And come here. I want you to see something.”

    

    Corvin stood, and walked around the table, and stopped a respectful three paces from the most powerful man in the history of humanity.

    Aurel, the Undying, Emperor of the Four Hundred Worlds, looked about forty years old. He had looked about forty years old for a thousand years. He had a pleasant, unremarkable face, the kind of face you might pass on a bridge without noticing, with fine lines at the corners of his eyes as if he smiled often. His eyes were the color of old honey. They were kind eyes. That was what everyone said, the few people who had ever been close enough to see them. He has such kind eyes.

    He wore no crown. He wore no ring. He didn’t need one.

    “Do you know what this is?” the Emperor asked, nodding at the glowing web above them.

    “The Lantern network, Majesty.”

    “That’s what we call it. It’s a useful name.” Aurel lifted one hand and touched a point of white light. It brightened under his finger, and a name appeared beside it in small golden letters. He moved his hand, and another name lit, and another. “But it’s more than that. Every one of these lights is a world, and every world is full of doors. Doors to vaults and armories and ships and palaces. And every one of those doors answers to one thing.” He lowered his hand. “This, Corvin, is a map of my blood.”

    Corvin said nothing. There was nothing to say.

    “Tonight,” the Emperor said softly, “one of those doors answered to someone else.”

    He reached out across the table. Far out, almost to the edge of the dome, past the last thick clusters of light, to a place where the web grew thin and ragged and the golden threads stretched long between scattered points. And there, at the very edge, almost lost in the dark, was a light that was not like the others.

    It was small. It was faint. And it was flickering, very slowly, like a candle at the edge of a map, as if something there was still ringing.

    One word glowed beside it in small golden letters: Hollow.

    “I know the name, Majesty,” Corvin said slowly. “A prison moon. Nightglass mines. The very edge of the Empire.”

    “The very edge,” Aurel agreed. “Five days by Lantern from where we stand.” He was still looking at the flickering light. “An hour ago, something on Hollow opened a Maker door. Not with a ring. Not with a warrant. With the Seal itself. The full Seal. And when it did, the door rang like a bell, and every ring in my Empire heard it ring.”

    The Seal. Every child on four hundred worlds learned about it before they learned to read. A warrant ring held a single drop of the Emperor’s blood, enough to open the doors he chose to let you open. But the Seal was the Emperor’s blood itself, living and whole, and it opened everything. Every lock. Every ship. Every Maker machine ever found. It was the key to the Empire, and there was only one of it, and it had never been anywhere but here.

    Corvin felt the floor shift beneath his feet. Years of training held his face still.

    “That’s not possible,” he heard himself say.

    “No,” said the Emperor. “It isn’t.”

    He turned away from the map, at last, and looked at Corvin directly for the first time. In the starlight, his kind eyes were very calm. Very steady. There was nothing in them at all that Corvin could read.

    “There is only one Seal, Corvin,” Aurel said. “And I am wearing it.”

    

    Afterward, Corvin would try to remember exactly what the Emperor had said next, and find that he couldn’t, quite. He remembered the shape of it. He remembered the soft voice, unhurried, laying out his orders one by one like stones on a table. But his mind had been racing too fast to hold every word.

    He remembered the important parts.

    “You will take the Verity and your own squad. No one else. You will go to Hollow, and you will find whatever opened that door. It may be a relic, some Maker device that has woken up and started misbehaving after a thousand years in the dark. It may be a trick, a forgery cleverer than any we’ve seen. It may be something else.”

    “Something else, Majesty?”

    “Something that should not exist.” The Emperor said it simply, without emphasis. “Whatever it is, you will bring it to me. Intact. And if it is alive, Corvin, you will bring it to me alive.”

    Corvin hesitated. “Majesty. If it’s a person, if someone has found a way to counterfeit the Seal, the law—”

    “The law is mine, Corvin.” Aurel smiled, very slightly. It was a gentle smile, almost apologetic. “I am telling you what it says tonight.”

    Corvin bowed his head. “Yes, Majesty.”

    “You will tell no one where you are going, or why. Not the noble Houses. Not my ministers. Not the Bloodletters.” A small pause. “Especially not the Bloodletters. Not even the High Mother.”

    That startled Corvin enough that he looked up. The Bloodletters were the Emperor’s most intimate servants, the holy order who drew his sacred blood and made the warrant rings from it. The High Mother had stood at the Emperor’s side for forty years. If there was anyone in the Empire the Throne trusted completely, it was her.

    The Emperor saw the question in his face, and didn’t answer it.

    “By morning,” he went on, “my ministers will announce that a resonance fault occurred in the network tonight. Unfortunate. Harmless. Already repaired. It will be on every screen on every world, and people will grumble, and then they will forget. As for Hollow, Hollow will have had a mine disaster. Prisoners die in mines every day. No one will think about it twice.”

    “And what I find there, Majesty?”

    “You will bring to me, and only to me.” Aurel turned back to the map. The faint light at the edge of the web was still flickering, slower now, dimmer, like a heartbeat slowing down. “How fast can the Verity reach Hollow?”

    Corvin calculated. “Five days by the standard lanes. Four, if I push the drives.”

    “Push them.”

    “Yes, Majesty.”

    He bowed, and stepped back, and turned to go. He was almost at the door when the Emperor spoke again, without turning around.

    “Corvin.”

    He stopped. “Majesty?”

    “Whoever they are, they will be frightened. Frightened things bite.” The soft voice did not change. “Don’t let anyone harm it. And whatever happens, whatever you find, don’t let anyone draw its blood. No one draws its blood but me.”

    Corvin stood in the doorway for a moment, waiting for more. There was no more. Only later would he notice that the Emperor had begun with they, and ended with it.

    The last thing he saw, as the plain wooden door swung shut between them, was the Emperor of the Four Hundred Worlds standing barefoot in the starlight with his back to the room, looking up at that small, faint, flickering light at the edge of everything. His right hand rested on the edge of the glass table beside the cold cup of tea.

    It was pressed flat against the glass. So hard that the knuckles had gone white.

    

    Dray was waiting for him on the Lictors’ terrace, leaning against the colonnade with his arms folded.

    “The forger’s in the cells,” he said. “The squad’s aboard the Verity. She’s fueled and armed and the crew are at their stations, and every one of them wants to know what we’re doing.” He pushed himself off the pillar. “So do I, frankly. The whole city’s gone mad. They’re saying the Lanterns are failing. They’re saying it’s an omen. A preacher on one of the low bridges is telling everyone the Makers are coming back.”

    “It was a resonance fault in the network,” Corvin said. “Unfortunate. Harmless. Already repaired.”

    Dray studied him.

    “Was it,” he said.

    “It will be announced in the morning.”

    “And where are we going, while it’s being announced?”

    “Hollow,” Corvin said.

    Dray blinked. For once, he seemed genuinely surprised. “The prison moon? Tonight? While every ring on Zenith is—” He stopped himself. Corvin watched him think it through. Dray was cruel, and ambitious, and a great many other things Corvin didn’t like, but he was not stupid. “The Lictor-Prime of the Empire,” he said slowly, “and his personal squad. Sent in the middle of the night to the very edge of nowhere. To a moon full of miners and murderers.” His pale eyes narrowed. “What, exactly, is on Hollow?”

    “Ours is not to wonder,” Corvin said. “Ours is to obey.”

    It was the second line of the Lictors’ oath. Every one of them had sworn it at fifteen, kneeling on the cold stone floor of the Oathhouse with a fresh ring on their finger. Dray’s jaw tightened, just slightly. Then he touched two fingers to his heart in salute.

    “By his blood,” he said.

    “For his blood,” Corvin answered. “Go. I’ll be ten minutes behind you.”

    

    He took the long way back to the hangar.

    He didn’t know why, exactly. He told himself it was to clear his head. The truth was that he needed to walk, needed to move, needed a few minutes alone to think about what he had just seen and heard before he climbed aboard the Verity and had to be the Lictor-Prime again, calm and certain and in command.

    There is only one Seal. And I am wearing it.

    He walked through the long gallery where the statues of a hundred great Lictors stood in their alcoves, carved in white stone, each with one hand on the hilt of a sword. He walked past the fountain where the water fell upward. He walked down the long colonnade toward the last gate, where the public parts of the palace ended and the private parts began.

    The gate was a great arch of white stone, and beside it, set into the wall, was a door.

    Corvin had walked past that door perhaps a thousand times. It was a plain iron door, old and black and unremarkable, the only plain thing in the whole shining palace. It had no handle and no lock panel. Two guards always stood before it, in plain dark armor with no insignia at all. They were chosen for life, people said, and never spoke to anyone. In all his years at the palace, Corvin had never once seen that door open. He had never once been told what lay behind it. He had never once asked.

    Tonight, it was open.

    He stopped in the shadow of a pillar without quite knowing why.

    Beyond the open door, a stair led down. It was narrow and steep and very old, much older than the shining palace around it, cut from dark stone and lit by small red lamps set into the walls. It went down and down and turned out of sight, and a cold breath of air came up out of it, smelling of stone and something else, something sharp and clean and medical.

    And down that stair, in a slow and silent line, the Bloodletters were going.

    There were eight of them. Corvin counted. They wore the long grey robes of their order, with the deep red hoods drawn up so that their faces were hidden in shadow. Each of them carried a silver case in both hands, held carefully out in front of them, the way you might carry something precious. They moved without speaking, one after another, through the open door and down the narrow stair, their soft slippers making no sound at all on the stone.

    The last of them, just before she stepped through the doorway, turned her head.

    She was young. Younger than Corvin. He caught a glimpse of a pale, thin face beneath the red hood, and dark eyes that found him at once in the shadow of the pillar, as if she had known he was there all along. For a single heartbeat, she looked at him.

    He had seen that look before. He had seen it earlier that night, in the forger’s workshop at the bottom of the city, on the face of a girl with a ring halfway onto her finger.

    It was fear.

    Then she was gone, down into the red-lit dark. The two silent guards stepped forward, and the old iron door swung slowly shut behind her, and closed with a deep, heavy sound that Corvin felt in the soles of his feet.

    He stood there in the shadow of the pillar for longer than he meant to.

    It was only later, walking through the hangar toward the black shape of the Verity, that he realized what had been bothering him. It was the cases. The silver cases the Bloodletters had carried. They had held them so carefully, so reverently, out in front of them in both hands. But they had carried them easily. Lightly. Swinging, just a little, with every step.

    The way you would carry a case that was empty.

    Corvin Hale had guarded the Undying Palace for twelve years. In all that time, he had never once wondered what lay beneath it.

    Tonight, for the first time, he did.

  
    Chapter 4 — The Spine

    First bell on Hollow wasn’t a bell. It was a buzz, flat and ugly, that came out of a speaker in every corridor at the same moment and went on for exactly as long as it took to make you hate it.

    Rook was already awake when it came. She had been awake for hours, lying on her bunk in the dark with her hands folded on her chest, listening to Garrow not sleep.

    “Up,” he said, the moment the buzz stopped.

    She got up. He was sitting on the edge of his bunk, fully dressed, boots laced, as if he had been waiting for the bell the way a man waits for a verdict. On the shelf behind him, the little stone carving had grown wings in the night. A bird, then. Its head was still a blank lump.

    “Say it back to me,” Garrow said.

    “Orrin does the draw. I sit down, I roll up my sleeve, I look bored.” She pulled on her jacket. “When he’s done, my vial goes up his sleeve and a vial of his own blood goes in the rack. Then I walk out.”

    “And if anyone asks you anything?”

    “I’m stupid. I don’t know anything. I hit a wall and it opened, and I’ve been having nightmares ever since.”

    “That last part’s true,” Garrow said.

    She didn’t answer. It was.

    He had come back from the kitchens the night before with the plan already made, the way he always did, as if he’d carried it around in his pocket for years and only now taken it out. Orrin Fesk owed him. Rook didn’t know for what. Something to do with the fever winter when she was nine, when half of Block Two had died and Orrin had very nearly been one of them. Whatever it was, it was enough. Orrin would draw eight vials of blood, and seven of them would go up the Spine to the warden. The eighth would go into the infirmary furnace.

    “It’ll work,” Rook said.

    “It might.” Garrow stood, wincing as his knee took his weight. He looked down at her, and she thought he was going to say something else. Instead he reached out and tugged her collar straight, the way he used to when she was small.

    “Stay stupid,” he said. “It’s the hardest thing in the world for you. Do it anyway.”

    

    The infirmary was crowded and too quiet.

    All eight of them were there, in a ragged line along the wall. Big Ulf, with a fresh scab across his scalp and his arms folded like a man waiting to be insulted. The Kell brothers, side by side, not talking. Sana, very small, chewing her thumbnail. Tobin, who didn’t look at anyone. Old Hettie, sitting on the end of a cot because she flatly refused to stand. And Jory, who had planted himself next to Rook and was vibrating with the effort of not saying anything.

    He lasted about a minute.

    “I don’t like needles,” he whispered.

    “Nobody likes needles.”

    “I really don’t like them. I faint. I once fainted at a needle that wasn’t even for me. It was for a man on the other side of the room. I just saw it, and down I went. Like a tree.”

    “A little tree,” Rook said. “A very light little tree.”

    “I hate you.”

    At the far end of the hall, Orrin Fesk was laying out his tools on a steel tray. Eight glass vials in a wooden rack. Eight needles. A roll of gauze. He worked slowly and carefully, as always, and he didn’t look at Rook once. That was good. That was right. But she saw that his hands were shaking, very slightly, and she saw him notice it, and press them flat against the tray until they stopped.

    Then the door at the end of the hall opened, and Warden Sallow walked in.

    Nobody had said he was coming. Rook could see it in the way Orrin went rigid, in the way the two wardsmen at the door straightened up as if someone had yanked a string in their spines. Sallow came down the hall at his usual unhurried pace, neat and grey and smelling of soap, with a third wardsman at his heels carrying a small silver case.

    The third wardsman was Brannock.

    Something went hot and tight in Rook’s chest. She kept her face blank. Stay stupid. She looked at the floor.

    “Good morning,” Sallow said pleasantly, to the room in general. “Please, don’t let me interrupt, Medic Fesk. I’m only here to observe. The Breath is a serious matter. I like to see these things done properly.”

    He pulled a chair from beside an empty cot, set it at the end of Orrin’s table, and sat. He crossed his legs. He folded his hands on his knee. He watched.

    Orrin began.

    He did Big Ulf first, then the Kells. He worked fast and neatly, finding the vein, sliding in the needle, filling each vial with a dark red thread, capping it, labeling it in his small, cramped handwriting. Each vial went into the rack. Sallow watched every one. Hettie was fourth. She cursed Orrin steadily and inventively the whole time, and Sallow smiled faintly, like a man watching a play he had seen before and liked.

    Sana fainted halfway through hers. Jory, watching, went a delicate shade of green and sat down very fast on the floor. But he didn’t faint, and when his turn came he held out his arm with his eyes screwed shut and an expression of tremendous dignity, and Rook was absurdly proud of him.

    Then it was her turn.

    She sat. She rolled up her left sleeve. She looked at the wall. Orrin tied a strip of rubber around her arm and tapped the inside of her elbow, looking for the vein, and he still didn’t look at her face, and she could feel how carefully he wasn’t.

    The needle went in. It didn’t hurt much. She watched the vial fill, dark and red. It looked like anyone’s blood. It looked like nothing at all.

    Orrin capped it. He turned, just a little, putting his shoulder between the vial and the warden’s chair. It was smoothly done. Rook had watched the pickpockets in Block Four work, and this was as good as any of them. His hand dipped toward his sleeve—

    “Medic,” Sallow said.

    Orrin froze.

    “The vial, please.” The warden hadn’t moved. He was still sitting with his legs crossed and his hands folded on his knee, and his voice was as soft as ever. “The one in your hand. Not the one in your sleeve.”

    The infirmary went silent. Even Hettie stopped muttering.

    Orrin turned around. His face was the color of the gauze on his tray. In one hand was Rook’s vial. In the cuff of his other sleeve, where everyone could now see it, was the glint of a second.

    “I don’t know what you mean, Warden,” he said.

    “Of course you don’t.” Sallow held out a hand. “Brannock, would you?”

    Brannock took the vial out of Orrin’s fingers. He wasn’t gentle. Then he pulled the second vial from Orrin’s sleeve and held it up to the light so everyone could see it, and handed them both to the warden.

    Sallow held them side by side, one in each hand, with mild interest. Then he lifted the one Orrin had tried to hide, the one that held Rook’s blood, and brought it close to his right hand. Close to the warrant ring with its two red beads.

    The beads flickered. Just for an instant. Like candles when a door opens somewhere in the house.

    Sallow saw it. Of course he did. He looked at the ring, and then at the vial, and then, finally, at Rook, and something bright and hungry moved behind his pale eyes and was gone again.

    “I don’t blame you, Medic,” he said. “I think you’ve been very kind. Misguided, but kind. I’m sure someone asked you nicely.” He set Orrin’s vial back on the tray and laid Rook’s in the silver case Brannock held open for him, alone, in a slot lined with velvet. He snapped the case shut. “Wardsmen, take Medic Fesk down to Gallery Twelve, please. I think a month on the deep shift will remind him whose infirmary this is.”

    “Warden—” Orrin began.

    “Gallery Twelve is very hot this time of year,” Sallow said. “Do try to drink plenty of water.”

    Two wardsmen took Orrin by the arms. He didn’t fight. As they walked him past, he looked at Rook for the first time that morning, and she braced herself for hate, for blame. But all she saw in his thin, patchy face was fear, and something that might have been an apology.

    Then he was gone.

    Gallery Twelve. Everyone knew what that meant. It was the deepest working level on Hollow, so deep the rock was hot to the touch, and men came up from a shift there with cracked lips and swollen tongues. A month of that, for a man Orrin’s age—

    Because of me, she thought. Because he tried to help me.

    “The rest of you may go,” Sallow said, rising and smoothing his grey uniform. “Thank you all for your cooperation. Prisoner Rook, you’ll walk with me. I’d like to have a little talk.”

    

    Rook had lived her whole life in the shadow of the Spine, and she had never once been inside it.

    There was a single lift at its heart, a cage of polished brass, and Sallow rode it up with Rook beside him and Brannock and another wardsman behind. Nobody spoke. The lift hummed. Through its bars, Rook watched floors slide past: offices, storerooms, a barracks full of wardsmen playing cards, an armory with racks of rifles behind a mesh door. Then floors that were nothing but machinery, banks of humming steel cabinets and thick black cables climbing the walls like vines.

    Then the lift stopped, and the doors opened, and Rook forgot to breathe.

    The warden’s office was at the very top of the Spine, and it was made of windows.

    Glass on every side, floor to ceiling, so that the whole room seemed to float above the dome. She could see everything. The cell blocks spreading out below like the rings a stone makes in a pond. The work yards. The weigh sheds. The laundry, tiny and grey, with steam curling off its roof. The mess hall where thirty-two names were chalked on the wall. And beyond them all, at the far edge of the crater, the dark mouth of the mine, where the lift cages went down, and down, and down.

    Above it all, so close she felt she could reach out and touch it, was the dome’s great roof of scarred glass, and through it, filling half the sky, Mordant.

    From the ground, the gas giant had always looked like a bruise. From up here, it looked alive. Its storms turned slowly, purple and gold and sour green, and she could see lightning flickering deep inside them, silent flashes in clouds the size of worlds.

    “It’s something, isn’t it?” Sallow said. “I’ve had this office twenty years, and I still stop to look at it every morning.” He crossed to a broad desk of dark wood in the center of the room. “Please. Sit.”

    She didn’t sit. She was looking at the wall behind the desk. It was the only part of the room that wasn’t glass: a single panel of black steel that ran from one side of the office to the other, and it was covered in lights. Thousands of them. Tiny points of red and green, in long rows and columns, some steady, some blinking.

    “The lock board,” Sallow said, without turning. “Every lock on Hollow, wired up here to me. Every cell. Every gate. Every lift and every blast door in the mine.” He set the silver case on the desk and opened it. “Red is locked. Green is open. If I wanted to, I could open every door on this moon from where I’m standing. People like to say the warden of Hollow holds the keys.” He smiled faintly. “It isn’t a figure of speech.”

    Rook found the lock board horribly interesting. She made herself look away from it.

    Sallow lifted out her vial. In the bright light, the blood looked almost black. He turned it between his fingers, the way he had turned the nightglass in the infirmary.

    “Do you know what this cost me?” he said. He wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at his ring. “These two drops. I was a clerk once, on a world you’ll never see. Eleven years I worked for my first bead. Eleven years of yes, sir and of course, sir, of standing at the back of rooms while better-born men decided things. My second bead cost me everything else. Every favor I was ever owed. Every friend I ever had. All so that I could sit in a glass room at the end of the Empire and open doors.”

    He unstopped the vial and tipped it, very gently, over a small square of black glass set into the top of his desk. A lock plate. A single drop trembled at the rim, swelled, and fell.

    It struck the glass.

    The lock didn’t click, the way locks clicked when a wardsman’s ring touched them. It sang. One high, clear note, like a wet fingertip run around the rim of a glass, and the plate lit gold from edge to edge, those same fine branching patterns Rook had seen spread across the Wall. The desk drawer shot open by itself so hard it banged against its stops.

    And every ring in the room blazed.

    Sallow’s two beads lit up like coals in a forge. Behind Rook, Brannock swore and clutched his hand. The other wardsman yelped. For a heartbeat all three rings burned so brightly that Rook could see them reflected in the glass walls, three small red suns hanging in the window over Mordant.

    Then the light faded. The note faded. The lock plate went dark.

    On the black steel wall behind the desk, every one of the thousands of tiny lights flickered at once, like an eye blinking.

    Nobody said a word.

    Sallow set the vial down on his desk, carefully, as if it might shatter. He looked at it. Then he looked at his own right hand, at the ring with its two red beads, and in that moment Rook saw something on his face she had never expected to see there.

    Grief.

    It was gone almost at once. When he looked up at her again, he was smiling.

    “Eleven years,” he said softly. “And you’ve got five liters of it walking around in a prison smock.”

    “I don’t know what it is,” Rook said. It was the truest thing she had ever told him. “I don’t know what any of this is.”

    “No. I don’t suppose you do.” He sat down and leaned back in his chair and studied her across the desk, and his eyes were very bright. “I’m not sure I do either. But I know what it’s worth. For a clerk, that’s more than enough.”

    He took a sheet of paper and a pen from the drawer her blood had opened.

    “Here is what’s going to happen,” he said, writing. “You’re going to go back to your block. You’re going to work your shifts. You’re going to be the same quiet, sensible girl you’ve been for twenty-four years. Your air ration is doubled, as of today, as a reward for your cooperation. Everyone will assume you’ve become my little informer. They’ll hate you for it, and they’ll leave you alone.” He signed with a flourish. “And in a few days, you’ll take a little trip.”

    “Where?”

    “Somewhere with a sky.” He smiled at her. “Isn’t that what all of you want?”

    Rook said nothing. Her hands had curled into fists. Sallow glanced at them, and his smile widened a little.

    “I’d ask you not to go opening any doors in the meantime,” he said. “I don’t think you’d get far. This is a moon. There’s nowhere to run.” He folded the paper. “But in case you’re tempted, I’d like you to remember a few things. Jory Tenn works Gallery Four. The roof in Gallery Four has never been sound. Your friend Hettie is very old. And the man you share a cell with has a bad knee, and works in a kitchen full of boiling water and very sharp knives.” He held out the folded paper. “Accidents happen on Hollow every day. You know that better than anyone.”

    She took the paper. Her hand didn’t shake. She was proud of that, later.

    “Brannock will see you down,” Sallow said, and turned his chair to look at Mordant.

    

    Brannock didn’t speak in the lift. Neither did she. They rode down past the cables and the racked rifles and the card-playing wardsmen, and he walked her across the open floor of the dome toward Block Six, a step behind and to her left, the way wardsmen always walked.

    Halfway across the work yard, she stopped and turned around.

    “Their names are on the wall,” she said.

    Brannock looked at her. Up close, he was younger than she’d thought. Thirty, maybe. He had small eyes and a heavy, sullen face, and a shaving cut on his jaw.

    “Thirty-two names,” Rook said. “In the mess hall. You should go and read them sometime. Yours isn’t there.”

    Something moved in his face. For a second, she thought it might even be shame.

    Then he shoved her, hard, in the chest, so that she stumbled back two steps.

    “Protocol,” he said thickly. “Walk.”

    She walked.

    He left her at the Block Six gate, and she went on alone, past Kettering, who didn’t meet her eyes, and down the long corridor toward the washhouse. Her arm ached where the needle had gone in. Her head was full of the warden’s soft voice. Jory Tenn works Gallery Four. She needed to wash. She needed to stand under hot water and scrub until she couldn’t feel his eyes on her skin. Then she needed to find Garrow.

    The washhouse was a long, low cavern of wet stone, thick with steam. Iron tubs lined the walls, and above them fat copper pipes ran along the ceiling, sweating and dripping, carrying hot water up from the boilers below. At this hour of the morning it should have been empty.

    It wasn’t.

    Hesk was sitting on the rim of a tub with his legs crossed, exactly the way the warden had sat in the infirmary, and he was smiling.

    

    There were five of them. Hesk, and four of his crew, big men with shaved heads, spread out along the walls. One of them stepped in behind her and pulled the washhouse door shut. Rook heard it thud.

    “There she is,” Hesk said. “The warden’s new pet.”

    He was softer than his crew, with a broad, scarred head and small, clever hands. He wore a good coat, real wool, the kind nobody on Hollow could afford, and on his little finger he wore a ring of his own: plain brass, no bead. A joke ring. He liked people to see him touch it.

    “Hesk,” Rook said. “I just want to wash.”

    “And so you shall. Plenty of water. Plenty of time.” He got to his feet. “Three months of air, they tell me. For one little piece of glass. Then a private chat with the warden, up in his pretty tower. Now that’s a career, that is. That’s the career I could have had, if I’d been born with your face.” He spread his soft hands. “I run the air on this moon, girl. Everybody knows that. You want to sell, you sell to me. You want to buy, you buy from me. You don’t go walking up the Spine and cutting your own deals with the man who owns the scales.”

    “I didn’t cut any deal.”

    “Then you won’t mind handing over the chit.” He held out his hand. “Call it your entry fee. We’ll discuss the rest of your earnings later.”

    Rook looked at his hand. She looked at the four men around her, and the shut door, and the steam curling up off the tubs.

    Garrow had taught her to fight from the time she was seven. Every week, in the dead hour after lock-in, in the cramped space between their bunks. Low and close. Never fair. Make them come to you. Hurt the first one so badly the rest think twice. And every week, he had ended the lesson the same way. I teach you so you’ll never need it.

    She had never really needed it. A few scuffles in the yard. A boy in Block Three who had grabbed her when she was fourteen and walked with a limp for a month afterward. On Hollow, if you were careful and kept your head down and never volunteered, you could go a long time without needing it.

    She was so tired of keeping her head down.

    “No,” she said.

    Hesk sighed, as if she had disappointed him deeply. Then he nodded to the man behind her.

    She heard him coming. She’d been listening for it. She dropped and turned in one movement, and his big arms closed on empty air where her neck had been, and she drove her elbow up into the soft place under his ribs with every ounce of weight she had. The breath went out of him in a whoosh. He folded. She grabbed the back of his head and helped him the rest of the way down, face-first into the rim of the nearest iron tub. He hit it with a sound like a dropped pot, and didn’t get up.

    Hurt the first one so badly the rest think twice.

    The rest didn’t think twice. They came at her together.

    The next two minutes were the longest of Rook’s life. Afterward she would remember them only in pieces, the way you remember a fever. A fist out of the steam that caught her cheekbone and filled her head with white light. Her own fist going into somebody’s throat. Slipping on the wet stone and rolling, and a boot slamming down where her head had been. A wooden laundry paddle snatched from the edge of a tub and swung with both hands, and the crack it made against somebody’s knee, and the scream.

    Two down. Two left. And Hesk, back by the tubs with his arms folded, watching, the way he might watch two dogs in a pit.

    One of the two had a knife.

    She never saw where it came from. A short, ugly blade, ground down from some scrap of mining steel. He held it low, the way Garrow had taught her to hold one, and she knew right then that he had done this before. She backed away. He came after her, feinting left, then right. She swung the paddle and he slipped it easily, and the knife flicked out and opened her left forearm from the wrist almost to the elbow.

    It didn’t hurt. Not yet. It was cold, and then wet, and then she was looking down at her arm and the blood was coming out of it, bright red, running down her fingers and dripping onto the stone.

    The paddle fell out of her hand.

    The other man caught her from behind, both arms locked around her chest, and lifted her off her feet. She kicked. She threw her head back and felt it connect with something, a nose maybe, and heard him grunt, but he didn’t let go. The knifeman stepped in close. Over his shoulder, she saw Hesk unfold his arms and come toward her, smiling, one soft hand held out for the chit.

    Then the washhouse door banged open, and a voice said, “Oh, now we’re talking.”

    Nes Calder came through the steam like a ship through a storm.

    She had a laundry paddle of her own, the long heavy kind they used to stir the boiling vats, and she swung it like a woman who had done this many times, in many places, and enjoyed it every time. The first blow caught the knifeman across the back of the head. He went down like a sack of ore. The second caught the man holding Rook across the shoulder, and he yelled and let go, and Rook dropped and rolled and came up beside Nes, gasping, her arm streaming red.

    “Morning, sweetheart,” Nes said. “You look terrible.”

    “Where did you—”

    “I work the laundry. This is the laundry.” Nes hefted the paddle. “Also, I’ve been following you since you came down the Spine, because I’m nosy. Duck.”

    Rook ducked. The paddle whistled over her head and cracked into the man she’d headbutted, who had been coming at them both with his hands out. He reeled back into the tubs.

    That should have been the end of it. Four of Hesk’s crew were down or staggering, and Hesk was standing alone by the tubs, and at long last the odds had tipped her way.

    Then the door at the far end of the washhouse opened, and six more of Hesk’s men walked in.

    Nes looked at them. Then she looked at Rook.

    “Well,” she said. “That’s inconvenient.”

    They backed up. There was nowhere to back up to. The six new men spread out across the room, and the ones on the floor were getting up, and Hesk was laughing now, a soft, delighted laugh. Rook’s back hit the wall. The stone was hot and wet behind her. Her arm was bleeding badly, her head was ringing, and her legs had started to feel strange and very far away.

    Beside her, set into the wall, was a door.

    A small iron door with a faded yellow stripe painted across it. Rook had walked past it every day of her life without looking at it twice. It led down to the boiler room, where the hot water came from. Only wardsmen went down there. It had a lock plate, a square of black glass at chest height, the same as every lock on Hollow.

    You don’t touch a lock. Any lock.

    She had promised. Two nights ago, in the dark, with his hands around hers. She had promised him.

    Hesk’s men were coming.

    Rook slapped her bleeding hand flat against the glass.

    The lock sang. That same clear, high note she had heard at the top of the Spine, ringing out through the steam, and the plate flashed gold under her palm, and the door swung open so hard it slammed against the wall. Hot, dry air rushed out, smelling of oil and iron.

    Every man in the washhouse stopped dead.

    “In,” Rook said.

    Nes didn’t argue. Nes didn’t even look surprised, or if she did, she was saving it for later. She went through the door, and Rook went through after her and spun and grabbed the handle and hauled the door shut on the shouting faces and pressed her bloody hand to the lock plate on the inside.

    The lock sang again. The door sealed. A moment later something heavy crashed into it from the other side, then fists, pounding, and Hesk’s voice, high and furious. The door didn’t move. It wasn’t going to move. Rook knew that the way she knew her own heartbeat. It wouldn’t open now for Hesk, or for a wardsman’s ring, or for anyone.

    Only for her.

    She slid down the wall until she was sitting on the iron landing at the top of the boiler-room stairs, her arm clutched to her chest. Below, in the red gloom, great iron tanks rumbled and hissed. And far off, through the walls, through the stone, she could hear something else. Shouts, all over the dome. Faint and confused and frightened.

    Every ring, she thought. Every wardsman on Hollow just felt that.

    Nes stood on the stairs below her, paddle still in her hand, breathing hard. She looked at the door. She looked at the lock plate, with Rook’s handprint drying on it, red on black. Then she looked at Rook.

    “Well,” she said at last. “That answers that.”

    “Don’t.”

    “I’m not saying anything.”

    “You’re going to.”

    “I am,” Nes admitted. She sat down on the step beside Rook, pulled off her own grey scarf, and began winding it tightly around Rook’s forearm. Her hands were quick and sure. Smuggler’s hands, used to patching people up in a hurry. “But I’ll say it nicely. I’ll even say it slowly, since you’ve been hit in the head.” She tied off the scarf with a hard tug that made Rook hiss. “I’ve got a ship, sweetheart. And you’ve got a hand.”

    On the other side of the door, the pounding had stopped. In its place came new sounds. Running boots. Whistles. The flat, angry voices of wardsmen, a lot of them, and over them all one voice Rook knew, bellowing orders. Don’t touch her. Nobody touches her. Warden’s orders.

    Rook leaned her head back against the hot iron wall and closed her eyes.

    Two promises broken, and the day wasn’t even half over.

    

    Garrow didn’t say anything when he saw her.

    In the end she had opened the boiler-room door herself, because there was nowhere else to go. The wardsmen had brought her back to the cell an hour before lock-in, her arm stitched by a frightened young orderly who had taken Orrin’s place, her cheekbone swelling purple. Hesk and his men had been dragged off somewhere. Nes had been dragged off somewhere else. Nobody had laid a finger on Rook. Nobody had even raised a voice. They had walked her across the dome like something made of glass, and every wardsman she passed had looked down at his ring, and then at her, and then quickly away.

    Garrow was sitting on his bunk with the carved bird in his hands. He looked at her face, and her arm, and the dried blood under her fingernails. Then he set the bird on the shelf.

    “Tell me,” he said.

    She told him. The infirmary. Orrin. The Spine, and the lock board, and the drop of blood falling onto the glass. The warden’s soft voice. Jory Tenn works Gallery Four. The washhouse. The door. All of it.

    She expected him to be angry. She wanted him to be angry. She had broken two of his three promises in a single day, and she wanted him to shout so that she could shout back, because shouting would be easier than whatever this was.

    He didn’t shout. He listened to all of it with his big scarred hands resting on his knees. Only when she got to the warden saying in a few days did those hands close into fists.

    “How many days?” he said. “Exactly. What did he say?”

    “A few. That’s all. A few days, and I’d take a little trip.” Her voice cracked. “Garrow, I’m sorry. The promises. I didn’t—”

    “Hush.”

    He stood up. His bad knee cracked like a stick. He went to the far corner of the cell, where the floor met the wall behind his bunk, and knelt, slowly, the way he did everything now. He put his fingers into a crack between two floor stones that Rook had looked at ten thousand times and never once noticed.

    The stone came up.

    Underneath was a hollow about the size of a loaf of bread. In it, wrapped in old dark oilcloth and tied with cord, was a bundle Rook had never seen before.

    Garrow lifted it out. He held it in both hands, as if it weighed more than it looked. Then he set it on his bunk and began to untie the cord.

    “How long,” Rook said slowly, “has that been there?”

    Garrow’s hands didn’t stop.

    “Twenty-four years,” he said. “Since the night I brought you here.”

  
    Chapter 5 — A Dead Man and a Girl

    On the third night out from Zenith, Corvin Hale found a dead man living on Hollow.

    He found him at two in the morning, ship’s time, sitting cross-legged on the floor of his cabin aboard the Verity with three thousand prison records spread around him on glowing slates. A cup of tea sat forgotten at his elbow, going cold. When he noticed it, he thought of the Emperor’s untouched cup on the glass table, and pushed it away.

    Outside the small round window above his bunk, there was nothing to see. There never was, in a lane.

    Ships didn’t cross the dark between the stars the slow way. They jumped. A jump drive took hold of the invisible thread that ran between two Lanterns and pulled the ship along it, faster than light, through a place that wasn’t quite anywhere. People called it lane time. From the inside it looked like being sealed in a pearl: a soft, milky glow pressing against every window, no stars, no up or down, nothing at all. Some people couldn’t bear it. They drank their way through lane time, or slept through it on pills.

    Corvin had always rather liked it. In a lane, nobody could reach you. Nothing happened. You could think.

    So he had been thinking, for three days, and reading.

    Before they left Zenith, he had pulled everything the Imperial archive held on Hollow. Prisoner rolls. Intake records. Births and deaths. Work logs, air logs, punishment logs. The Empire threw nothing away, least of all paper, and Hollow had been generating paper for a very long time. Most of it was exactly what he had expected: thousands of small, grey lives, sentenced and shipped and set to digging, and then, eventually, ended. The same crimes over and over. Theft. Smuggling. Debt. Murder. Speaking against the Throne in a tavern, in front of the wrong person.

    He had read them all. That was how you found things. Not by being clever. By being thorough, and patient, and willing to read three thousand records about men who had stolen bread, in case the three-thousand-and-first said something interesting.

    On the third night, one did.

    Prisoners weren’t supposed to have children. On Hollow, they had them anyway, the way people did everywhere. Over the years, the archive recorded sixty-one births on the moon. Sixty-one babies born in the prison infirmary, registered, numbered, and sentenced at birth to the same life as their parents. It was one of the cruelest laws in the Empire, and Corvin had never once questioned it before. He noticed that he was questioning it now, a little, and set the thought aside for later.

    Every one of those sixty-one birth records listed a mother.

    Every one but one.

    He pulled the slate toward him and read it again.

    PRISONER 4471. Name: ROOK. No family name.

    Born: Hollow infirmary. Twenty-four years ago.

    Mother: Inmate. Died in childbirth.

    Mother’s name:

    The space after it was empty.

    Father: Unknown.

    Assigned guardian: Inmate 2209, Garrow Mast.

    It was nothing. A blank line on a form. Some tired clerk at the end of a long shift, on the night a woman died screaming in the prison infirmary, had forgotten to fill in her name.

    Except that this was Hollow, where every gram of nightglass that came out of the ground was weighed twice and written down three times. Where every breath of clean air was numbered on a chit. Corvin had read three thousand records from that moon, and its clerks did not forget things. They were the most careful clerks he had ever seen.

    So he went looking for the guardian.

    PRISONER 2209. Garrow Mast. Life sentence. Murder.

    A big man, according to the intake sheet. Forty years old at the time. Killed another man in a dockside brawl on a mining world Corvin had never heard of. Sentenced, shipped, and delivered to Hollow aboard the prison transport Clemency, twenty-four years ago. No record of trouble since. Kitchen work, mostly, after a knee injury in his third year. Twenty-four years of silence.

    Corvin almost moved on. Then, because he was thorough, he went into the archive again and pulled the Clemency’s own logs for that voyage.

    It took him an hour to find. When he did, he sat on the floor of his cabin without moving and read it four times.

    Medical log. Day three of voyage. Prisoner Garrow Mast: lung fever. Deceased at the fourth hour. Body committed to the dark.

    He put the slate down.

    So. A man died of fever aboard a prison ship, and his body went out of an airlock somewhere in the dark between the stars. And three weeks later, the same man walked off that ship onto Hollow, alive and well, and lived there quietly for twenty-four years.

    Corvin checked one last thing. He already knew what he would find, but he checked anyway, because that was what you did.

    The girl with no mother’s name had been born nineteen days after Garrow Mast arrived.

    He sat back against his bunk and looked at the three slates in front of him, glowing softly in the dim cabin. A blank line. A dead man. Nineteen days.

    One mistake was a careless clerk. Two was bad luck. Three, Corvin had learned in his years of hunting people, was almost always a person.

    Somebody had walked onto Hollow wearing a dead man’s name. And nineteen days later, a baby had appeared out of nowhere, with no mother anyone could name, and that same somebody had taken her in and raised her as his own.

    He didn’t know yet if either of them had anything to do with the thing that had opened the Wall. It might be nothing. It might be a smuggling scheme, or a love affair, or a clerk who had been bribed to look the other way about something small and sad, a quarter of a century ago.

    But he knew where he would start.

    

    “A murderer,” said Anselm Dray, “and a miner’s brat.”

    He was leaning back in his chair at the long table in the Verity’s wardroom, turning one of the slates in his long fingers. Around the table sat the rest of the squad: ten Lictors in the plain black of shipboard uniform, their armor stowed for the voyage, their rings glinting dull red in the cabin light. They had been waiting three days to hear why they were here. Corvin could feel their curiosity like heat from a stove.

    “These are the Emperor’s great mystery?” Dray said. “These two?”

    “These two are where I start,” Corvin said. “I didn’t say they were the answer.”

    “And the question is?”

    “Classified.”

    Dray smiled, as if Corvin had made a small joke, and put the slate down. “Of course.”

    Corvin laid it out for them anyway, as much as he could. When the Verity reached Hollow, they would land at the prison’s field without warning, and they would move fast. First the Spine, the warden’s tower, because whoever held the Spine held every lock on the moon. Then the landing field, so that nothing left Hollow without their say-so. Then they would find the two people on the slates, and take them somewhere quiet, and talk to them.

    “And whatever they tell us,” Corvin finished, “stays in this room. Not one word of this voyage leaves this ship. Not to your friends. Not to your instructors in the Oathhouse. Not to anyone, ever. Those are the Emperor’s own orders.”

    Ten heads nodded. Ten right hands touched ten hearts.

    Dray’s was a little slower than the others.

    “Lictor-Prime.” He said it mildly, examining his fingernails. “A question. Not about the mystery. About the story.”

    Corvin waited.

    “The official story,” Dray said, “is that the network suffered a harmless fault. And that Hollow, on the very same night, suffered a terrible mine disaster. The second part is already on every public screen in the Empire, I imagine.” He looked up. “But a mine disaster with three thousand witnesses who all saw a wall open is not much of a disaster. Prisoners talk. Wardsmen talk. Supply pilots talk, and drink, and talk more. A story with three thousand holes in it doesn’t stay a story very long.”

    “Your point, Lictor Dray.”

    “My point is that Hollow makes its air in one plant. One.” Dray spread his hands, reasonable, regretful. “If that plant were to fail after we leave, it would be a tragedy. Three thousand souls lost, just as the Throne announced. A true story, instead of a convenient one. The Emperor’s word made good.”

    Nobody moved.

    At the far end of the table, the youngest of the squad, a girl barely out of the Oathhouse, had gone very pale. She was looking at Corvin. They were all looking at Corvin.

    “No,” he said.

    “With respect—”

    “No, Lictor Dray.” Corvin didn’t raise his voice. He had never needed to. “We were sent to find something. Not to burn a moon to hide it.”

    “The Emperor told you what the story would be,” Dray said gently. “I am only suggesting we make sure it’s true.”

    “If the Emperor wants three thousand people dead, he can tell me so himself. He didn’t. Until he does, the people on Hollow are his subjects, the same as you or me, and we are his hand.” Corvin held Dray’s eyes. “Not his butchers.”

    Dray looked back at him. His handsome face was entirely pleasant.

    “Is there a difference, Lictor-Prime?” he asked.

    The wardroom was so quiet that Corvin could hear the faint hum of the core, deep in the ship.

    “There is on my ship,” he said.

    Dray smiled. He touched two fingers to his heart.

    “By his blood,” he said.

    “For his blood,” Corvin answered, and dismissed them.

    

    He did not sleep that night either.

    He went to the ship’s training room instead, because it was empty, and ran through the sword forms the Oathhouse had drilled into him from the age of six. The first form, the second, the twelfth, the fortieth. Over and over, until the sweat ran into his eyes and his arms burned and his head was quiet.

    It didn’t work. It almost always worked, and tonight it didn’t.

    Is there a difference, Lictor-Prime?

    When he finally stopped, he sat down on the training mat with his back against the wall, breathing hard, and took out the bird.

    He kept it in the pocket over his heart, where other men kept letters. It was a small, crude thing, carved from a lump of soft grey stone, hardly bigger than his thumb. Its wings were rough. Its head was barely a head. Twenty-five years of his fingers had worn it smooth as river glass.

    He had been six when Thessaly burned.

    Thessaly was a farming world, gold with wheat from pole to pole, a place of long skies and slow rivers and wind. Corvin barely remembered the good parts. He remembered the bad year: the harvest that failed, and the Throne’s grain levy that didn’t. The hungry farmers who came into town carrying pitchforks and torches. Someone setting fire to the levy house. Then to the granaries. Then to everything.

    He remembered hiding with his mother in a granary loft while the world outside turned orange. He remembered the smoke coming up through the floorboards, slow and grey and gentle, and his mother coughing, and then not coughing.

    And he remembered the Lictor.

    He didn’t remember a face. Only black and gold armor, scorched and blistered by the heat, and a huge shape coming up the ladder through the smoke, and arms like iron bands lifting him off the floor. He remembered being carried down through the burning building, his face pressed against a hot steel breastplate, and the strange, rough sound the man made the whole way out: humming. Low and tuneless, under his breath, as if to himself. As if there were no fire at all.

    Later, in the refugee camp outside the ruined town, Corvin hadn’t been able to stop shaking. Not for hours. Not for days. And on the third night, the same Lictor had come and sat down beside him in the dark, without saying anything, and picked a lump of soft grey stone out of the rubble. He had taken out a short knife and started to carve. Corvin had watched the shape come out of the stone as the man’s big scarred hands turned it in the firelight. Wings. A head.

    “There,” the Lictor had said, and pressed it into Corvin’s palm. His voice had been deep and quiet. “Something to hold on to.”

    By morning, he was gone. Three weeks later, Corvin was in the Oathhouse, being taught that order was mercy.

    He had never learned the man’s name. Years later, as a young Lictor with access to the archives, he had looked. The records of the Thessaly riots listed forty Lictors sent to restore order. He had read every one of their files and never found which one had climbed into a burning granary for a farmer’s son, or why.

    It didn’t matter. The Oathhouse had taught him the words, order is mercy, but the bird had taught him what they meant. They meant that when the world caught fire, someone strong would walk into the smoke and carry you out. That was what a Lictor was for. That was the whole of it.

    He turned the bird over in his fingers and thought about Dray’s soft, reasonable voice. Hollow makes its air in one plant.

    Then he put the bird away, and went to see the engineer about the speed of his ship.

    

    The heart of the Verity lived in a round steel chamber at the very center of the ship, and the first thing you noticed about it was the sound.

    It hummed. A deep, steady note that you felt in your back teeth and the soles of your feet, like the purr of some enormous sleeping animal. The core itself hung in the middle of the chamber, cradled in a frame of steel girders and thick black cables: a perfect sphere of nightglass, three meters across, black as deep water and veined all through with fine threads of golden light that pulsed slowly, like a heartbeat.

    Every jump drive in the Empire had a heart like this one. Every one of them had been dug out of the ground somewhere, a long time ago, and cut and shaped and coaxed back to life. Most of them, Corvin knew, came from prison moons. Some prisoner on some cold rock had probably dug this one out of the dark with a pick, and been paid a few weeks of air for it.

    He had never thought about that before, either.

    “She doesn’t like it,” said Master Engineer Tolly.

    Tolly was a small, round, bald man of sixty with burn-scarred hands and a face like a disappointed walnut, and he was the only member of the Verity’s crew who had served on her longer than Corvin had. He was not a Lictor. He wore no ring. He talked to the core the way some men talked to horses, and he talked to Corvin the same way, which Corvin had decided long ago to find refreshing.

    “She doesn’t have to like it,” Corvin said. “The Emperor said push. So we push.”

    “The Emperor isn’t standing in here listening to her.” Tolly patted the steel rail of the catwalk that ran around the core, the way he might have patted a nervous animal. “Hear that? Under the hum. That little rattle. That’s her telling me she’s doing her best and her best isn’t enough and would I please tell the nice Lictor-Prime to stop shouting at her.”

    “How long to Hollow?”

    “At this speed? A day, give or take.” Tolly squinted up at the golden veins. “If she holds.”

    “Will she hold?”

    “She’s held for three days. She’s a tough old girl.” Tolly sucked his teeth. “But I’ll be honest with you, Lictor-Prime, there’s something not right about her today.”

    “Not right how?”

    “Twice this morning, about an hour apart, she flinched. Jumped clean out of her hum, a whole octave up and back down, like a sleeper jolted out of a dream.” The engineer’s scarred hands tightened on the rail. “Like someone shouting her name from a long way off. Your ring do anything odd this morning, Lictor-Prime?”

    Corvin looked down at his hand. He had felt it. Twice, that morning: a small, sharp pulse of red in the bead, faint as a missed heartbeat, and then, an hour later, another. He had thought he was imagining it.

    He opened his mouth to say so, and never got the chance, because the core began to sing.

    It started low, under the hum, a single sweet note that rose out of the deep purr like a voice rising out of a crowd. Then it climbed. Higher, and higher, and louder, until the whole chamber was ringing with it, until the steel catwalk was trembling under Corvin’s boots and he could feel the note inside his own skull. The golden veins in the sphere blazed so bright they hurt to look at. Through the round viewport in the chamber wall, the milky glow of the lane outside turned, slowly, to gold.

    The Verity shuddered from end to end.

    “She’s pulling!” Tolly was shouting now, to be heard. “She’s trying to go faster! Something ahead of us is calling her and she’s trying to —”

    A cable at the top of the cradle tore loose with a shriek and a fountain of sparks. Somewhere below, a pipe burst, and scalding steam blasted across the lower catwalk. A young crewman screamed and fell back with his hands over his face. Alarms began to wail all through the ship. The song climbed higher still, past anything a human voice could reach, a thin, unbearable shriek of glass under strain, and Corvin saw, with a cold, sick lurch, a hairline crack of white light appear on the surface of the sphere.

    “She’ll shatter!” Tolly bellowed. “If she cracks in the lane, we’ll be nowhere, forever, do you understand? Nowhere!”

    Corvin was already moving.

    Every Maker core had a command plate, a square of black glass set into the cradle where an officer’s ring could reach it. This one was at the top of the catwalk ladder, right beside the sphere, in the full blaze of that golden light. Corvin went up the ladder hand over hand. The heat coming off the core was like standing in front of an open furnace. The song was inside his teeth, inside his eyes. He reached the top and flung out his right hand and slammed his ring against the plate.

    “By his blood,” he said, and his voice was lost in the shriek. “Be still.”

    The ring caught fire.

    Not like the night in the forger’s workshop, a bright flash and gone. This was real fire, white and burning, and it went into his finger and through his hand and up the bones of his arm to the shoulder. He gasped, and nearly let go, and didn’t.

    The core fought him.

    He could feel it. He had never felt anything like it in his life. It was like trying to hold a horse that wanted to bolt, a huge, wild, frightened horse, with nothing but a single thread in his hand. The core wanted to go. It wanted to go so badly that it would tear itself to pieces trying, and drag the ship and everyone on it into nowhere along with it. And the only thing holding it back was one drop of the Emperor’s blood in a gold ring on Corvin Hale’s burning hand.

    “Be still,” he said again, through his teeth. “By his blood. By his blood. By his blood.”

    And slowly, grudgingly, it was.

    The song faltered. It slid down, note by note, back toward the hum. The golden veins dimmed. The light outside the viewport faded from gold to milky white. The hairline crack on the sphere flickered once, twice, and went dark, leaving only a faint scar on the glass. The Verity stopped shaking.

    Corvin took his hand off the plate. The skin under his ring was red and blistered all the way around his finger, as if he had worn a band of hot iron.

    Below him, Tolly was kneeling beside the scalded crewman, shouting for a medic. Then he looked up at Corvin on the ladder, and his walnut face was grey.

    “We can’t hold this speed,” he said hoarsely. “Not with her like this. We need to drop out of the lane at the next Lantern and let her settle, or she’ll do it again, and next time you won’t stop her.”

    “How long?”

    “A few hours. Maybe more.”

    Corvin closed his eyes. He saw the Emperor standing barefoot in the starlight. Push them.

    “Do it,” he said.

    He climbed down. His arm was shaking. Tolly met him at the bottom of the ladder, and for a moment the old engineer didn’t say anything. He just looked up at the core, humming quietly now in its cradle, as if it had never done anything wrong in its life.

    “Lictor-Prime,” he said at last, quietly. “Forty years I’ve looked after this heart. If you’d asked me a week ago, I’d have told you she had no more mind than a kettle.”

    “And now?”

    Tolly didn’t answer right away.

    “Now I don’t think she’s broken,” he said. “I think she’s answering. There’s something out there ahead of us, ringing like a bell. And she’s trying with everything she’s got to ring back.”

    

    They dropped out of the lane four hours later, and for the first time in three days, Corvin saw stars.

    The Verity hung in the dark at the edge of a dead system: a small, dim red sun with no worlds worth naming, a waystation, a stop on the road to somewhere else. And in front of them, close enough to fill every viewport on the ship, stood the Lantern.

    Nobody had built the Lanterns. Not humans, anyway. They had simply been there, waiting, when the first human ships crept out from the old worlds into the dark: four hundred black towers of nightglass, each one kilometers tall, each one hanging alone at the edge of a star system with a slow pulse of light at its tip, like the beam of a lighthouse. Humanity had found them, and learned, slowly and at terrible cost, to sail between them. Without the Lanterns there would be no lanes, no jumps, no Empire. Only four hundred lonely worlds, years apart, each one shouting into the dark and never hearing an answer.

    This one was old and scarred and silent, and its light pulsed so slowly that you could count to twenty between beats. Corvin stood at the viewport on the observation deck for a long time, watching it, with his burned hand wrapped in a fresh bandage. He thought about cores that sang. About warrant rings that flared in the night for no reason anyone would explain. About a dead man and a girl with no mother.

    He thought about the Emperor’s hand, pressed flat against the glass table so hard the knuckles went white.

    It was very late when he finally turned away. The ship was quiet. The crew slept, except for the night watch, and the corridors were lit only by the dim blue glow of the night lamps. Corvin walked them, the way he sometimes did on long voyages, listening to the ship breathe.

    He was passing the communications room when he saw the light under its door.

    It was a small room, hardly bigger than a cupboard. It held the ship’s relay, the one machine aboard that could speak to a Lantern. Messages could be passed from Lantern to Lantern far faster than any ship could travel, and the whole of the Empire’s post ran along them, from world to world, like whispers passed down a line. Out here, at a waystation, the Verity could send word home to Zenith, and that word would arrive days before the ship did.

    Corvin opened the door.

    Anselm Dray was sitting at the relay with his back to him. On the screen in front of him, a message was folding itself up into a sealed packet of light, the kind that could be opened by only one ring at the other end. Dray didn’t start. He didn’t hurry. He finished the last line, touched his ring to the plate, and watched the packet blink and vanish into the Lantern’s slow pulse.

    Then he turned around, smoothly, and smiled.

    “Lictor-Prime,” he said. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

    “Who are you writing to?”

    “My mother.” Dray stood, and stretched, and gave a small, rueful laugh. “She worries when I go on long trips. You know how mothers are.”

    He nodded politely, and slipped past Corvin into the corridor, and walked away toward the crew quarters with an easy, unhurried step.

    Corvin stood in the doorway of the empty room, looking at the blank screen.

    He knew exactly how mothers were. He knew it the way every Lictor knew it: from the outside, through a window, on somebody else. Some of them, like Corvin, had had one once, before a fire or a fever or a war. None of them had one now. That was the first thing the Oathhouse took from you, on the day it gave you your ring. You had no mother. You had no father. You had the Throne.

    Anselm Dray had been left on the Oathhouse steps as a baby, the same as half the Lictors who had ever lived.

    Whoever was reading Dray’s letter tonight, it was not his mother.

  
    Chapter 6 — What Garrow Knows

    There were two things in the bundle.

    The first was a knife. Not a kitchen knife, and not one of the crude, ground-down blades that went around the cell blocks wrapped in rags. It was a real blade, short and heavy, in a plain black sheath worn soft with age, and when Garrow drew it a hand’s width out of the leather, the steel caught the light from the corridor like water. Its hilt was wrapped in dark cord. On the round pommel at its end, there had once been some kind of mark, a crest or a symbol. Someone had ground it away, carefully, until only a smooth, bright patch of metal was left.

    The second was a small leather pouch, sealed shut with a blob of old red wax. Garrow didn’t open it. He turned it over once in his big fingers, and then he put it inside his shirt, against his chest, and buttoned the shirt over it.

    Rook watched him do all of it without saying a word. She was waiting for him to explain. He didn’t. He slid the knife back into its sheath and set it on the bunk between them and sat looking at it.

    “You brought me here,” Rook said finally.

    “Yes.”

    “I was born here. In the infirmary. It’s in my record. My mother was an inmate and she died having me, and you were assigned to look after me because there was nobody else. That’s what you told me. That’s what everybody knows.”

    “I know what it says.” Garrow’s voice was very quiet. “I paid a clerk four years of my air to make it say that.”

    The cell was silent. Somewhere down the corridor, the coughing man was coughing again.

    “Then where,” Rook said, and her voice came out strange, thin and high, like someone else’s. “Where was I born? Who—”

    “Not tonight.”

    “Garrow—”

    “Not tonight.” He looked up at her, and his eyes in the dim light were red-rimmed and very tired. “Tonight I need to think about how to get you off this moon before that man sells you.”

    “Sells me?”

    “What did you think a little trip meant?” He rubbed his face with both hands. “Somewhere with a sky. He’s found a buyer, girl. Or he’s about to. Someone with a ship, and money, and a use for a girl whose blood opens every lock in the Empire. And when that someone comes, you’ll go with them, one way or another, and you won’t come back.”

    Rook stared at him. A day ago, she would have said he was mad. A day ago, she hadn’t seen the warden’s face when the lock sang.

    “So we run,” she said.

    “So we run.”

    “Where? It’s a moon. He said so himself. There’s nowhere to go.”

    “There’s off,” Garrow said. “Off is somewhere.” He looked at the knife on the bunk. “For off, we need a ship.”

    “Nes Calder has a ship.”

    Garrow’s head came up.

    “The smuggler,” Rook said. “The one who pulled me out of the washhouse. She’s got a ship in the impound yard. She told me so the first time we met. She saw what I did with the door. She wants out. And she can fly.”

    “She’s a stranger.”

    “Everyone’s a stranger!” It came out louder than she meant. She didn’t care. “You’re a stranger. I’ve known you my whole life, and I don’t know where you came from, or where I came from, or what that knife is, or what’s in that pouch. I don’t even know your real name.”

    Garrow flinched. It was a small thing, a tightening around the eyes, there and gone. But she had never seen him flinch before, not at a wardsman’s fist, not at the fever, not at anything.

    “It’s Garrow,” he said quietly. “That part was always true.”

    He reached up and switched off the light.

    

    In the morning, she had a shadow.

    It was Kettering. He was waiting outside the Block Six gate when she came out for first meal, leaning on the wall, whistling something tuneless, and when she walked to the mess hall, he walked to the mess hall, ten paces behind. When she sat down, he leaned against the wall by the door with his arms folded. He looked embarrassed about it.

    “Warden’s orders,” he told her, when she stared at him. “Sorry. I’m to keep you in sight. For your own protection.” He glanced at her stitched arm and her purple cheekbone. “Can’t say you don’t need it.”

    Then he shifted his feet, and lowered his voice, and looked even more embarrassed. “He said to give you a message, too. Word for word.” He cleared his throat. “‘The next door on Hollow that opens by itself, Jory Tenn starts the night shift in Gallery Four.’”

    Rook said nothing.

    “I don’t know what it means,” Kettering said unhappily. “I don’t think I want to.”

    Jory slid onto the bench opposite her with his tray and his eyes enormous.

    “The whole dome’s saying you threw Hesk through a wall,” he said.

    “I didn’t throw Hesk anywhere.”

    “You threw someone.”

    “Into a tub.”

    “Into a tub,” Jory repeated reverently. Then his face changed, and he leaned in close and dropped his voice. “Rook. Listen. Something’s happening. Corrie in the kitchens says the warden’s had the guest rooms in the Spine aired out. The ones at the top, under his office. Nobody’s used those rooms in six years. And they’ve had a work crew out on the landing field since first light, fixing the lights. All of them. Even the broken ones out by the impound yard that have been broken since I got here.”

    Rook put her spoon down.

    “Guests,” she said.

    “Nobody visits Hollow,” Jory said. “Not even the supply ships stay the night. They drop the crates and run.” He looked at her face, at the bruise and the stitches, and swallowed. “It’s you, isn’t it. Whatever this is. It’s about you.”

    She didn’t answer. She was thinking about Sallow’s soft voice. In a few days. About Garrow in the dark. Someone with a ship, and money.

    A few days. Not how many. Not who.

    “I need to hear him,” she said slowly. “Sallow. I need to hear him talk to whoever it is.”

    “Hear him how? He’s at the top of the Spine. You’d have to be in the room.”

    “Or above it.”

    Jory looked at her blankly. Then he understood, and his face went the color of the porridge.

    “No,” he said.

    “When I was ten—”

    “I remember when you were ten. You went missing for a day and a night. Garrow nearly tore the dome apart. You came back covered in rust and wouldn’t tell anyone where you’d been.”

    “I’d been in the vents,” Rook said. “All of them. Every block, every hall. The big trunk under the laundry, where all the air comes up from the plant. And there’s a branch off that trunk that goes straight up the middle of the Spine. I climbed it as far as the machine floors before I got scared and came down.” She looked across the hall at the kitchen hatch, where Garrow was ladling porridge, not looking at her, not looking at anything. “I’m not ten anymore.”

    “No,” Jory said. “You’re twenty-four, and you’ve got a wardsman following you around, and a slashed arm, and the warden’s watching you.”

    “I know.”

    “So you can’t do it.”

    “I know.” She looked at him. “That’s why you’re coming with me.”

    

    Hettie agreed before Rook had finished asking.

    “Fifty years,” the old woman said, with deep satisfaction. “Fifty years I’ve been waiting for someone to ask me to do something interesting.”

    She did it in the middle of the work yard at the start of second shift, in front of half the dome. She was walking past the weigh sheds with her cane, slow and crabbed, the way she always walked, and then she gave a small, high cry and pressed one hand to her chest and simply folded up onto the dusty ground like a dropped coat.

    It was, Rook thought, the finest performance she had ever seen.

    People ran. Somebody screamed for the orderly. Kettering, who was a mostly harmless man and genuinely fond of old women, abandoned his post by the laundry door and lumbered across the yard shouting, “Give her air! Give her air!” And Rook and Jory slipped through the laundry door behind his back and were gone.

    The laundry was a fog of steam and noise, and the women working the vats didn’t look up. Except one.

    Nes Calder was stirring a tub of boiling grey sheets with a long wooden paddle, and she watched them come in, and watched them cross the floor to the big iron grate behind the boilers, and watched Rook kneel and pull it out of the wall.

    “I didn’t see you,” Nes said, to the sheets. “Where are you going?”

    “Nowhere,” Rook said.

    “Lovely place. Bring me back something nice.”

    Rook went headfirst into the dark, and Jory, after a pause in which he visibly hated everything about his life, went in after her.

    

    The air trunk was a tunnel of rusted iron as wide as a cell, and the wind in it never stopped.

    It came up from the air plant somewhere far below, warm and steady and smelling of rust and soap and hot metal, and it roared past them like a river as they crawled. Rook went first, on her elbows and knees, her bad arm aching. Jory came behind, muttering steadily under his breath, a long flowing stream of complaint that she found strangely comforting. As long as Jory was complaining, Jory was all right.

    She found the branch by memory. It was exactly where she remembered it, a round opening in the roof of the trunk, half-hidden behind a bend, with a set of iron rungs running up into the darkness. When she put her head into it and looked up, the shaft went on forever. A long, straight throat of iron, climbing up through the heart of the Spine, lit every few floors by a dim grey square of light where a grille opened into a room.

    “How high?” Jory whispered.

    “All the way.”

    “I was afraid you’d say that.”

    They climbed.

    It was harder than she remembered. When she was ten, she had been small and light and fearless, and she had swarmed up these rungs like a spider. Now every rung was a little too close to the last one, and the shaft was a little too tight around her shoulders, and her stitched arm burned every time she pulled. Below her, Jory climbed in silence now, which was worse than the complaining.

    At every grille, they stopped and listened.

    The first few floors were offices. Then a storeroom, dark and silent. Then a floor where men were laughing, and the slap of cards came up through the grille, and somebody said, “—went off again yesterday morning. Twice. Felt it all the way down the mine.”

    “It’s the girl,” said another voice. Brannock’s. Rook froze on the rung. “It’s her. You weren’t up there. I was. You didn’t see it.”

    “See what?”

    A long pause. The slap of a card.

    “Her blood made the warden’s ring go out,” Brannock said. “Like a candle. Like it was ashamed.”

    Nobody said anything after that. Rook climbed on.

    The fans were the worst part. Every five floors or so, a great iron fan was set across the shaft to push the air up the tower, its blades as long as her arm. They turned on and off by themselves, on some cycle she couldn’t work out, and to get past them you had to wait until they stopped, and then squeeze between the blades, and pray.

    She was past the third fan, reaching down to help Jory through, when it started.

    There was no warning. A clunk somewhere in the wall, and a rising whine, and the great blades began to turn. Slowly at first. Then faster. Jory was halfway through, one leg still on the far side, and he looked up at her with his mouth open and his eyes white all the way around.

    Rook grabbed his collar with both hands and pulled.

    He came through in a tangle of arms and legs. Something tore. The blades whipped past an inch below them, faster and faster, a roaring grey blur, and the wind they made nearly blew Rook off the rungs. She hung on. Jory hung on. They clung together to the iron ladder, panting, and when Rook looked down, she saw that the sole of his left boot had been neatly sliced away, and was gone.

    “Rook,” Jory said, in a very small voice.

    “I know.”

    “I nearly—”

    “I know. You didn’t.” She squeezed his collar. “Keep climbing.”

    He kept climbing. She would remember that, too, later, when she was making a list of the bravest things she had ever seen.

    

    The shaft ended at the top of the Spine in a short, flat duct, just high enough to lie in, and at the end of the duct was a grille. Rook wriggled along it on her stomach until her face was against the iron slats, with Jory jammed in behind her, his breath hot on her ankle.

    Below her was the warden’s office.

    She was looking down from high in one corner, near the ceiling. She could see the glass walls, and Mordant turning beyond them, and the black steel wall of the lock board with its thousands of tiny red and green lights. She could see the dark wood desk. And she could see the warden, sitting at it with his hands folded.

    He wasn’t alone.

    Above the lock plate on his desk, glowing in the air, was the image of a woman. She was made of light, pale and a little transparent, so that Rook could see the glass wall behind her through her body. She was tall and lean and sharp-faced, with close-cut silver hair, and she wore a uniform of dark green trimmed with silver, very neat, with a little silver badge at the collar in the shape of a tower.

    Behind Rook, Jory sucked in his breath.

    “That’s Strand,” he whispered, so faintly she could barely hear. “House Strand. Green and silver.”

    “What’s House Strand?”

    “One of the great Houses. The really great ones. They own about forty worlds and half the banks in the Empire.” His voice shook. “We used to see their ships come into the port back home, my sister and me. Everybody got out of their way. Everybody.”

    Below, the woman of light was speaking.

    “—understand your caution, Warden. But you’ll understand mine. The Archduchess does not send her ships to the end of the Empire for a rumor.”

    “It isn’t a rumor, Commander Marr.” Sallow’s voice was as soft as ever, but there was something new in it, something tight and bright and eager. “I told you. I tested it myself.”

    “So you said. Show me.”

    Sallow reached out and touched the desk. A second image bloomed in the air beside the woman: small, flickering, a recording. Rook saw a hand holding a vial. A drop falling onto black glass. The lock plate flaring gold. She heard, faint and tinny, that high, clear note, singing.

    The woman watched it twice through without speaking. When it finished the second time, her sharp face had gone hard and careful.

    “Where is the blood now?”

    “Safe.”

    “Keep it cold,” Commander Marr said. “Rings fade, Warden. So will that.” She was silent for a moment, thinking. “Your price.”

    “Passage off this moon, for myself, tonight or as soon as you arrive. A governorship on one of the Archduchess’s worlds. Somewhere warm.” Sallow paused. “And a warrant. Five beads.”

    “Five.” Marr almost smiled. “The Throne gives five beads to the heads of great Houses.”

    “The Throne,” Sallow said gently, “has never had anything like what I’m offering you.”

    There was a long silence.

    “The Archduchess agrees,” said Commander Marr. “If she is what you say she is. We’ll be in orbit the night after next. Have her ready at the landing field. Sedated. I don’t want her opening the doors of my ship from the inside.”

    “Of course.”

    “And the others? You told me there were seven more who saw the Wall open.”

    “Gallery Four,” Sallow said. “The morning after you leave. The roof there has never been sound. A collapse. It will be very sad.”

    Rook felt Jory’s hand clamp onto her ankle. Gallery Four. His gallery. She lay flat on the iron and did not breathe.

    “And her cellmate?” Marr asked. “The old man. Your report said he’d be a problem.”

    “He’s on the Undercroft rotation tomorrow. The Undercroft has been very unstable since the collapse.” Sallow spread his small hands. “Accidents happen.”

    Something went off inside Rook like a lamp. She didn’t decide to move. Her body simply started to, her hands bunching, her knees drawing up under her in the narrow duct, a sound starting in her throat—

    Jory’s hand came over her mouth from behind. His other arm locked around her ankles. He held on, shaking, with all his scrawny strength, and he didn’t let go, and slowly, slowly, the red haze cleared, and she lay still again with her face against the grille and her heart slamming against the iron.

    Below, Commander Marr was asking one more question.

    “And the Throne, Warden? Whatever this girl is, the network felt her. Every ring in the Empire felt her. If the Undying is curious—”

    “For a resonance fault?” Sallow almost laughed. “Commander. Nobody comes to Hollow. Nobody ever has.”

    Marr looked at him for a moment. Her light flickered.

    “Pray you’re right,” she said. “Because if the Undying ever learns what you’re selling, there won’t be a moon left for you to be warden of.”

    The image went out.

    Sallow sat alone at his desk in the glass room for a while, with his hands folded, looking out at Mordant. Then he reached for a pen.

    And a single flake of rust drifted down from the grille in the ceiling, turning in the light, and landed on his desk beside his hand.

    He looked at it.

    Then, very slowly, he looked up.

    Rook didn’t move. Jory didn’t move. They lay in the dark of the duct with their faces pressed to the iron and their hearts hammering, and the warden of Hollow stared straight up at the grille, and for one endless heartbeat after another, Rook was certain that he could see her eyes.

    Sallow reached out and touched the desk.

    “Brannock,” he said pleasantly. “The air in my office is stale. Have someone check the vents.”

    

    They went down that shaft faster than Rook had ever moved in her life.

    Down the rungs, hand under hand, past the grilles, past the card game, which had broken up in a scrape of chairs and the sound of running boots. Past the fans, which were spinning, and then, mercifully, stopping. Halfway down, a light appeared below them, a lamp shining up the shaft from an open grille, and a wardsman’s voice called, “Anything up there?” Rook and Jory clung to the rungs above the reach of the beam, pressed flat against the iron, not breathing. The lamp swept up the shaft. It found the edge of the fan above their heads.

    The fan started.

    Its roar filled the shaft, drowning out every other sound. The lamp wavered, and swept away, and the grille clanged shut.

    They reached the bottom eleven minutes later, and crawled out through the laundry grate behind the boilers, filthy and soaked and shaking. Nes was still stirring her sheets. She looked at Jory’s missing boot sole, and at Rook’s face, and didn’t ask.

    In the work yard, Old Hettie was sitting on a crate with a cup of water, informing a crowd of onlookers that she had seen the face of death and found it badly shaved. Kettering was fanning her with his cap.

    He looked up, and saw Rook coming out of the laundry, and his face filled with relief.

    “There you are,” he said. “I was worried.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “Don’t tell the warden I lost you. Please.”

    

    She told Garrow that night, after lock-in. All of it. Commander Marr, and House Strand, and the night after next. Gallery Four. The Undercroft. Accidents happen.

    He listened to all of it sitting on his bunk with his hands on his knees, the way he had listened the night before.

    “Tomorrow,” Rook said. “He’s going to kill you tomorrow. In the Undercroft.”

    “Then tomorrow I’ll be sick.”

    “And the day after, he’ll find another way. And then Jory. And Hettie, and Sana, and Ulf, and the Kells, and Tobin, all of them, in Gallery Four.” Her voice cracked. “Because they were there. Because they saw me. That’s all they did.”

    Garrow said nothing.

    “I’m not asking anymore,” Rook said. “I’m telling you. You’re going to tell me what I am. Now. Tonight. All of it.”

    He looked at her without speaking. Then he let out a long breath, like a man setting down something heavy he had carried a very long way.

    “Your blood opens doors,” he said. “All of them. Every lock the Empire ever built, and every Maker door that was here before the Empire. Every one. There isn’t a door anywhere in the Four Hundred Worlds that can say no to you.”

    “The Emperor’s blood,” Rook said. “That’s what the rings are. That’s what the Catechism says. Every door answers to His blood. So— what am I? His daughter? Some kind of—copy of him? Is that why—”

    “No.”

    He said it so hard and so fast that she stopped.

    “Listen to me.” Garrow leaned forward and took her face in his big hands, gently, the way he had when she was small and had woken from a bad dream. “Whatever anyone tells you. Whatever they call you, out there. You are not his. Not one drop of you. Do you hear me? You are not his.”

    “Then whose am I?”

    “Your mother’s.”

    “Who was she?”

    He let go of her face. He looked down at his hands.

    “Not here,” he said. “Not in this cell. Not on this moon.”

    “Your life’s got about a day left on it, by the warden’s count.” It came out cruel. She meant it to. “When were you planning to tell me? After?”

    “On a ship,” Garrow said. “Under a sky. I swear it to you, Rook. The day we’re off this rock, I’ll tell you everything I know, and you can hate me for all of it. But not here. Here the walls listen.”

    She wanted to scream. She wanted to hit him. She did neither. She sat on her bunk across from him and made herself breathe, and when she could trust her voice again, she asked the other question. The one that had been sitting in her chest since the night the Wall opened.

    “How do you know all this?”

    Garrow didn’t answer at first.

    “Because I served him,” he said.

    “Who?”

    “The Emperor.” He said it simply. “For a long time. Before you.”

    The cell was very quiet. The water tap dripped once.

    “Served him how?”

    “I opened doors for him.” Garrow turned his scarred hands over and looked at the palms, as if he could see something written on them. “And one night, I saw what was behind one of them. And I stopped.” He closed his hands. “That’s all I’ve done since, girl. Stopped. And carved. And raised you.”

    Rook looked at him. At the grey beard and the bad knee and the big, gentle, terrible hands. She thought of the knife with its pommel ground smooth. I opened doors for him.

    “Is there anything else?” she said. “Anything else you lied to me about?”

    He thought about it. She could see him thinking about it, honestly, the way he had always answered her questions when she was small, even the ones she shouldn’t have asked.

    “I told you I taught you to fight so you’d never need it,” he said at last.

    “Yes.”

    “That was a lie.” He looked up at her. “I always knew you would.”

    

    The vent grille in the corner of the cell rattled.

    They both spun toward it. Garrow’s hand went to the knife. But the voice that came through the slats was low and dry and unmistakable.

    “Your vents carry sound beautifully,” said Nes Calder. “Did you know that?”

    Rook stared at the grille. “What are you doing in Block Six?”

    “The warden moved me this afternoon. Two cells down. I think he’s putting all his troublemakers in one basket, which is very efficient of him and very convenient for me.” A pause. “I’m sorry about your mother, sweetheart. Whoever she was. And I’m sorry about the eavesdropping. But mostly I’m sorry about the warden, because I think he’s about to have a very bad week.”

    Garrow got up. He limped to the corner and crouched by the grille, and for a moment, he said nothing at all. Rook could see him weighing the voice through the slats, the way he weighed everything.

    “Your ship,” he said finally.

    “The Borrowed Hour. She’s old, she’s ugly, and she’s faster than anything that has any right to be her shape. They impounded her with a full tank, the thieves, and as far as I know nobody’s drained it.” Nes’s voice was serious now. “She’s held to the pad by four docking clamps. The clamps answer to the warden’s ring. Or, I imagine, to a girl with a cut hand.”

    “How many can she carry?”

    “She sleeps six. Eight, if they like each other.”

    Garrow nodded slowly. Then he turned and looked at Rook, and she could see the plan already forming behind his eyes, the way it always did.

    “Five doors,” he said. “This cell. The Block Six gate. The yard gate. The impound fence. The clamps. Five doors, fast, in the dead hour, and every one of them is going to ring every ring on this moon, so we don’t stop and we don’t look back. We go tomorrow night, a full day before the Strand ship. We take Jory.” He paused. “And the others, if we can get them.”

    “And the rest?” Rook said.

    Garrow frowned. “The rest of who?”

    “Everyone else.” She stood up. She hadn’t known she was going to say it until she was saying it. “Three thousand people, Garrow. When I’m gone, the warden’s going to have a Strand commander in his office asking where her merchandise went. He’s going to need a story. And someone’s going to pay for it. Hettie, or Orrin, or somebody we don’t even know. Somebody always pays.”

    “We can’t take three thousand people on one ship.”

    “I’m not saying take them. I’m saying let them out.” She looked through the slot of the window, toward the place where the Spine stood in the dark. “He showed me himself. The lock board. Every door on Hollow, wired up to one wall. If I put my hand on that wall —”

    “A riot,” Garrow said flatly. “That’s what you’d get. Three thousand prisoners loose in the dome, and four hundred wardsmen with rifles. People will die, Rook.”

    “People die here every day!” She was shouting now, in a whisper, if that was possible. “Thirty-two of them last week. Pella Dunn and Tam Okoro and Bensa Rusk, and we chalked their names on a wall and went back to work. At least this way—” Her voice broke. She made it work again. “At least this way, they’d die with a door open.”

    Garrow looked at her.

    It was a strange look. She had never seen it on his face before. It was as if he had looked up and, for a single moment, seen someone else standing where she stood. Someone he had known a long time ago. Someone he had missed.

    “You sound like her,” he said quietly.

    Before Rook could ask who, the horn sounded.

    It was a long, low, rising note that came from everywhere at once and nowhere, a sound she had heard perhaps twice a year her whole life. It shook the dust from the ceiling. It rattled the water cup on the shelf.

    It was the sky horn. It sounded whenever a ship entered Hollow’s sky.

    Rook was on the lower bunk in a single movement, craning her neck at the slot of the window. Through it, past the curve of the dome, she could see a sliver of Mordant glowing purple in the night. And across the face of the gas giant, sliding down out of the dark toward the landing field, were three lights.

    Running lights. Green, and silver.

    “They’re early,” Rook said. Her voice came out very calm. “They said the night after next. They’re early.”

    “Of course they are.” Garrow was already on his feet, already reaching for his boots. “Never tell the man you’re buying from when you’ll come. Not if you want him to still be selling when you get there.”

    “Sweetheart?” said Nes, through the grille. Her voice had gone thin. “Tell me that isn’t who I think it is.”

    And then, from the far end of the corridor, came another sound. A sound Rook knew better than any other on Hollow.

    Boots. A lot of them. Coming fast down the row of cells, toward the end where she and Garrow slept. And a voice over them, Brannock’s voice, bellowing: “Get the orderly! Bring the needle! Warden wants her under now—”

    Garrow stood up. He buckled the knife onto his belt. He pulled her jacket off its hook and held it out to her, and his hands were perfectly steady.

    “Five doors,” he said. “Fast.”

    Rook took the jacket. She put it on. She looked at the lock plate on their cell door, a square of black glass, and she thought of thirty-two names on a wall. Of Orrin in the heat of Gallery Twelve. Of Sana chewing her thumbnail, and Hettie lying in the dust of the yard, and Jory with his boot sole gone.

    She slid the knife from Garrow’s belt before he could stop her and drew it across her palm, quick and clean. The blood came, bright and hot.

    “No,” she said. “All of them.”

    She laid her hand on the door.

    “Every door on Hollow.”

  
    Chapter 7 — The Night of Open Doors

    The lock sang, and the door swung open, and Rook stepped out into the corridor of Block Six with blood running down her wrist.

    The corridor was long and narrow and lit by a strip of dirty yellow light, with cell doors down both sides, forty of them, every one shut. At the far end, by the block gate, the wardsmen were coming. Five of them, at a run, with Brannock in front and a frightened orderly stumbling along behind clutching a black case. Their boots thundered on the stone. Every one of them had a hand clamped to his chest, and Rook knew why. Their rings had just blazed. They had all felt her open the door.

    Brannock saw her. He stopped dead, twenty meters away, and for a moment nobody moved at all.

    “Back in the cell,” he said. His voice was hoarse. “Girl. Back in the cell. Now.”

    Rook looked at him. Then she turned her back on him and ran the other way.

    There was nothing at the other end of the corridor but a dead end and the slop door, a squat iron hatch where the kitchen trolleys came through twice a day with the porridge. It had a lock plate like every other door in Six. It was thirty meters away. Brannock and his men were twenty meters behind her, and closing, and they were bigger and faster and had rifles, and she had no chance at all of reaching it first.

    So she didn’t try.

    She ran with her bleeding right hand held out to the side, and as she passed each cell door, she slapped it.

    The first lock sang. The door flew open behind her. The second sang, and the third, and then she was running down the corridor in a storm of ringing glass, doors banging open on both sides of her one after another like a row of falling dominoes, and every lock she touched cried out its high, clear note until the whole of Block Six was singing.

    And the prisoners came out.

    They came out slowly at first, blinking, wary, in their grey smocks and bare feet, faces she had known all her life. Old Tannis from the weigh sheds. The Morrow twins. Kai Brightwater, who had stolen her bread every day for a year when she was eight. They stood in their open doorways and stared at the corridor, at the light, at the wardsmen pounding toward them, and at the girl running past with her hand held out like a torch.

    Then somebody laughed. A high, wild, disbelieving laugh. And somebody else shouted. And all at once the corridor of Block Six was full of prisoners, and every one of them was between Rook and the wardsmen.

    Behind her, she heard Brannock bellowing, and the crash of bodies, and a rifle going off into the ceiling with a sound like the world splitting. She didn’t look back.

    Nes was waiting in her open doorway two cells from the end, grinning like a wolf. Jory was in the last cell on the left, the one with the cracked door, with his arms wrapped around himself and his eyes enormous. Rook grabbed his sleeve as she went past and hauled him along. Garrow was right behind her. She could hear his boots and his breathing, and the hitch in his step where his knee caught, and she had never been so glad of any sound in her life.

    She hit the slop door with her palm. It sang, and opened.

    They tumbled through it, all four of them, into the dark.

    

    The kitchens were Garrow’s country.

    He went through them like a man walking through his own house at night, without a light, without hesitating, past the big black ranges with their banked fires glowing red, past the cold store and the bread ovens and the long scrubbed tables where he had chopped turnips every morning for twenty years. Rook followed his broad back. Jory followed her, holding onto her jacket. Nes brought up the rear, moving like a cat, glancing back over her shoulder every few steps.

    “Plan,” Nes said, low and fast. “Somebody tell me the plan.”

    “The Spine,” Rook said. “The lock board. I open everything.”

    “Everything everything?”

    “Every door on Hollow.”

    Nes was quiet for exactly three steps. “All right. I like it. It’s stupid, but I like it. And then?”

    “The East Gate opens with everything else. The gate to the field.” Rook was panting now. Her hand was a throbbing coal at the end of her arm. “You and Jory go now. Get to the East Gate. Wait in the shadows by the gate house. When it opens, get to your ship and get her ready to fly. We’ll be right behind you.”

    “Me?” said Jory. “Why me?”

    “Because you’re small and fast and you know how to stay out of sight, and because I need you not to be where I’m going.” She squeezed his arm. “Please, Jory.”

    He looked at her for a moment with his white, frightened face. Then he nodded.

    “Light as a little bird,” he said shakily.

    “The lightest.”

    Garrow had stopped at a door at the far end of the kitchens: the double doors that opened into the mess hall. He stood with his hand on them, listening. Then he looked back at Rook.

    “If anyone stops us,” he said quietly, “you keep going. You don’t wait for me. You don’t look back. Say it.”

    “Garrow—”

    “Say it.”

    “I keep going,” Rook said.

    He pushed the doors open.

    The mess hall was dark and empty and enormous, the long tables standing in rows like the ribs of some great dead animal. The four of them ran down the center aisle. Halfway along, Rook passed the Long Wall, and in the dimness she could just see the chalk of the newest column, thirty-two names glimmering faintly white against the stone.

    She didn’t stop. She didn’t slow down. But she looked, and she saw them, and she carried them with her out into the night.

    

    The dome was awake.

    Rook had never seen it like this. In twenty-four years, the dome at night had always been the same: dark, silent, the blocks shut tight, the yards empty, a few wardsmen on their rounds with their lamps bobbing through the gloom. Now the floodlights were blazing from the tops of the cell blocks, swinging back and forth across the yards in long white bars. The sky horn was still sounding, on and on, a deep, endless moan. Wardsmen were running everywhere, shouting to each other, rifles in their hands. And from every block on Hollow came a noise she had never heard before, a deep, angry, rising murmur like the sea, as three thousand prisoners woke up in their cells to the sound of rings blazing and horns blowing and doors singing in the night, and wanted to know why.

    Above it all, filling half the sky, Mordant glowed purple and gold.

    Nes grabbed Jory by the collar. “East Gate. Come on, little bird.”

    “Don’t call me—”

    “Run now, complain later.”

    And they were gone, two shadows slipping away along the wall of the mess hall toward the eastern edge of the dome.

    Rook turned toward the Spine.

    It rose from the center of the crater like a spear, grey and enormous, a few hundred meters away across the open ground of the work yard. Lights burned at every level. At the top, in the glass room, she could see a single figure moving back and forth.

    “He’s still up there,” she said.

    “Then we go up there.” Garrow drew a long breath. “Stay low. Stay close. Don’t stop.”

    They ran.

    The work yard was a wide, flat field of packed grey dust, lit by the sweeping floodlights. There was no cover in it at all. Rook ran with her head down and her bloody hand clutched to her chest, Garrow beside her, limping and huge and terribly slow. A floodlight swept across them. Someone shouted. A rifle cracked, and something hissed past her ear like an angry insect, and she ran faster, and the Spine grew and grew in front of her until it filled the whole world.

    There were two wardsmen at the door at its base. One of them was a young man she didn’t know, with a rifle and a face full of fear.

    The other was Brannock.

    He must have come around through the block gate the moment the corridor filled with prisoners. He must have guessed where she would go. He was breathing hard, and there was a cut over one eye where somebody in Block Six had caught him, and he had his rifle up and pointed straight at her heart.

    Rook stopped.

    Garrow stopped beside her. His hand went to his belt, to the place where the knife should have been, and closed on nothing, because the knife was in Rook’s jacket.

    For a long, ugly heartbeat, nobody moved. The floodlights swept over them. The sky horn moaned. Brannock’s rifle didn’t waver. His small eyes were fixed on her face.

    Rook didn’t say anything. She didn’t beg. She didn’t threaten. She just looked at him, and she thought as hard as she could about thirty-two names in white chalk on a stone wall, as if she could push the thought straight into his head.

    Brannock’s jaw worked.

    “Brannock,” said the young wardsman nervously. “Brannock, shoot her. Warden said—”

    Brannock lowered the rifle.

    Not all the way. Just a little. Just enough that the muzzle pointed at the dust between her boots instead of at her heart. His hands were shaking.

    “He’s upstairs,” he said thickly. “Packing.”

    The young wardsman stared at him. Then he swung his own rifle up toward Rook, fast, his finger on the trigger—

    Garrow moved.

    Rook had seen him move fast before. She had seen him catch a falling pot in the kitchens, or snatch her back by the collar when a lift cage came down too quickly. She had never seen anything like this. One moment he was standing beside her, old and lame and grey. The next he was across the gap, inside the reach of the rifle, and he had the barrel in one hand and the young wardsman’s wrist in the other, and he turned, just slightly, the way you might turn a key, and the rifle was in Garrow’s hands and the young wardsman was on the ground with all the air knocked out of him.

    It took less than a second.

    Garrow looked at Brannock. Brannock looked back. Neither of them raised a weapon.

    Then Brannock stepped aside.

    Rook went past him to the door of the Spine and laid her hand on the lock. It sang. The door opened. As she went through it, she glanced back once, and saw Brannock still standing there in the floodlight with his rifle hanging from one hand, staring at nothing.

    

    The brass lift answered to her blood the same way the doors did. She pressed her palm to its plate, and it sang, and the cage shot upward so fast that her knees buckled.

    The floors flashed past. Offices, dark. The card room, empty, chairs knocked over, cards scattered across the floor like fallen leaves. Then the armory, and for a moment Rook saw wardsmen in there, a dozen of them, pulling rifles off the racks, and one of them looked up and saw the lift going past and shouted, and then the floor dropped away below them and was gone. Then the machine floors, the humming steel cabinets, the cables. Higher. Higher.

    Garrow stood beside her in the cage, the stolen rifle in his hands. He didn’t look at her.

    “How did you do that?” Rook said. “Down there. With the wardsman.”

    “Old habit.”

    “That wasn’t a habit. That was—” She didn’t know what it was. “You fought like you’d done it a thousand times.”

    Garrow said nothing for a moment. The lift sang upward through the dark.

    “On a ship,” he said. “Under a sky.”

    The cage stopped. The doors opened.

    The warden of Hollow was packing.

    He had a leather bag open on his desk, and he was stuffing things into it with quick, jerky movements: papers, a small silver box, a jacket, a framed picture Rook couldn’t see. His neat grey uniform was rumpled. His thin hair had come unstuck from his scalp and was sticking up at the back. Behind him, the black wall of the lock board glittered with its thousands of tiny red lights. Beyond the glass, Mordant turned.

    And through the glass on the eastern side of the room, Rook could see the Field Dome.

    It stood just outside the main dome, linked to it by the tunnel of the East Gate: a smaller, newer dome of steel and glass, where the supply ships landed. At its peak was a great round opening, an iris, shimmering like the surface of a soap bubble, a shield of invisible force that held the air inside while it let ships pass through. The iris was open now. And down through it, slowly, in a blaze of green and silver light, three ships were sinking toward the landing pads.

    Sallow turned around.

    He saw her. He saw Garrow, and the rifle. And his soft, neat face did something Rook had never seen it do before. It came apart.

    “No,” he said. “No, no. You’re supposed to be—Brannock was supposed to—”

    “Brannock changed his mind,” Rook said.

    Sallow’s hand went into his jacket and came out with a small silver pistol. It was a pretty thing, like a toy. He pointed it at Garrow, because Garrow had the rifle, and his hand was shaking so badly that the barrel jerked all over the place.

    “Put it down,” he said. “Put it down, old man, or I swear—”

    Garrow put it down. He did it slowly, bending at the knees, laying the rifle on the floor. Then he straightened up.

    Then he was across the room.

    Rook didn’t see it happen. She blinked, and Garrow was standing beside the warden with the little silver pistol in his own hand, and Sallow was clutching his wrist and making a high, thin, whining noise.

    “Who are you?” the warden gasped.

    “I make the porridge,” Garrow said, and pushed him down into his chair.

    

    Rook went to the lock board.

    Up close, it was bigger than she’d understood. It filled the whole wall, floor to ceiling, side to side, and the tiny red lights went on and on, row after row after row, thousands of them, each one a door. Each one a cell with someone in it. In the very center of the wall, at chest height, was a lock plate bigger than any she had seen. A square of black glass the size of her two hands spread side by side, set into a frame of dark gold and stamped with a crown.

    The warden’s plate. The master lock. Every door on Hollow, in one place.

    She lifted her bloody hand.

    “Wait,” Sallow said.

    She looked back at him. He was sitting in his chair with his hurt wrist cradled in his lap. His face was grey and wet.

    “Do you know what’s out there?” he said. “Three thousand prisoners. Murderers. Thieves. Men who’ve been locked in a box for twenty years and have had a long time to think about what they’d do if they ever got out. And four hundred wardsmen with rifles who know exactly what those men would do. If you open that board, it will be a slaughter. Do you understand me? A slaughter. In the yards, in the blocks, everywhere. Men with families on other worlds. Kettering. You like Kettering, don’t you? Everybody likes Kettering.” His voice cracked. “Is that what you want?”

    Rook didn’t answer. Her hand was still raised.

    He was right. She knew he was right. She thought of Kai Brightwater, who had stolen her bread. She thought of Hesk, and his soft hands, and his crew with their shaved heads and their knives. She thought of the young wardsman at the bottom of the Spine, with his frightened face.

    She looked at Garrow.

    “It’s your choice,” he said quietly. “Not mine. It was always going to be yours.”

    She looked at the lock board. She looked at the desk.

    There was a speaker grille set into the desk beside the lock plate, the same kind as the ones in every hall and mess on Hollow, and a small brass switch beside it. She had heard that grille’s voice her whole life. Good morning. Following yesterday’s tragic incident. This is a routine precaution for your own health.

    She went to the desk and flipped the switch.

    Somewhere far below, all over the dome, she heard a click, and a hiss, and the sky horn stopped.

    Rook leaned down to the grille. Her heart was going so hard she could feel it in her teeth.

    “This is Rook,” she said. “From Block Six.”

    Her own voice came back to her, huge and strange, booming up from the yards and the blocks and the mess halls all over Hollow.

    “In a minute,” she said, “every door on this moon is going to open. Every cell. Every gate. All of them.” She swallowed. “I need you to listen. The air plant. The water plant. The infirmary. Don’t break them. Whatever you do tonight, don’t break them, because tomorrow you’ll still need to breathe. The wardsmen—if they let you go, let them go. There’s enough people dead on Hollow.” She took a breath. “There are three ships landing in the Field Dome right now. Green and silver. They’ve come to buy people. Don’t let them.”

    She thought of something else.

    “And somebody go down to Gallery Twelve and find Orrin Fesk,” she said. “He needs water.”

    She flipped the switch off. Behind her, she heard Garrow make a small sound that might have been a laugh. Or might not.

    Then she walked back to the lock board and pressed her bleeding palm flat against the warden’s plate.

    

    It wasn’t like the doors.

    A door took a drop. A door sang one note and opened. This was different. The moment her hand touched the glass, she felt it pull. A slow, deep, steady pull, like a current dragging at her legs in deep water, and she felt the blood going out of her hand and into the plate, much more than a drop, much more than a handful, a long cold flow of it running out of her and into the board.

    Her knees wobbled. Her vision went grey at the edges.

    “Rook,” Garrow said sharply.

    “I’m all right.”

    She wasn’t. She was cold. She was so cold. But she didn’t take her hand away, because under her palm, she could feel the board waking up. It was like the Wall. It was like the lock in the washhouse, and the lift, and the door at the bottom of the Spine, all at once, but bigger. Thousands of them. Thousands of small cold minds, all wired together into one great cold mind, and she could feel every one of them turning toward her, the way the long black head in the chamber below Gallery Nine had turned toward her. Asking.

    Yes, she told them. All of you. Open.

    The light under her hand turned gold.

    It spread outward from the plate in a ring, through the black steel of the wall, and everywhere the ring touched, the tiny red lights turned green. Row after row. Column after column. A wave of green rolling out across the lock board from the center to the edges, faster and faster, thousands of lights changing at once, until the whole wall was green, from the floor to the ceiling, from one side to the other.

    And Hollow sang.

    She heard it through the glass. She heard it through the floor, through the soles of her feet, through her bones. Every lock on the moon, every cell and every gate and every lift and every blast door, crying out at once in that high, clear, ringing note. Not one note, but thousands of them, layered on top of each other, a single vast chord that rose up out of the dome and the blocks and the deep places of the mine below, louder and louder, until the glass walls of the warden’s office were humming with it, until the whole Spine was shaking, until Rook thought her heart would stop.

    It was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard.

    At his desk, Sallow screamed.

    She turned her head. His ring was blazing, both beads at once, so bright that the red light shone through the bones of his hand. He was clutching it with his other hand and screaming, and through the glass, down in the dome, she could see little points of red flaring everywhere, hundreds of them, in the yards and on the walls and at the doors of the blocks, every wardsman’s ring on Hollow burning like an ember in the dark.

    Then the light faded. The chord faded. The ringing died away into silence.

    Rook took her hand off the plate.

    She would have fallen if Garrow hadn’t caught her. He held her up with one arm around her waist, and she hung there against his side, shaking, grey, freezing cold, looking at the lock board.

    Every light was green.

    “It won’t close,” she said. Her voice sounded very far away. “Will it? Not for them. Not for anyone. Only for me.”

    At the desk, Sallow had stopped screaming. He was staring at his ring. Slowly, his hand shaking, he reached out and touched the bead to the warden’s plate.

    Nothing happened.

    He tried again. Nothing. The plate stayed dark under his ring. On the wall above it, every one of the thousands of lights stayed green.

    Sallow lowered his hand. He looked at the ring for a long time. Then he looked at Rook, and his face was the face of a man who has just watched eleven years and every friend he ever had go out like a candle.

    “What are you?” he whispered.

    Rook didn’t answer. She didn’t know.

    

    Garrow went through the warden’s bag while she leaned against the desk and tried to stop the room from tilting. He found the small silver box. Inside, packed in frost and soft white cloth, was a single glass vial. The blood in it was dark, nearly black, and when Garrow lifted it out, Rook could hear it humming faintly, like a bee in a jar.

    Garrow put it on the floor and set his boot on it.

    The glass crunched. Something hissed, very briefly, like a dying candle. Then there was only a dark stain on the warden’s fine rug.

    “Nobody gets a drop of her she didn’t give,” Garrow said to Sallow. “Nobody.”

    Then he pulled the warden’s belt out of its loops and bound his hands behind his chair with it, tightly and efficiently, like a man who had tied a great many knots in his life.

    “Where will you go?” Sallow said dully, as Garrow checked the knots. “It’s a moon. There’s nowhere to go.”

    Rook straightened up. Her legs held, mostly. She looked at the warden of Hollow sitting tied in his own chair, in his rumpled grey uniform, with his useless ring and his half-packed bag, and for the first time since she had known him, she didn’t feel afraid of him at all.

    “Off,” she said. “Off is somewhere.”

    Then she went to the eastern window and looked down.

    The dome was full of people.

    They were pouring out of the blocks. Out of every gate, every door, in grey streams and rivers that ran together in the yards and spread out across the dust under the floodlights, thousands of them. Some were running. Some were walking, slowly, looking up at the sky as if they had never seen it before. Some were dancing. Near the laundry, a crowd had gathered around a little knot of wardsmen with their hands up, and Rook held her breath; but the crowd was only shouting, and after a moment, it opened, and let the wardsmen walk away.

    By the weigh sheds, something was burning. Over by the air-chit office, a crowd of forty or fifty prisoners was chasing a big man in a good wool coat across the yard, and the man was running faster than she had ever seen Hesk run in his life.

    And at the mouth of the mine, the lift cages were coming up. One after another, out of the dark, crammed with grey, filthy, blinking men from the deep shifts. In the third cage, holding onto the bars, his thin face cracked and burned by the heat of Gallery Twelve, was a stooped man with a patchy beard. Someone was handing him a cup of water.

    Rook pressed her hand against the glass.

    Then she looked past the crowds, past the yards and the blocks and the burning weigh sheds, to the eastern edge of the dome. To the long tunnel of the East Gate, standing open now like every other door on Hollow. And beyond it, to the Field Dome, with its shimmering iris, where the three ships in green and silver had touched down on the landing pads, and their ramps were coming down, and soldiers in dark green armor were marching out of them in neat, fast lines.

    Marching straight toward the East Gate. Straight toward the river of prisoners pouring through it.

    And straight toward the impound yard, where Nes and Jory would be waiting.

    “Garrow,” Rook said.

    He was already beside her. He saw it too. He picked up the rifle.

    “Time to go,” he said.

    

    They came down the Spine into a sea of people.

    The yard around its base was packed solid with prisoners. The young wardsman was gone. So was Brannock. And in the middle of the crowd, sitting on the shoulders of Big Ulf like a queen on a throne, was Old Hettie, waving her cane.

    “There she is,” Hettie shouted. “There’s our girl. Ulf, put me down, you great ox, I want to look at her.”

    Big Ulf put her down. The rest of them were there too: Sana, clinging to Ulf’s arm; Dev and Marro Kell, grinning like idiots; even Tobin, quiet as ever, with a wardsman’s rifle slung over his shoulder that he had acquired from somewhere and clearly had no idea how to use. The eight of them from Gallery Nine, all together again, in the middle of the roaring night.

    Hettie limped up to Rook and took her bloody hand in both of her old dry ones and looked at it. Then she looked up at Rook’s face.

    “You did it,” she said. “You opened the whole moon.”

    “I had to.”

    “I know you did.” Hettie squeezed her fingers. “I heard you. On the speakers. Don’t break the air plant.” She cackled. “Fifty years, and the first sensible thing I ever heard come out of those grilles.”

    “There’s a ship,” Rook said quickly. “In the impound yard. A smuggler’s ship. We’re going now. There’s room. Not for everyone, but for you, Hettie, and Sana, and—”

    “No,” Hettie said.

    Rook stopped.

    “No,” the old woman said again, more gently. “Look at me, girl. Look at these legs. I’m not running across a landing field in the middle of a war to climb into some smuggler’s rust bucket and go flying off to the other end of the Empire. I’d be dead before I got to the ramp.” She let go of Rook’s hand and waved her cane at the crowd around them, the roaring, laughing, frightened thousands. “Besides. Somebody’s got to make sure these idiots don’t burn down the water plant. Somebody’s got to talk to the wardsmen in the morning, and make a deal, and keep them from starting up the shooting again. That’s going to take somebody who’s been here a very long time and isn’t afraid of anyone.” She smiled, showing all four of her teeth. “I’ve been waiting fifty years for a job like that.”

    “Hettie—”

    “And who’s going to carry her?” said Big Ulf, with great dignity. “If not me?”

    Sana nodded hard, tears running down her face. The Kells looked at each other and shrugged. Tobin shifted his rifle on his shoulder and said, “Stay,” which was, Rook realized, the first time he had ever spoken to her directly.

    Rook looked at them. All of them. Her throat had closed up so tight she couldn’t speak.

    Hettie reached up and touched her cheek with one dry old finger.

    “My Davin,” she said softly, “used to say that one day the Makers would wake up and ask for their moon back. I always told him he was a romantic fool.” Her bright eyes searched Rook’s face. “Go and find out if he was right, girl. And when you do, come back and tell me. I’ll wait.”

    Then she turned and limped away into the crowd, shouting at the top of her lungs for somebody to stop setting things on fire, and Big Ulf scooped her up onto his shoulders again, and the crowd closed around them, and they were gone.

    Garrow’s hand was on Rook’s shoulder.

    “Now,” he said.

    They ran for the East Gate.

    

    The tunnel of the East Gate was a hundred meters long, a tube of riveted iron with a ceiling of thick, dirty glass, and it was full of people, all of them running the same way. Toward the field. Toward the ships.

    Rook understood why the moment she saw it. Three thousand prisoners on a moon at the edge of everything, and suddenly every door was open, and at the end of a tunnel there were ships. Not even Hettie could have stopped them.

    She and Garrow pushed through the crowd, through the elbows and the shouting and the smell of sweat and fear, until the tunnel opened out and they came stumbling out into the Field Dome.

    It was chaos.

    The three Strand ships stood on the landing pads in the center of the dome, long and sleek and beautiful, green and silver, their running lights blazing. Their ramps were down. And around them, in a ragged, roaring ring, were hundreds of prisoners, with picks and shovels and broken chair legs and bare hands, surging toward the ramps. In front of the ramps, in a line, stood the Strand soldiers. Dark green armor. Silver helmets with smooth, faceless visors. Rifles raised.

    Somebody was shouting orders through a speaker, a woman’s voice, cold and sharp. Rook knew it. Commander Marr.

    The first rifle fired. Then all of them.

    Rook threw herself flat. Garrow went down beside her, his big body half over hers. Above them, bolts of light streaked across the dome, white and terrible, and people screamed, and the crowd broke and scattered in every direction like birds.

    “The yard,” Garrow said into her ear. “Far side. Along the wall. Stay down.”

    She saw it. On the far side of the Field Dome, past the pads, past the soldiers, a tall wire fence enclosed a corner of the landing field. Inside it, a jumble of shapes: old ships, wrecks, confiscated cargo. And among them, a squat, ugly, battered freighter with a fat hull and stubby wings, its running lights just flickering on.

    The Borrowed Hour. Nes had made it.

    They began to crawl along the curving wall of the dome, keeping low, keeping to the shadows. The firing went on. Bolts of light hissed overhead. Rook’s hand throbbed, and the cold was still in her from the board, and she couldn’t stop shaking. She crawled anyway.

    Halfway around, she happened to look up.

    Through the iris at the peak of the Field Dome, through that shimmering bubble-skin of force, she could see the sky of Hollow: Mordant’s glowing curve, and beyond it the thin, scattered stars.

    One of the stars was moving.

    It grew as she watched. It came down out of the dark toward the dome, fast, a sharp black shape with a single band of gold running along its length from nose to tail, and as it came the bubble-skin of the iris rippled and bent around it like water.

    Rook knew those colors. Every child on Hollow knew them, from the faded paintings on the walls of the Catechism hall. Black and gold. The Emperor’s own colors.

    The colors of his Lictors.

    Beside her, Garrow had gone completely still. He was staring up at the black ship as it dropped through the iris, and his face, in the white flash of the rifle fire, was the face of a man watching a ghost walk toward him out of his own past.

    “He sent them,” Garrow said softly. “Of course he did. He sent the best he had.”

    The black ship came down through the shimmering sky of Hollow, and its ramp began to open before it even touched the ground.

  
    Chapter 8 — Black and Gold

    The Verity came out of the lane an hour from Hollow, and the core sang one note.

    Just one. Corvin felt it through the deck plates of the bridge as the milky glow outside the viewports tore apart and the stars came rushing back: a single soft, sweet tone that rose up out of the heart of the ship and hung in the air for a moment, and then faded away into the ordinary hum. It didn’t sound like strain. It didn’t sound like warning. It sounded, Corvin thought, like a dog that has been searching all night and has finally caught its master’s scent.

    “Tolly?” he said.

    The engineer’s voice came back over the speaker, tight and hushed. “I heard it, Lictor-Prime. She’s all right. She’s—” A pause. “She’s happy, I think. I don’t like it.”

    Neither did Corvin.

    Ahead of them, Hollow was a speck of grey light beside the vast bruised bulk of its gas giant, so small against that great striped curve that it looked like a crumb on a plate. The pilot pushed the engines as hard as they would go. The speck grew. Corvin stood at the front of the bridge with his hands clasped behind his back and his burned finger throbbing under its bandage, and watched it come.

    He had read about Hollow for four days. He had read three thousand lives. And now, for the first time, he could see it: a pitted little moon the color of ash, with a wide round crater on its near side, and in the crater, catching the light of the gas giant, a glittering blister of glass.

    Twenty minutes out, his ring caught fire again.

    It was worse than the forger’s workshop. It was worse than the core. It went off on his finger like a hammer striking an anvil, and every Lictor on the bridge cried out at once, and Dray staggered against a console with his hand clutched to his chest. Deep in the ship, the core rang out like a struck bell, a great wild chord of sound that made the deck jump under Corvin’s boots. On the viewscreen, the little glass blister on the moon flashed gold. Just once. Just for an instant. Like a signal fire.

    Then it was over, and Corvin was leaning on the rail with sweat running down his back.

    “Again,” Dray said through his teeth. “Again, Lictor-Prime. And it came from right there. From the moon. You felt it.”

    “I felt it.”

    “Every ring in the Empire, the first time. What do you suppose it was this time?”

    Corvin didn’t answer. He was looking at the screen. The ship’s sensors had begun to pick out details on the surface of Hollow, and they were showing him things he didn’t understand.

    The domes were lit up like a festival. Every floodlight burning. Heat everywhere, crowds of it, thousands of small warm bodies moving in the open where three thousand prisoners should have been locked in their cells for the night. Fires. And in the smaller dome beside the big one, on the landing field, three shapes. Ships. Long, sleek, expensive ships.

    The sensors read their markings, and the names came up on the screen in neat green letters.

    Corvin read them twice.

    “House Strand,” Dray said softly, beside him. He sounded almost delighted. “Well, well. It seems we’re not the only ones curious about resonance faults.”

    Corvin said nothing. He was thinking about the Emperor’s voice in the starlit dome. You will tell no one where you are going, or why. He was thinking that a great House did not send three warships to the edge of the Empire on a whim, or by accident, or because of a fault on a public screen.

    Somebody had told them.

    He thought of a sealed packet of light, folding itself up and vanishing into the slow pulse of a Lantern. He didn’t look at Dray. He was careful not to look at Dray at all.

    

    There was no time to wonder how. There was barely time to think. The Verity came down through Hollow’s thin, cold sky like a thrown spear, and Corvin gave his orders on the way.

    “Lictor Dray. Take six. The tower in the middle of the big dome is the Spine. Secure it, secure the warden, and secure whatever controls the locks. Then hold it.”

    “And the prisoners, Lictor-Prime?”

    “They’re prisoners. Not enemies. You don’t kill anyone who doesn’t leave you no choice.”

    Dray smiled very slightly. “And if they leave me no choice?”

    “Then you make sure,” Corvin said, “that they really didn’t.”

    He took the other four himself. The youngest was among them, the girl barely out of the Oathhouse. Her name was Iselle. Her face was white inside her open helmet, but her hands on her rifle were steady.

    The iris of the Field Dome stood open above them, shimmering like a soap bubble. The Verity dropped through it with a shiver and a lurch. And there below them, under the floodlights, was a battlefield.

    Corvin had seen battlefields before. He had never seen one like this. Hundreds of prisoners in grey smocks, armed with picks and shovels and broken furniture, scattering across the landing field like startled birds. A line of soldiers in dark green armor and silver helmets in front of three green-and-silver ships, rifles raised, firing. Bodies on the ground. Smoke. And at the far side of the dome, the iron tunnel that led back into the main prison, pouring out more grey-clad people every second, as if the whole moon had come to the landing field to fight its way onto a ship.

    The Verity’s ramp began to open before she touched down. Corvin was on it before it hit the ground.

    And when the soldiers in green saw him, they stopped firing.

    He had known they would. Every soldier in the Empire knew the black and gold. Every soldier in the Empire knew what it meant to point a rifle at it. Corvin walked down the Verity’s ramp with his four Lictors behind him and his own rifle held loose at his side, and across the landing field, one by one, the green-armored soldiers lowered their weapons. The prisoners, seeing them lower, stopped running and stood still, staring. And for a moment, the whole wild, roaring Field Dome went quiet.

    Corvin walked across it toward the lead Strand ship.

    A woman was standing at the top of its ramp. Tall, lean, silver hair cropped close to her head, a little silver tower badge at her collar. She watched him come with her hands behind her back, entirely composed, as if Lictors walked across her battlefields every day.

    He stopped at the foot of the ramp.

    “Commander,” he said.

    “Lictor-Prime Hale.” She inclined her head. Of course she knew his name. Everyone in the great Houses knew his name. “Commander Ysolde Marr, of the Archduchess Strand’s household guard. You’re a long way from Zenith.”

    “So are you. House Strand’s colors on a prison moon at the edge of the Empire, on the night of a riot.” He kept his voice pleasant. “You’ll forgive me if I find that interesting.”

    “There’s nothing interesting about it.” She didn’t even blink. “The warden of Hollow sent out a distress call. His prisoners were in revolt. We happened to be the nearest ships. House Strand is always glad to serve the Throne.”

    It was a good lie. Smooth and simple, and impossible to disprove tonight. Corvin admired it the way he might have admired a well-made blade.

    “Then the Throne thanks you,” he said. “And dismisses you. You’ll lift in five minutes, Commander. All three ships. Every one of your soldiers aboard.”

    For a heartbeat, he saw her think about it. He saw her eyes go past him, to his four Lictors, and then to the Verity squatting black and gold on its pad, and then, briefly, to something else. Something far off to his left, along the curving wall of the dome.

    Then she smiled. It was a thin smile, and it didn’t reach her eyes.

    “Of course, Lictor-Prime.” She touched the badge at her collar, and somewhere aboard her ship a horn sounded, long and low. All over the landing field, the soldiers in green began to fall back toward their ramps. “A word of advice, before I go. From one servant to another.”

    He waited.

    “Whatever you came here for,” said Commander Marr, “hold on to it tightly.”

    She turned and walked up the ramp into her ship.

    Corvin stood at the foot of it for a moment longer, and made himself look at the field.

    Smoke drifted across the landing plates. Here and there, grey shapes lay where the Strand rifles had dropped them, and did not move. Close to his boots, a boy of no more than sixteen lay on his back with a broken shovel still in his hands and his eyes open, looking up at the shimmering iris and the stars beyond it. An old woman knelt beside him. She was not crying. She was only holding his hand.

    The smell of the smoke was very familiar. Corvin found that he had stopped breathing.

    “Iselle,” he said. His voice sounded strange to him. “Get the ship’s medic out here. Anyone on this field who is still breathing gets help. Anyone.”

    The young Lictor hesitated. “The prisoners too, Lictor-Prime?”

    “People, Lictor,” Corvin said. “Not prisoners. People.”

    She stared at him for a moment. Then she touched two fingers to her heart and ran.

    Corvin turned the other way, toward the place Commander Marr’s eyes had gone.

    And his ring flickered.

    Not a blaze, this time. Just a twitch. A faint, quick pulse of red in the bead, like the core had flinched in the lane two days ago. Like something had brushed against it in the dark. He lifted his hand and turned it slowly, the way a man might turn a compass, and the flicker came again, stronger, when he faced along the curving wall to the left.

    He looked.

    Fifty meters away, two figures were crawling along the foot of the dome wall, keeping to the shadows. As he watched, they rose into a crouch and began to run.

    One of them was a big man. A very big man, grey-bearded, broad as a door, with a rifle in his hands and a hitch in his stride where his right knee wouldn’t quite bend. Knee injury in his third year. Kitchen work, mostly.

    The other was a young woman. Slight and quick and dark-haired, in a grey prison jacket. Her right hand was held clutched against her chest, and as she ran, Corvin saw that it was red to the wrist, and dripping.

    His ring pulsed again, hot and hard, as if it were trying to point.

    “There,” Corvin said. “There. With me.”

    He ran.

    

    The firing had stopped, and somehow that was worse.

    Rook ran along the curve of the wall with Garrow at her shoulder, and the Field Dome was suddenly quiet enough that she could hear her own boots on the landing plates, and her own breath sawing in her chest, and the whine of the Strand ships’ engines starting up behind her. The soldiers in green were falling back. The prisoners were scattering. And between her and the impound yard there was nothing but a hundred meters of open landing field, lit as bright as day.

    And the black ship.

    It squatted on its pad between her and the wire fence of the yard, sleek and dark and enormous, its band of gold glittering under the floodlights. Its ramp was down. A man stood at the top of it, an old, round, bald man in grey overalls, staring out at the field with his mouth open.

    “Around it,” Garrow panted. “Go around it. Don’t stop.”

    Behind them, someone shouted. Rook looked back.

    Five figures were coming across the landing field at a run. Black armor, trimmed with gold. The Lictors. They ran the way nothing else she had ever seen ran, low and smooth and terribly fast, spreading out as they came like the fingers of a closing hand, and the one in front was a little ahead of the others, and he was looking straight at her.

    Garrow stopped running.

    “No,” Rook said. “No, Garrow, come on—”

    “Go to the ship.” He turned to face them, and lifted the rifle. “You said it. Say it again.”

    “Garrow—”

    “Say it.”

    “I keep going,” Rook whispered.

    “Then go.”

    She went.

    She heard the rifle behind her. Three shots, sharp and flat, and she knew without looking that he had fired at the ground in front of them, not at them. She heard the Lictors split around him, heard boots, heard a grunt and the heavy, ugly sound of bodies colliding. She looked back once, she couldn’t help it, and saw Garrow with a Lictor on either side of him, and saw him move.

    He fought like them.

    That was what she would remember afterward, when she had time to remember anything. Not that he was strong, though he was, or that he was fast, though he was faster than any old man with a bad knee had any right to be. It was that he fought exactly like them. The same low stance. The same turn of the shoulder. The same short, brutal, economical movements, as if all three of them had learned from the same teacher in the same cold room a long time ago. One of the Lictors went down. Garrow took a blow across the back that drove him to one knee, and came up again, and the second Lictor went sideways into the landing plates.

    I opened doors for him, Garrow had said, in the dark of their cell. For a long time.

    She hadn’t understood. She was beginning to.

    The one in front hadn’t stopped to fight him. The one in front had gone straight past.

    He was coming for her.

    Rook ran. She ran as she had never run before, along the flank of the black ship, under the curve of its dark hull, toward the gap between its tail and the wire fence of the impound yard. She could see the gate. It was standing open, like every gate on Hollow. Thirty meters. Twenty.

    A hand closed on her wrist.

    It didn’t hurt. That was the strange thing. It closed firmly and turned her, not hard, and she spun around with her back against the black hull of the ship and the Lictor in front of her, one gloved hand around her bleeding wrist and the other held up, open, empty, as if to show her it had nothing in it.

    “Stop,” he said. “Please. I’m not going to hurt you.”

    He was younger than she had expected.

    She didn’t know what she had expected. Something out of the faded paintings in the Catechism hall, maybe. A faceless black helmet. A monster. But his helmet was open, and the face inside it was a man’s face, thirty years old or a little more, lean and pale and tired, with dark hair cropped short and dark, steady eyes. There was a burn on his right hand, she saw. A blistered red ring of skin around the finger under his warrant ring, as if he had held it to a fire.

    “My name is Corvin Hale,” he said. He was breathing hard. So was she. “No one is going to hurt you. You have my word.”

    “That’s what the warden said.”

    “I’m not the warden.”

    “No,” Rook said. “You’re worse. You’re the one he was afraid of.”

    Something moved in his face. She didn’t wait to see what.

    She went for the knife.

    It was in her jacket, where it had been all night. She got it out and up in one movement, low and close, the way Garrow had taught her, and for a single heartbeat she thought she had him.

    He took it away from her.

    She didn’t see how. One moment the knife was in her hand, and the next her hand was empty and her wrist was stinging and the knife was in his, and he hadn’t even let go of her other arm. It was like watching Garrow with the young wardsman at the bottom of the Spine. It was like trying to fight water.

    And then the strangest thing happened. He looked down at the knife in his hand.

    He went still. Completely still. He was staring at the pommel of the knife, at the round bright patch of metal where some mark had been ground away, and his face changed. She watched it change. All the calm went out of it, and what was left was shock, plain and naked, like a man who has just looked into a crowd and seen the face of someone long dead.

    “Where,” he said slowly, “did you get this?”

    His grip on her arm had loosened. Just a little.

    It was enough.

    Beside Rook’s shoulder, set into the black hull of the Lictor ship just at the foot of its open ramp, was a lock plate. Square. Black glass. A ring of gold around it, and a tiny crown, and a row of small lights. The ramp control.

    She slapped her bloody palm against it.

    The lock didn’t sing. It roared. A great deep chord rang through the whole hull of the black ship at once, as if she had struck a bell the size of a building, and every light on the ship blazed up at once, running lights, landing lights, the gold band along its flank glowing like molten metal. The engines coughed and howled. And the ramp, the heavy steel ramp whose lower edge the Lictor was standing on, swung up off the landing plates like the jaw of some enormous animal snapping shut.

    It caught him across the chest and threw him backward three meters through the air.

    He landed hard on his back on the landing plates and lay there. The knife skittered away across the metal. At the top of the ramp, as it slammed shut into the hull, Rook glimpsed the round old man in overalls staring down at her in pure, wide-eyed astonishment before the closing door cut him off.

    The ship went quiet. The lights dimmed.

    The Lictor lifted his head.

    He didn’t get up. He lay on the landing plates, propped on one elbow, winded, staring. Not at her hand. Not at the ramp. At his own ship, the black-and-gold Lictor ship of the Emperor of the Four Hundred Worlds, which had just obeyed a prisoner from Block Six as if she had built it with her own hands.

    Then he looked at her.

    For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. And Rook saw it in his face, as clearly as she had ever seen anything: the same thing she was feeling herself. Not anger. Not fear.

    Surprise.

    As if each of them had looked at the other and found someone entirely different from what they had been told would be there.

    “Who are you?” he said.

    Rook snatched up Garrow’s knife from the landing plates.

    “Nobody,” she said. “Block Six.”

    And she ran.

    

    The impound yard was a jungle of dead ships.

    Wrecks and hulks and confiscated freighters, rusting on their pads under the floodlights, some of them so old that their hulls had gone the color of dried blood. Rook ran between them, ducking under stubby wings and around fat landing struts, following the sound of an engine that was whining and coughing and whining again, like an animal in pain.

    She came around the last wreck and there it was.

    The Borrowed Hour was the ugliest ship she had ever seen. She had not seen many ships, but she knew it anyway. It was fat and squat and lumpy, as if someone had taken a perfectly good freighter and then spent twenty years bolting extra pieces onto it without much of a plan. Its hull was patched in six different colors. One of its stubby wings was longer than the other. Its engines, at the back, were enormous, far too big for the rest of it, and they were glowing a dull and angry orange.

    At the top of its ramp stood Nes Calder, with Jory beside her. They were both shouting.

    “Clamps!” Nes was bellowing, pointing. “Rook! The clamps!”

    Rook saw them. Four great iron jaws, one at each corner of the landing pad, clamped tight over the Borrowed Hour’s landing struts. Each one had a thick steel post beside it, and on top of each post, a lock plate. Every plate was still glowing red.

    “Every door on Hollow,” Nes shouted down at her, with a kind of furious, despairing glee. “Every door on this whole stinking moon, sweetheart. Except the four I needed. They’re not on the board. They’re on their own. Old locks. Out here at the edge, wired to nothing!”

    Rook looked at the four red lights. She looked at her hand. The cut across her palm had already begun to close. She could feel it tightening, the way all her wounds had always tightened, too fast, too neatly.

    She pulled out Garrow’s knife.

    Then she turned, because she couldn’t help it, and looked back the way she had come.

    Through the gap between the wrecks, she could see the open gate of the impound yard. And coming through it, limping, staggering, with blood running down one side of his face and the rifle still clutched in his hands, was Garrow.

    Behind him, across the bright open field, black-and-gold figures were picking themselves up off the landing plates.

    And beyond them, by the tail of the black ship, the young Lictor with the dark eyes was getting slowly to his feet. He wasn’t looking at Garrow. He wasn’t looking at his ship.

    He was looking straight at her.

  
    Chapter 9 — Someone Has to Hold the Door

    Garrow came through the wrecks like a falling wall.

    He was limping worse than Rook had ever seen him limp, dragging his right leg as if it were made of iron. Blood ran down the left side of his face from a cut above his eye and soaked into his grey beard. His jacket was torn half off one shoulder. But the rifle was still in his hands, and his eyes, when they found her, were clear and steady.

    “Clamps,” he said. “How many?”

    “Four.”

    “How long for the engines?”

    “Three minutes!” Nes shouted down from the ramp. “Three minutes from the moment the last jaw opens, and she’ll fly. Probably. She’s been sitting in a yard for three months, so let’s say probably.”

    Garrow looked at the four red lights on their posts. He looked at Rook’s hand, and the knife in it. Then he turned around and looked back the way he had come, at the narrow gap between two rusting hulks where the path from the yard gate came through.

    It was the only way in. The wrecks were packed so close on either side that nothing bigger than a cat could have squeezed between them. Anyone who wanted to reach the Borrowed Hour would have to come through that gap, one or two at a time.

    Rook saw him see it. She saw him decide.

    “No,” she said.

    “Clamps, girl.”

    “Garrow, no—”

    “They won’t shoot at you,” he said. He was already moving, limping toward the gap, settling himself behind the bent landing strut of a dead freighter with the rifle across his knee. “He wants you alive. That’s his whole order. Alive and unharmed. Which means they’ll have to come through here the slow way, on foot.” He glanced back at her over his shoulder, and the blood on his face was black in the floodlights. “And I can be very slow to get past.”

    “They’ll kill you.”

    “They’ll try. Go and open your clamps.” And when she didn’t move: “Rook. Three minutes. You want to spend them arguing?”

    She went.

    

    The first clamp was at the near corner of the pad, a great iron jaw as tall as she was, closed tight over the Borrowed Hour’s front landing strut like a fist around a wrist. The lock plate on its post glowed red.

    Rook looked at her palm. The cut she had made in the cell was already closing, pink and puckered, the edges knitting together under the blood. Too fast. Always too fast.

    She put the point of Garrow’s knife to the heel of her hand and drew it across, hard.

    It hurt more than it had the first time. She bit down on the sound and slapped her hand onto the plate.

    The lock sang. The great iron jaw groaned and shuddered and swung open with a sound like a door the size of a house, and the Borrowed Hour lurched on its strut, and somewhere far behind her, back across the landing field, Rook heard men cry out.

    Their rings, she thought. Every time. Every single time I do this, they feel it.

    They knew exactly where she was. It didn’t matter. They knew already.

    She ran for the second clamp.

    It was at the far corner, on the side of the pad away from the gap, and she had to go under the ship to reach it, crouching beneath the fat curve of the hull with the engines roaring and spitting fire somewhere above her head. The heat was enormous. The air smelled of hot metal and old fuel. She came out on the far side and slapped her bleeding hand onto the second plate and the jaw sang open, and the ship lurched again, and this time the shouting from the landing field was closer.

    For a moment, as the jaw swung wide, she felt something else. Not through her ears. Through her hand, still pressed to the warm metal of the post, and through the soles of her boots on the landing pad. A low, slow hum, coming from somewhere deep inside the ugly ship above her. Like the Wall. Like the lock board. Like something very large turning over in its sleep.

    She didn’t have time to wonder about it.

    Then the shooting started.

    It wasn’t aimed at her. She understood that almost at once. The first bolt hit the gap between the wrecks, a streak of white light that splashed against the hull of the dead freighter beside Garrow and left a glowing scar in the metal. The second hit the same place. They were firing at Garrow, or near him, trying to drive him back.

    Garrow didn’t go back.

    He fired once, carefully, around the edge of his cover. Then again. Rook heard someone shout in pain, and heard a voice she knew, cool and level and very loud, carrying across the yard.

    “Hold your fire! The ship is not a target. The girl is not a target. Take the old man alive.”

    The young Lictor. Corvin Hale. Rook’s hands were shaking. She made them stop.

    The third clamp was at the back of the pad, right under the engines.

    It was the worst. The heat coming down from the glowing exhausts was like standing at the open door of a furnace, and the noise was a solid thing, a roar that hammered at her ears and chest and teeth. Rook went in under it bent double, her arm over her face, and felt the skin on the back of her neck tighten and burn. She found the post by touch more than sight. Her palm had closed again. She cut it again. Her hand was a mess now, red and raw and slippery, and when she slapped it onto the plate, she almost missed.

    The lock sang. The jaw opened.

    And from the corner of her eye, she saw a shape moving between the wrecks.

    Not through the gap. Behind it. A black-and-gold figure climbing over the top of a rusting hulk on the far side of the yard, where the wrecks were piled two and three deep, picking his way across them toward the pad, rifle slung across his back. Flanking. Going around Garrow the long way.

    He was going to reach the ship before the last clamp opened.

    Rook opened her mouth to shout. Before she could, there was a bang like the end of the world, and the rusting hulk the Lictor was crossing simply came apart.

    It went up in a great burst of orange sparks and flying metal. The Lictor went sideways off it and disappeared behind the wreck beside it, and when he came back into view a moment later, he was limping fast in the opposite direction.

    Rook looked up.

    On the top of the Borrowed Hour’s hull, a small, ugly gun turret had swung around on its mount, smoke curling out of its single barrel. Through the cockpit glass beneath it, Rook could see Nes Calder grinning like a madwoman.

    “She’s got one gun!” Nes shouted through the open ramp. “It’s mostly decorative! Last clamp, sweetheart! Last clamp!”

    

    The last clamp was at the near corner, closest to the gap. Closest to Garrow.

    Rook ran for it. She could hear the fight now, properly. Not just the bolts of light hissing into the wrecks and the crack of Garrow’s rifle, but voices, and boots, and the clang of armor on metal. As she came around the nose of the ship, she saw them. Two Lictors had made it into the gap. Garrow was on his feet, the rifle swinging like a club, and one of the Lictors went down, and the other came on, and Garrow met him with his bare shoulder and drove him back into the gap, into the men coming behind him.

    And past them, through the narrow opening between the wrecks, she could see a dark-haired man in black-and-gold armor walking toward the fight. Not running. Walking. Steady and unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world.

    Rook’s palm had closed again. She didn’t even feel the knife this time.

    She slapped her hand on the fourth plate.

    The lock sang. The jaw opened. And the Borrowed Hour, free at last, gave a great shuddering roar and rose half a meter off the pad on its engines, bucking and swaying like a boat on a wave, its ramp scraping and sparking on the landing plates beneath it.

    “Go!” Nes was screaming from inside. “Everybody in! Go, go, go!”

    Rook turned to Garrow.

    He was standing in the gap. There were two Lictors on the ground in front of him, and a third backing away with his hand pressed to his side. Garrow’s rifle was gone. He had picked up a length of steel pipe from somewhere and was holding it in both hands, low and ready, his chest heaving, blood running from his face into his beard. He looked a hundred years old. He looked like a mountain.

    “Garrow!” She ran to him. She grabbed his arm. “Come on! It’s open! Come on!”

    He didn’t move.

    “Garrow, please—”

    “Look at them.” He didn’t take his eyes off the gap. “Rook. Look.”

    She looked. Beyond the narrow opening, more black and gold was coming across the field. The Lictors Garrow had already knocked down, back on their feet. And behind them, running out of the mouth of the East Gate tunnel, four more, called back from the main dome. At their head, walking, was the young one with the dark eyes.

    “The moment I leave this spot,” Garrow said quietly, “they’re through that gap. And it’s thirty meters to the ramp, and I can’t run thirty meters anymore, not on this knee, not with them behind me. They’ll be on that ramp before she’s off the ground. They’ll have you. They’ll have all of you.” He shifted his grip on the pipe. “Someone has to hold the door, girl.”

    “Then I’ll hold it with you.”

    “No.”

    “I can open anything. I can open the—I can make their ship—”

    “No.” He turned his head and looked at her, and his eyes were wet, and very calm. “You can open every door in the Empire. I know you can. I’ve always known. But you can’t close this one. Not tonight.”

    He reached into his torn shirt, and took out the small leather pouch with its blob of old red wax, and pressed it into her bleeding hand. He closed her fingers over it with his own, the way he had closed them over the wound on the night the Wall opened.

    “This is yours,” he said. “It was always yours. There’s a name in there. Not your mother’s. Someone who knew her. Find out who she was. That’s where your road starts.”

    “You promised,” Rook said. Her voice broke into pieces. “You promised. On a ship, under a sky. You said you’d tell me everything.”

    “I know.” His voice was very gentle. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Rook.”

    He bent his head and kissed her forehead, once, hard, as he used to when she was very small and had woken in the night from a bad dream.

    “You were the best thing I ever stole,” Garrow said.

    Then he put his big hand flat against her chest and shoved her, hard, backward, toward the ship.

    She stumbled. She would have fallen, but somebody caught her. Thin arms. A familiar voice, sobbing her name. Jory had come down the ramp. He had his arms locked around her from behind and he was dragging her backward, with all of his scrawny, impossible strength, toward the swaying ship.

    “No,” Rook said. “No. Jory, let me go, let me go—”

    She fought him. She would remember that later, with shame and with gratitude both: that she had fought Jory Tenn with everything she had, elbows and heels and nails, and that he hadn’t let go. And all the while, in flashes, like lightning in Mordant’s storms, her head was full of Garrow. Garrow sitting on the roof of the laundry, carving, pretending not to watch her watch the sky. Garrow on his knees on the cell floor, guiding her small fists. Low and close. Garrow’s big hand tugging her collar straight. Garrow at the kitchen hatch with a ladle, not looking at her, not looking at anything. Twenty-four years of him, every day of her life, and in all of it he had never once let her down.

    He didn’t let her go.

    He dragged her up the scraping ramp, and Nes was there at the top, and Nes caught her other arm, and together they hauled her inside.

    The ramp began to rise.

    Rook twisted around and threw herself against it, and through the narrowing gap at the top, she saw.

    She saw Garrow standing in the gap between the wrecks with the pipe in his hands. She saw the Lictors come at him, all of them at once. She saw him fight them. He fought as he had fought at the bottom of the Spine and on the landing field, fast and terrible and old, and two more of them went down before the rest of them were on him and he went down too, under a heap of black and gold.

    “Alive!” Corvin Hale’s voice, ringing across the yard. “I want him alive!”

    They dragged Garrow up onto his knees.

    He didn’t struggle. He knelt there between two Lictors, with their hands on his shoulders and his arms twisted behind him, and blood running down his face. And he lifted his head, and looked at the ship.

    The young Lictor walked up and stood in front of him. He stood very straight. He looked down at Garrow for a moment, and then he followed Garrow’s gaze, and looked up at the ship as well.

    For a single heartbeat, through the last narrow sliver of the closing ramp, Rook saw both of their faces turned toward her. The old one and the young one. Side by side.

    Then the ramp slammed shut, and the Borrowed Hour leaped into the sky.

    

    She didn’t remember getting to the cockpit.

    She remembered the ship shaking. She remembered the engines screaming, and the deck tilting so steeply under her feet that she had to crawl, and Jory beside her, crawling too, his face wet. She remembered the hum of something deep in the belly of the ship, under the noise of the engines, a low, steady note that seemed to come up through the deck plates into her bleeding hand.

    Then she was in the cockpit doorway, holding onto the frame, and Nes was in the pilot’s chair, swearing steadily under her breath and wrestling the controls with both hands. And through the curved glass in front of them, the Field Dome was falling away.

    They went up through the iris. Rook felt it go over her skin, a strange, cold, prickling shiver, like walking through a curtain of water.

    And then there was no dome.

    For the first time in her life, there was nothing above her.

    No glass. No iron ribs. No grime. No patches. The sky of Hollow opened up around the ugly little ship in every direction at once, enormous and dark and clear, and Mordant filled half of it, so vast and close that she could see its storms moving, slow purple whirlpools the size of worlds, lightning crawling through them in silent threads. And everywhere else, everywhere Mordant wasn’t, were stars. Not the thin, faint, scattered stars she had seen through the scarred glass of the dome all her life. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Hard and bright and countless, in every color, so many that the dark between them seemed to glow.

    It was the sky. It was the sky she had dreamed about every night of her life, lying on the roof of the laundry with Garrow sitting beside her, carving and pretending not to watch.

    She couldn’t see it.

    She was crying too hard to see it. She stood in the cockpit doorway with Garrow’s pouch clutched in her ruined hand and the sky of Hollow blazing all around her, and she couldn’t see any of it.

    Jory put his arm around her. She let him.

    Below them, Hollow was shrinking. The crater. The glass blister of the dome, lit up from inside like a lantern, every floodlight still burning, every door still open. Somewhere in there, Hettie was shouting at people not to burn the water plant. Somewhere in there, Orrin was drinking water. Big Ulf. Sana. Brannock, standing at the bottom of the Spine with his rifle hanging from his hand. Three thousand people with every door open.

    And Garrow. On his knees in the impound yard, with the Emperor’s Lictors all around him.

    “Rook,” Nes said.

    Her voice was very flat. Rook knew that voice. It was the voice the old miners used in the deep galleries, when they heard the mountain start to groan.

    “Rook. Come here and look at this.”

    Rook wiped her face with her sleeve and went and stood behind the pilot’s chair.

    There was a screen on the console in front of Nes, small and cracked and flickering, showing the space around the ship in faint green lines. Rook didn’t know how to read it. She didn’t need to. There was the moon, a big green circle. There was the little green dot in the center of the screen that was the Borrowed Hour.

    And there, coming up fast from the surface of the moon behind them, was another dot. Brighter. Bigger. And much, much faster.

    “The black ship,” Rook said.

    “The black ship.” Nes’s hands were tight on the controls. “Lictor cutter. Fastest thing in the Empire that isn’t a Leviathan. And there.” She touched the screen. Far above them, high over Hollow, hung a third dot, small and still. “That’s one of the Strand ships. The others ran. That one didn’t. It’s just sitting up there. Watching.”

    “What does that mean?”

    “It means a great House wants you badly enough to risk annoying the Emperor’s Lictors, sweetheart, and I don’t know whether to be impressed or terrified.” Nes swallowed. “But the Strand ship isn’t our problem. Not yet. That is our problem.” She tapped the bright dot rising behind them. “The nearest Lantern is two hours away at full burn. We can’t jump without it. Nobody can jump without a Lantern. And that cutter will catch us in less than one.”

    “So what do we do?”

    Nes didn’t answer at once. She looked out through the curved glass, at the great striped face of Mordant filling half the sky, with its slow, enormous storms and its crawling threads of lightning.

    “We go where he can’t see us,” she said. “Into that.”

    Jory made a small, strangled noise. “Into the gas giant?”

    “Into the storm bands. The upper ones. There’s so much lightning and so much static in there that no sensor in the Empire can find a ship in it. If we can get deep enough, fast enough, before he catches us, we can hide.” Nes’s mouth twisted. “Nobody’s stupid enough to follow a ship into Mordant’s storms.”

    On the screen, the bright dot was closing.

    “He is,” Rook said quietly.

    She didn’t know how she knew. She just knew. She had seen his face on the landing field, looking at her across the length of his own ship. She had seen him walk, not run, toward Garrow. He was the kind of man who would follow her anywhere.

    Before Nes could answer, the console crackled.

    A voice came out of it. Calm and level and close, as if the man it belonged to were standing in the cockpit beside them.

    “Borrowed Hour. This is Lictor-Prime Corvin Hale, aboard the Imperial cutter Verity.” A pause. “Cut your engines and hold your course. No one aboard your ship will be harmed. You have my word.”

    Nes’s hand moved toward a switch. Rook caught her wrist.

    She looked at the cracked little console. There was a button on it, worn smooth, with a faded picture of a mouth. She pressed it with her bleeding thumb.

    “Where’s Garrow?” she said.

    Silence. Just the hiss of static, and the engines, and the ship’s deep hum under her feet.

    “Alive,” said the voice. Then, after a moment, more quietly: “He’s alive. He’ll stay that way. You have my word on that, too.”

    “Your word.” Rook’s voice shook. She didn’t care. “You know what your word’s worth on Hollow, Lictor? Ask the thirty-two people who died in Gallery Nine while a man with a ring on his finger followed protocol.”

    Silence again. Longer, this time.

    “I’m sorry,” the voice said. It sounded as if it meant it. That was almost the worst part. “I know your name, Rook. I know what your records say, and I know they’re lying. I don’t know what you are. But I know you’re frightened, and you’re hurt, and I can see your heading. If you’re thinking of hiding in that gas giant, you’re about to fly into the most dangerous thing in this system. Please. Turn around.”

    Rook leaned closer to the console.

    “If anything happens to him,” she said, very softly, “I will find you. I don’t know how yet. But there isn’t a door in the Empire that can keep me out. You saw that. You know it’s true.”

    She let go of the button before he could answer.

    Nes looked at her for a moment, with an expression Rook couldn’t read. Then she flicked the switch, and the console went dead.

    “Well,” said Nes. “That’s one way to flirt.”

    Then, without another word, she shoved the controls forward, and the Borrowed Hour tipped over and dived, nose down, toward the storms.

    Rook held onto the back of the pilot’s chair and watched the purple wall of Mordant rushing up to meet them.

    Under her feet, deep in the belly of the ugly little ship, something was humming. A low, steady note. She had been hearing it since they lifted off, she realized. Under the engines. Under everything.

    She knew that sound. She had heard it in the chamber below Gallery Nine, and in the Wall, and in the black lock board at the top of the Spine.

    The ship’s heart was humming.

    And it was humming to her.

  
    Chapter 10 — Every Door

    The ugly little ship went up through the iris in a shower of sparks and a scream of overworked engines, and was gone, and Corvin Hale stood in the impound yard of Hollow with his ribs on fire and looked down at the man kneeling in front of him.

    The old man looked back.

    He was bleeding from a cut above his left eye, and from his mouth, and from somewhere under his torn jacket that Corvin couldn’t see. Two Lictors held his arms twisted behind his back. Three more lay groaning on the landing plates around him, and a fourth sat against the hull of a wreck with his helmet off, holding his side and breathing in short, careful gasps. It had taken nine of the Emperor’s Lictors to bring down one old prisoner with a bad knee and a length of pipe.

    Corvin had never seen anything like it. He suspected none of them had.

    “Tolly,” he said into the speaker at his collar. His voice came out rough. The ramp had caught him squarely across the ribs, and every breath felt like a knife. “Is she flying?”

    “She’s flying, Lictor-Prime.” The engineer sounded shaken. “She’s —the ship’s all right. Everything’s working again. Whatever that girl did to her, it’s let go. But the core’s pulling like a hound on a leash. She wants to go after them.”

    “Good. So do I. Warm the drives. We lift in five minutes.”

    He let go of the speaker and looked at the old man again.

    “Garrow Mast,” he said. “Prisoner two-two-zero-nine. Life, for murder. Kitchen work, mostly, after a knee injury in your third year.” He paused. “Died of lung fever on the prison transport Clemency, on the third day of the voyage. Twenty-four years ago.”

    The old man’s mouth twitched under the blood in his beard.

    “I got better,” he said.

    One of the Lictors holding his arms twisted them a little harder. Garrow didn’t make a sound. He kept his eyes on Corvin’s face, steady and grey and patient, as if he were waiting for Corvin to work something out.

    Corvin crouched down in front of him, slowly, his ribs shrieking.

    “She had a knife,” he said quietly. “The girl. A short blade, black sheath, cord on the hilt. Someone had ground the mark off the pommel. They did it carefully, but they didn’t get it all. There’s a curve left at one edge, if you know where to look. The edge of a sunburst.” He held the old man’s eyes. “I’ve worn a blade like that on my belt for twelve years. So has every Lictor who ever lived. Where did she get it?”

    Garrow said nothing.

    Corvin reached out and took the old man’s right wrist, where the Lictor was twisting it behind his back, and pushed back the torn sleeve.

    On the inside of the wrist, just below the base of the thumb, there was a scar.

    It was old. Very old, pale and puckered and shiny, the size of a coin. It had been made with something hot, deliberately, a long time ago, by someone who knew exactly what they were burning away. And it was in exactly the place where every child who went through the Oathhouse received the small black sunburst that would mark them for the rest of their life as the Throne’s.

    Corvin’s was on his wrist too, under his armor. He could feel it there, suddenly, as if it were hot.

    He let go of the old man’s arm. He took the slate from his belt and held it up to Garrow’s bloody face, and let it look.

    The slate thought about it. Then it searched. Corvin knew what it was searching. Every Lictor who had ever sworn the oath had their face kept in the rolls of the Oathhouse forever, living or dead, so that the Throne would always know its own.

    The answer came up in small white letters.

    VENN, Garrow. Lictor. Inner Vault. Died in the line of duty. Body not recovered.

    And a date. Twenty-four years ago. Three weeks before a dead man walked off a prison ship onto Hollow.

    Corvin read it twice. Then he lowered the slate.

    The Inner Vault. He knew the name, the way every Lictor did. The smallest order of them all. A handful of men and women chosen for life to stand guard over the deepest places of the Undying Palace. They wore plain dark armor with no insignia, and they didn’t speak, and they didn’t leave, and when they died, they were burned in private and their names were never read aloud.

    He thought of a plain iron door beside the last gate of the palace. Two silent guards in front of it.

    He thought of a narrow stair going down into red-lit darkness, and a line of Bloodletters with empty silver cases.

    “You were Inner Vault,” he said.

    Garrow looked at him. And for the first time, something changed in the old man’s face. Not fear. Something more like pity.

    “You’ve seen it,” Garrow said softly. “Haven’t you? The stair. I can see it on you, boy. You’ve stood at the top of that stair and you’ve wondered.”

    Corvin didn’t answer. He couldn’t.

    “Next time you kneel in front of him,” Garrow said, “ask him what’s at the bottom.”

    

    “Lictor-Prime.”

    Dray was coming through the wrecks toward them, his helmet under his arm and his fair hair dark with sweat. Behind him came two of the Lictors who had gone to the Spine with him, the other four having run back to the field the moment Corvin called, and between them, stumbling, a small, neat man in a rumpled grey uniform with his hands bound in front of him and a look on his face like a man who has been woken from a dream into a much worse one.

    “The warden,” Dray said. He sounded pleased with himself. “Tied to his own chair at the top of his own tower. His hands bound with his own belt.” He glanced at Garrow, kneeling bloody between the two Lictors, and his smile widened. “I take it we have this gentleman to thank for that. The warden has been very talkative, Lictor-Prime. He sold the girl to House Strand. He had the price agreed and everything. A governorship and a five-bead warrant.” Dray laughed softly. “He tested her blood on his own desk. Then he got greedy and called the highest bidder.”

    “And the locks?”

    Dray’s smile faded a little. “That’s the strange part. They’re all open. Every door on the moon. The whole board is green, and it won’t change. The warden’s ring can’t touch it. Mine can’t touch it.” He hesitated. “I tried my own ring on the master plate, Lictor-Prime. It went cold on my finger. As if it had been told no.”

    Corvin looked at the warden. Sallow looked back at him with wet, frightened eyes.

    “She opened everything,” the warden said. His voice was a cracked whisper. “Everything. With her hand. She put her hand on it and the whole moon sang, and none of it will close. Not for anyone. Only for her.” He swallowed. “I only wanted to get off this rock. That’s all I ever wanted. Somewhere warm.”

    “Bring him,” Corvin said. “Both of them. In the hold, separately. Nobody touches the old man. Nobody questions him but me. Is that understood, Lictor Dray?”

    “Perfectly, Lictor-Prime.” Dray looked at Garrow with frank curiosity. “And Hollow? Three thousand loose prisoners, every door open, and a warden who’s just been arrested for treason?”

    Corvin thought about it for a moment. He thought about the dead boy on the landing field, with his broken shovel and his open eyes. About the old woman holding his hand.

    “Iselle and three others stay,” he said. “They hold the Spine and keep the peace until the Throne sends a garrison. Nobody is punished for walking through a door that was opened for them. Find whoever the prisoners are listening to, and talk to them.” He thought of the voice he had heard booming across the dome as the Verity came down, a young woman’s voice he now knew. Don’t break the air plant. “I suspect they’ll be reasonable.”

    Dray raised his pale eyebrows, but he touched two fingers to his heart.

    They hauled Garrow up off his knees. He came up heavily, favoring his right leg, and the two Lictors walked him past Corvin toward the Verity’s ramp.

    As he passed, the old man began to hum.

    It was a strange, rough, tuneless sound, low in his chest, under his breath. Not a song, exactly. Just a sound, the kind a big man might make to himself while he worked, without noticing he was doing it.

    Corvin went still.

    Something moved at the very bottom of his memory. Something old and buried, like a stone shifting at the bottom of a well. Smoke. Heat. A hard, hot shape pressed against his cheek, and a sound, a low rough sound, going on and on—

    “Lictor-Prime!” Tolly’s voice crackled at his collar. “She’s ready. And she’s pulling so hard I can barely hold her. If you want to catch them, it has to be now.”

    The memory slid away into the dark.

    Corvin shook his head, once, hard, and ran for his ship.

    

    The Verity came up out of the Field Dome like a hawk off a wrist.

    Corvin stood on the bridge with one arm pressed against his ribs and watched Hollow fall away beneath them, the great lit blister of the dome shrinking to a coin, to a spark, to nothing. Ahead, filling the viewscreen from edge to edge, was Mordant.

    He had seen the gas giant from orbit on the way in. It had looked beautiful then, in a bruised, sullen way. Up close, it looked like the end of the world. A vast striped wall of cloud, purple and gold and sick green, so big that it had no edges, only a curve that went on forever. Storms churned across its face, each one bigger than a hundred moons. Lightning crawled through them in threads and webs and great blinding sheets.

    “They’ve gone into the top band,” said the pilot. Her voice was tight. “Sensors lost them two minutes ago. The static in there is— Lictor-Prime, I can’t see anything. Nothing can see anything in there.”

    “Follow them.”

    The pilot turned and looked at him.

    “Follow them,” Corvin said again.

    “Into that?” Dray had come up beside him. He was staring at the screen with something close to horror. “Lictor-Prime, with respect, that smuggler is out of her mind. We don’t have to be. We can wait at the Lantern. They’ll have to come out eventually, and when they do, they’ll have to go to the Lantern to jump. There’s nowhere else for them to go.”

    “And if they don’t come out?” Corvin said. “If that ship breaks up in there, with the girl aboard? What do I tell the Emperor, Lictor Dray? That I waited politely at the Lantern while the only thing he has ever asked me for fell into a gas giant?”

    Dray said nothing.

    “Tolly,” Corvin said. “Can she find them?”

    The engineer’s voice came back at once, and there was something strange in it. Something almost like awe.

    “Lictor-Prime, she doesn’t need sensors. She knows exactly where they are. She’s been pointing at them like a compass needle since the moment they lifted off. Give the pilot my heading. I’ll call it from down here.”

    Corvin looked at the pilot.

    She swallowed, and gripped the controls, and took the Verity into the storm.

    

    It was like flying into the inside of a drum.

    The Verity hit the top of the cloud band and the whole ship rang like a struck bell. Then they were in it. The viewscreen went purple, then black, then white as lightning burst all around them in great silent sheets, so close that Corvin could see the shape of every bolt burned onto the backs of his eyes. The ship bucked and dropped and slammed sideways. Someone on the bridge was praying out loud. The hull groaned like a living thing.

    “Left,” Tolly’s voice crackled. “Hard left. Now down. Down. She’s pulling down and to the left—”

    The pilot flew. Corvin had to give her that. Her face was white and wet, and her hands on the controls were shaking, but she flew, following the engineer’s voice through the dark the way a blind woman follows a rope.

    A bolt of lightning hit them.

    Corvin felt it before he saw it, a hammer blow that went through the whole ship from nose to tail and lifted him off his feet. Every screen on the bridge went white, then black. The lights died. For three long, terrible seconds, there was nothing but darkness and the howl of the wind and the sound of someone screaming. Then the emergency lamps came up, a dim, bloody red, and the screens flickered back to life one by one, and the pilot was still there, still flying, with blood running from her nose where her face had hit the console.

    “Still with us,” she said thickly. “Still with us. Tolly?”

    “Still with you,” came the engineer’s voice. “She took it on the chin. She’s angry now. Keep going. Down and left.”

    Something huge and dark slid past the viewscreen. A wall of cloud so dense it looked solid, lit from inside by flickering purple. The Verity skimmed its edge so close that the hull shrieked. Then they were through it, and in front of them, for a single blinding instant, a sheet of lightning lit up the whole sky.

    And there, small and ugly and black against the light, was the Borrowed Hour.

    It was a kilometer ahead of them, maybe less, diving deeper. One of its stubby wings was trailing smoke. It was bucking and rolling in the wind like a leaf in a gale, and Corvin could see that its pilot was fighting it every meter of the way.

    “There,” he said. “There.”

    “I see her.” The pilot’s voice was hoarse. “I see her. Closing.”

    “Lictor-Prime.” Dray was beside him again. He had his rifle in his hands. “Their engines. One shot from the forward guns, and they’re dead in the air. They’ll drift. We can take them at our leisure.”

    “And if the shot breaks them apart? In this?” Corvin didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “She dies. The old man downstairs takes his secrets to his grave. And every answer the Emperor sent us here for dies with them.” He shook his head. “No guns. We go alongside. We grapple. We board.”

    “In a storm.”

    “In a storm.”

    The lightning faded. The Borrowed Hour vanished into the dark again. But Tolly’s voice was still there, calm and certain, calling the way: left, down, steady, closer, closer. The Verity dropped down through the clouds after it, and the wind shrieked against the hull, and the purple dark flickered and boomed all around them.

    Then, quite suddenly, it stopped.

    They came out into silence.

    It was like stepping through a door from a hurricane into an empty room. All around them, the storm still raged, a vast spinning wall of cloud and lightning. But here, inside it, there was nothing. A great hollow of still, clear air, a kilometer wide, perfectly round. Above them, at the top of the hollow, a small circle of stars. Below them, falling away into darkness, the deep layers of the gas giant, glowing a dull, sullen red.

    The eye of the storm.

    And in the middle of it, hanging motionless in the still air, was the Borrowed Hour.

    It wasn’t running anymore. It wasn’t moving at all. It just hung there in the center of the hollow, its smoking wing trailing a thin grey thread, its engines dark. As if it were waiting for them.

    “They’ve stopped,” the pilot said, bewildered. “They’ve just stopped. Why have they stopped?”

    Corvin didn’t know. A cold, sick feeling had begun to crawl up his spine.

    “Bring us alongside,” he said. “Slowly.”

    The Verity slid forward through the still air. Five hundred meters. Four hundred. Corvin could see the patches on the ugly little ship’s hull now, six different colors. He could see the single small gun turret on its back, pointed nowhere. He could see the cockpit glass, and behind it, a shape. Someone standing at the window.

    Three hundred meters.

    The Verity’s core began to scream.

    It came up through the deck all at once, not a song this time but a howl, a high, wild, desperate sound like an animal in a trap. Every light on the bridge flared and died and flared again. On Corvin’s finger, his ring went white-hot, and he shouted and clutched at it, and all around the bridge his Lictors were shouting too.

    “Tolly!” Corvin bellowed. “Tolly!”

    “It’s not us!” The engineer was shrieking now. “It’s not us, Lictor-Prime, it’s them! Look! For the love of the Emperor, look at them!”

    Corvin looked.

    Around the Borrowed Hour, the air was beginning to glow.

    Threads of light. Fine and golden and branching, like veins, like roots, like frost spreading across a window, they were growing out of the empty air around the ugly little ship and spinning outward in every direction. Faster. Brighter. They twisted together as Corvin watched, wove themselves into a great spiraling tunnel of gold that opened in front of the Borrowed Hour’s blunt nose like the mouth of a flower, and stretched away from it, through the wall of the storm, through the gas giant, through the dark beyond, into somewhere Corvin couldn’t see.

    He knew what it was. Every Lictor knew. Every pilot, every sailor, every child who had ever looked up at the night sky and asked how the ships crossed the dark.

    It was a lane.

    A jump lane. The road between the stars. The thread that ran from one Lantern to another, that every ship in the Empire had to follow, the only road there had ever been across the dark for a thousand years.

    There was no Lantern here. There was no Lantern for hours in any direction. There was nothing here but storm and cloud and an ugly little smuggler’s ship with a smoking wing.

    “That’s not possible,” the pilot whispered.

    The Borrowed Hour moved.

    It slid forward, slowly, into the mouth of the golden tunnel. The light closed around it. For a moment Corvin could still see it in there, a small dark shape in a river of gold, getting smaller.

    Then the lane folded shut behind it like a hand closing, and the light went out, and there was nothing in the eye of the storm but the Verity and the silence.

    

    The core stopped screaming.

    It didn’t fade. It just stopped, all at once, and in the silence it left behind, Corvin heard it make one last sound. A low, falling note, very soft, that went down and down and away into nothing.

    He had heard dogs make that sound, on the steps of houses, when their masters went away.

    On the bridge, nobody moved. Nobody spoke. The ring on Corvin’s finger had gone cold. Not cool. Cold, as cold as a stone pulled from a winter river, so cold that it ached.

    “Lictor-Prime,” Dray said at last. His voice was very quiet, and for the first time since Corvin had known him, there was no smile anywhere in it. “Ships can’t do that.”

    “No,” Corvin said. “They can’t.”

    He turned and walked off the bridge.

    

    He went down to the hold.

    It was dark down there, and cold, and it smelled of oil and old metal. The Verity didn’t have a brig, exactly. It had a row of small steel cells against the hull, meant for prisoners of exactly the kind the Lictors usually took: frightened, angry, broken people on their way to a trial or a scaffold. The warden was in the first cell, sitting on the floor with his bound hands in his lap, staring at nothing.

    The old man was in the last.

    They had chained him to a ring in the wall. Someone had given him a cloth for the cut above his eye, and he was holding it there with his free hand. When Corvin came and stood outside the bars, he looked up.

    He didn’t ask. He didn’t need to. Corvin saw him read the answer in his face, and saw his shoulders loosen, very slightly, as if a great weight had been taken off them.

    “She’s gone, then,” Garrow Venn said.

    “She opened a lane.” Corvin heard his own voice as if from a long way off. “In the eye of a storm. Hours from the nearest Lantern. She opened a lane out of nothing and went through it, and it closed behind her, and I don’t know where it went.”

    The old man closed his eyes. A slow breath went out of him.

    “Good girl,” he said softly.

    “Where did she go?”

    “Wherever she likes.” Garrow opened his eyes again and looked at Corvin through the bars, and there was something almost gentle in them. “That’s the thing you still don’t understand, boy. You think you’re chasing a girl. A prisoner. A thief who’s found a clever trick.” He shook his head slowly. “She’s not a trick. Every door in the Empire is hers. Every lock, every ship, every road between the stars. And you can’t catch someone who can open any door.”

    Corvin stood there, holding the cold bars.

    “What is she?” he said.

    “Ask him.”

    “I’m asking you.”

    “And I’m telling you to ask him.” The old man leaned his head back against the steel wall and looked up at Corvin from under his heavy brows. “You want to know what she is, Lictor-Prime? You want to know what I saw at the bottom of that stair, that made me burn the Throne off my own wrist and walk into a prison for twenty-four years?” He shook his head. “I could tell you. You wouldn’t believe a word of it. I wouldn’t have, at your age. You have to go down and see it for yourself. And then you’ll have a choice to make. The same one I made.”

    “I’m not you.”

    “No,” Garrow agreed. “You’re not. You’re younger. And you still think he loves you.”

    Corvin turned away without another word and climbed the ladder out of the hold, back up into the light, with his cold ring aching on his finger.

    For a thousand years, there had been one road across the dark. The Lanterns had made it, and the Emperor held it, and every ship that had ever crossed between the stars had crossed by his leave.

    Tonight, Corvin Hale had watched a girl from a prison moon make another.

  
    Part Two — The Knot

    There is no road where there is no Lantern.


    — A pilots’ saying, older than the Empire


  
    Chapter 11 — Lane Time

    The heart of the Borrowed Hour was smaller than Rook had expected, and much uglier, and it was singing to her.

    It sat in a cramped steel room at the bottom of the ship, a room so full of pipes and cables and ducts that there was barely space to kneel. It was a sphere of nightglass not much bigger than a water barrel, held in a battered iron cradle, and it was old. Rook could see that at a glance. A long crack ran across its face, and someone had bound it up with three bands of welded steel, the way you might splint a broken arm. Fine threads of golden light pulsed slowly under the black surface, like veins under skin.

    Her right hand was pressed flat against it. Her blood was smeared across the glass in a long dark streak.

    She didn’t remember deciding to sit down. She was sitting anyway, on the cold iron floor with her back against a pipe, her arm stretched up and her palm on the heart of the ship, the way you might rest your hand on the neck of a frightened animal to keep it calm.

    Outside the single tiny porthole set into the wall beside her, there was nothing to see but light.

    Soft, milky, pearly light, pressing against the glass from every side, without shape or edge or end. No stars. No Mordant. No storm. No black ship. Only that endless, gentle glow, faintly tinged with gold, and the low, steady song of the ship’s heart under her hand.

    They were in a lane. She had done that.

    She still wasn’t entirely sure how.

    

    She remembered the storm.

    She remembered the engines dying. A bolt of lightning had struck the ugly little ship somewhere near the tail, a white flash and a bang that had thrown Jory across the cockpit and filled the air with the stink of burning wire, and after that the great roaring engines had coughed, and stuttered, and gone silent. Nes had sworn at them in four languages. The Borrowed Hour had tumbled through the dark like a leaf, and then, by some miracle of wind or luck, it had drifted out of the storm into a place where there was no storm at all. A great round hollow of still air, with a ring of stars far above and red darkness far below.

    And then the black ship had come out of the storm behind them, slow and sure, and started to close.

    She remembered Nes in the pilot’s chair, stabbing at switches, her face grey. Come on, come on, come on. She remembered Jory on the floor, holding his head. She remembered looking out of the cockpit glass at that long black shape with its band of gold, sliding toward them through the still air like a shark through water, and knowing that this time there was nowhere to run.

    And under it all, under the fear and the noise and Nes’s swearing, she remembered the hum.

    It had been there since Hollow. Low and steady, coming up through the deck into the soles of her feet. And in the eye of the storm, with the black ship closing, it had changed. It had grown louder. It had grown closer. It had felt, to Rook, exactly like someone calling her name from the bottom of a well.

    So she had followed it. Down the ladder, through the narrow corridor, into this cramped steel room. She had seen the cracked black heart in its cradle, glowing faintly in the dark. And she had done the only thing she knew how to do.

    She had cut her hand, and put it on the glass.

    She remembered what happened next only in pieces. The heart drinking from her palm, the way the lock board had drunk, a long cold pull. The song rising. And then something she had no words for. A feeling like a question being asked inside her head, without any voice. In the chamber below Gallery Nine, the long black figure had looked at her and said here. This was different. This was a question, and a simple one.

    Where?

    She hadn’t known. She didn’t know anywhere. She knew Hollow, and the inside of the dome, and the deep galleries, and nothing else in the whole wide dark. For one terrible moment, she had felt the heart waiting, patient and huge, and had nothing at all to give it.

    Then she had felt something else. A memory, but not her own. Something the ship itself was holding on to, deep inside its old cracked heart. The last place it had been told to go, three months ago, before the wardsmen of Hollow had clamped it to a landing pad and left it to rust. A place it knew. A place that felt, to the ship, like home.

    There, Rook had told it. Go there.

    And the light had come.

    

    Nes found her ten minutes later, still sitting on the floor with her hand on the glass.

    She came down the ladder so fast she almost fell, and stood in the narrow doorway of the engine room breathing hard, her eyes wild, her short, greying hair standing up in tufts. She looked at Rook. She looked at the heart, with its streak of blood. She looked at the porthole, at the soft gold-white light pressing against it.

    “What,” she said, in a voice like a blade being drawn very slowly, “did you do to my ship?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “You don’t know.”

    “I asked it to go,” Rook said. “It went.”

    “You asked it.” Nes put one hand on the doorframe, as if she needed it to stay upright. “You asked it. Sweetheart, listen to me. I have been flying for twenty-two years. I have flown through blockades and asteroid fields and the backside of a dying star. I have flown with Lictors on my tail and pirates on my nose and a cargo hold full of things that were very much on fire. And I have never, not once, in twenty-two years, jumped without a Lantern.” Her voice cracked. “Because you can’t. Nobody can. There is no road where there is no Lantern. Every pilot in the Empire learns that before they learn to fly. It isn’t a rule. It’s the world.”

    Rook said nothing. She didn’t take her hand off the heart.

    Nes stared at her for a while longer. Then, slowly, all the fight seemed to go out of her at once. She slid down the doorframe until she was sitting on the floor too, across the cramped little room from Rook, with her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them. In the soft light from the porthole, she suddenly looked every one of her forty-odd years, and several more besides.

    “Where are we going?” she said quietly.

    “I don’t know. Somewhere it knew. Somewhere it had been told to go before.” Rook hesitated. “It felt like home. To the ship, I mean.”

    Nes was silent for a moment. Then she put her face in her hands and laughed. It wasn’t a happy laugh.

    “The Knot,” she said, through her fingers. “I set a course for the Knot the morning they arrested me. Three months ago. It’s still on the board, I never cleared it.” She lifted her head. “You asked my ship where it wanted to go, and it said home.”

    “Is that bad?”

    “I don’t know yet.” Nes wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Ask me when we get there.”

    They sat there for a while in the hum and the light. Neither of them said anything. After a long time, Nes spoke again, without looking up.

    “I had rules, you know. Before Hollow. Before you.” She held up one finger. “One. Never carry anything you can’t dump out the airlock if things get hot.” A second finger. “Two. Never care about anything that can’t fly itself.” She lowered her hand, and looked across the little room at Rook, and her mouth twisted. “You’re breaking both of them, sweetheart. Just by sitting there.”

    “Garrow had rules too,” Rook said. “Three of them.”

    “Did he keep them?”

    Rook thought about it. About a knife with its pommel ground smooth, and a leather pouch sealed with red wax, and a man standing alone in a gap between two wrecks with a length of pipe in his hands.

    “No,” she said. “Not really. Not in the end.”

    Nes nodded slowly, as if that was the answer she had expected.

    “The good ones never do,” she said.

    

    Jory had made tea.

    It was terrible tea. The galley of the Borrowed Hour was a cupboard with a heating plate and a cracked steel sink, and the only tea in it was three months old and tasted like boiled rope. Jory had made it anyway. He had made three cups, carefully, with his hands shaking, and set them out on the tiny fold-down table, and when Rook came up from the engine room, he looked up at her with such painful hope on his thin face that she sat down and drank the whole cup without saying a word about the taste.

    There was a lump on Jory’s forehead the size of an egg, going purple, where the lightning had thrown him across the cockpit. His left boot was still missing its sole. He didn’t seem to have noticed either.

    “He’ll be alive,” he said, before she could say anything. “Garrow. The Lictor said so. On the speaker. He said he’d keep him alive, he gave his word. You heard him.”

    “I heard him.”

    “And Lictors keep their word. Everyone knows that. It’s the one good thing about them.” Jory turned his cup around and around on the table. “That’s what my mam used to say. Lictors will hang you, but at least they’ll do it when they said they would.”

    Rook almost smiled. It didn’t quite happen.

    Jory looked down at his tea. He was quiet for a long time, which was so unlike him that Rook felt her stomach tighten.

    “Rook,” he said at last. “There’s something. On the field. Before you got there.”

    “Tell me.”

    He didn’t want to. She could see it in every line of his face. But he told her anyway, in a small, flat voice, staring at the table.

    He told her about waiting with Nes in the shadows by the gate house, in the dark, until the doors had sung and the gate had swung open. He told her about running through the tunnel into the Field Dome, toward the impound yard, and about what had come pouring through the tunnel behind them. Hundreds of prisoners. All of them heading for the ships. All of them shouting don’t let them, don’t let them, the words she had said over the speakers, the words that had boomed out over every yard and block on Hollow.

    He told her about the soldiers in green, standing in their neat lines in front of their ramps. About the first rifle firing.

    “I saw one of the Morrow twins go down,” Jory said. His voice had gone very thin. “Right at the front. I don’t know which one. I never could tell them apart. He had a shovel. He was running at them with a shovel, Rook, and they just—” He stopped. He couldn’t finish.

    Rook set down her cup. Her hand was steady. It was the only part of her that was.

    The Morrow twins. Seventeen years old. Born on Hollow, like she had been. Or like she had always thought she had been. They had come out of their cell in Block Six because she had slapped their door open on her way past. They had run to the Field Dome because she had stood at the top of the Spine and told them to.

    Don’t let them.

    “I told them to go,” she said. “I told them not to let the ships take anyone. I said it, Jory. Over the speakers. I said it.”

    “You told them the truth.”

    “I told them to run at soldiers with rifles.”

    “No.” Jory looked up, and his eyes were red and wet, but his voice was suddenly fierce. “No, you didn’t. You told them there were people coming to buy them. That was true. What they did about it, they decided. Not you.” He swallowed. “You didn’t fire those rifles. Strand did.”

    Rook didn’t answer.

    Behind her, in the galley doorway, someone cleared her throat. Nes was leaning on the frame with her arms folded. Rook had no idea how long she had been there.

    “He’s right, sweetheart,” Nes said quietly. “It doesn’t feel like he’s right. It won’t feel like he’s right for a long time, maybe not ever. But he is.” She came in and sat down on the third stool and picked up the third cup of terrible tea, and looked at it, and drank some anyway. “You gave three thousand people a door. Some of them walked through it into the sky. Some of them walked through it into a rifle. And some of them are still standing in it right now, deciding.” She set the cup down. “That’s the price of doors. Every one you open, somebody walks through it and gets hurt. The only way never to pay it is never to open one.” She looked at Rook. “Is that what you want?”

    Rook thought of the wardsmen walking away with their hands up, through a crowd that had decided to let them. She thought of Orrin in the third lift cage, holding a cup of water. She thought of Hettie on Big Ulf’s shoulders, waving her cane, shouting at people not to burn the water plant.

    She thought of a boy with a shovel she would never be able to name.

    “No,” she said.

    “No,” Nes agreed. “Me neither.” She pushed the last of the tea away and made a face. “Kid, this is the worst cup of tea I have ever had in my life, and I have drunk tea out of a boot.”

    “It’s three months old,” Jory said, wounded. “It’s your tea.”

    “Then it’s a crime and I’m guilty.”

    And, to her own astonishment, Rook laughed. It hurt, and it didn’t last, and it turned into something else at the end. But it was a laugh.

    

    The Borrowed Hour had four bunks, stacked two and two in a narrow space behind the galley, each one with a curtain that pulled across it like a lid. Nes took the one nearest the cockpit. Jory climbed into one of the top ones and was asleep before the curtain had stopped swinging, still in his ruined boots.

    Rook lay in the bottom bunk with the curtain drawn, in the dark, with Garrow’s pouch on her chest.

    She had been holding it for hours. Through the storm, and the jump, and the tea. She hadn’t let go of it once. She hadn’t opened it either.

    Now she turned it over in her fingers. Soft old leather, worn smooth and dark by years of being carried against a man’s skin. A flap held shut with a blob of red wax, cracked with age. She thought of Garrow taking it out of the bundle in their cell and putting it inside his shirt without a word. Twenty-four years under a floor stone. Twenty-four years of waiting for her to need it.

    She broke the wax with her thumbnail.

    There were two things inside.

    The first was a disc. It was the size of a coin, a little thicker, and it was made of nightglass, black and smooth and faintly warm. When she held it in her palm, she could feel it hum, very softly, the way the big piece she had pulled out of the rock in Gallery Nine had hummed. On one face, there was a tiny sunburst, carved so fine she could barely see it. On the other was a row of small, sharp marks, like writing, but in no letters she had ever seen.

    The second thing was a piece of paper.

    It was old. Very old, thick and soft as cloth, folded twice, its edges worn furry. When she opened it, carefully, there was writing inside. Not Garrow’s blocky, laborious hand, the one he used to scratch tally marks on the cell wall. A woman’s handwriting, small and quick and slanting, in ink that had faded to the color of weak tea.

    Rook held it up to the thin line of light coming through the gap in the curtain, and read it.

    Garrow —

    If she ever asks, tell her she was wanted. Tell her she was wanted more than anything in the world.

    And tell her I’m sorry.

    — Maren Ost

    She read it again. Then again. Then a fourth time, and a fifth, until the words stopped being words and became shapes, and then became words again.

    Maren Ost.

    The name meant nothing to her. She had never heard it. Garrow had never said it, not once in twenty-four years. There’s a name in there, he had said, in the gap between the wrecks, with blood running into his beard. Not your mother’s. Someone who knew her.

    Someone who had known her mother. Someone who had written she was wanted, in small, quick, slanting letters, and I’m sorry, and had given the note to Garrow, and had never come to Hollow, and had never been anywhere in Rook’s life at all.

    Find out who she was, Garrow had said. That’s where your road starts.

    Rook folded the paper along its old soft creases and held it against her chest with the warm little disc on top of it, and lay in the dark of the narrow bunk, and listened to the ship’s heart hum.

    She didn’t cry. She had thought she would. She found that she was too tired, or too empty, or too something else she didn’t have a name for. She just lay there, holding the note, and somewhere in the long soft silence of the lane, she slept.

    

    Nes woke her with a hand on her shoulder.

    Her hand was black to the wrist with engine grease. There was a smear of it across one cheek, and she smelled of hot metal and burnt wire. And somewhere behind the bulkhead, something that had been silent since the storm was running again: a low, uneven grumble, like an old dog growling in its sleep.

    “Got the left one going,” Nes said, when she saw Rook listening. “Coughs like a ninety-year-old miner, but it’ll get us into a berth. Come up front, sweetheart. You’ll want to see this.”

    Rook followed her up to the cockpit, rubbing her eyes. Jory was already there, in the co-pilot’s seat, with his face pressed almost to the curved glass.

    The lane was ending.

    Rook could see it happening. The soft pearly glow outside the cockpit was thinning, the way morning mist thins over the water tanks on Hollow. And the faint gold in it was growing brighter, and gathering, and pulling back on every side like a curtain drawing open.

    “Lanes are white,” Nes said quietly, beside her. “Every lane I’ve ever flown, in twenty-two years. White as milk. This one’s been gold the whole way.” She glanced at Rook. “I don’t know what that means. I don’t think I want to.”

    The last of the light fell away.

    And the stars came back.

    Thousands of them, the way they had been over Hollow, hard and bright and countless. But this time Rook was not crying, and she could see them. And in front of them, filling half the cockpit glass, was the strangest thing she had ever seen.

    It was a tangle of rocks. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, some as small as a house and some as big as the whole dome of Hollow, all hanging together in the dark in a great lumpy cluster. And they were tied together. Lashed and bound and chained to each other with cables and girders and long glittering tubes, a hundred thousand of them, crossing and recrossing between the rocks like the threads of some enormous web. Lights glittered everywhere. On the rocks, in the tubes, in the windows of buildings that clung to the stone like barnacles, in long strings that ran from one end of the tangle to the other. And around it all, in and out and through the gaps, moving like fish around a reef, were ships. Hundreds of ships. Big and small and fast and slow and every shape and color Rook could imagine and many she couldn’t.

    “Welcome,” Nes said softly, “to the Knot.”

    The console crackled. A voice came out of it, harsh and astonished.

    “Unidentified vessel. Unidentified vessel, this is Knot Control. Where in the hells did you just come from? There’s no Lantern within ten thousand kilometers of your position! Identify yourself!”

    Nes reached past Rook and pressed the button with the faded picture of a mouth.

    “Knot Control, this is the Borrowed Hour. Captain Nes Calder.” She leaned back in the pilot’s chair and closed her eyes. “I’m back. I’m broke. My wing’s on fire, my tea’s a war crime, and I am in no mood for questions. Somebody tell Pell to put the kettle on.”

    There was a long pause on the other end.

    “Nes?” said the voice, in an entirely different tone. “Nes Calder? We heard you were dead.”

    “The rumors of my death,” said Nes, “were only slightly exaggerated.”

    Rook looked out at the Knot, glittering and enormous in the dark, with its thousands of lights and its hundreds of ships and its tangle of cables and stone. More people, she thought, than she had ever seen in one place in her life. More than she could imagine. And not one of them knew her name, or her face, or what was in her blood.

    It was a very good feeling. She decided to enjoy it while it lasted.

    It lasted about a day and a half.

  
    Chapter 12 — Machines in the Blood

    The first person Rook met at the Knot hugged the ship before she hugged anybody else.

    She was waiting on the docking platform when the Borrowed Hour settled into its berth, a deep stone pocket carved into the side of an asteroid with a battered iron gantry on one side and a coil of fuel hoses on the other. She was small and freckled and about Jory’s age, in overalls so stained with oil that it was impossible to tell what color they had started out. Her hair was the color of rust and tied up on top of her head with what looked like a length of wire. She was holding a wrench in one hand and a steaming tin mug in the other.

    The moment the ramp touched down, she dropped both of them, ran straight past Nes, threw her arms around the nearest landing strut, and pressed her cheek against it.

    “Oh, you poor thing,” she said to the strut. “Look at you. Look at your wing. Who did this to you? Who let this happen? Three months, and I turn my back for three months and you come home looking like something a cat dragged through a meat grinder—”

    “Hello, Pell,” said Nes.

    Pell looked up. She stared at Nes for a moment with her mouth open. Then she let go of the landing strut, crossed the platform in three bounds, and hit Nes so hard with both arms that they almost went over backward off the ramp.

    “You’re alive,” she said, into Nes’s shoulder. “They said you were dead. They said Hollow. Everybody said Hollow. Nobody comes back from Hollow.” She pulled back, gripped Nes by both arms, and shook her. “I’ve been paying the berth rent for three months. Do you know how many water pumps I’ve had to fix to pay the berth rent for three months? Forty-one. Forty-one water pumps, Nes. I hate water pumps. I dream about water pumps. And you didn’t even send a message—”

    “I was in prison, Pell.”

    “That’s not an excuse—”

    Then she saw Rook and Jory, standing at the top of the ramp behind Nes, and stopped.

    “Oh,” Pell said. “Hello. Who are you? Are you passengers? Nes never takes passengers. Nes says passengers are just cargo that complains.” She looked at Jory’s missing boot sole, and the lump on his forehead, and Rook’s bloodstained prison jacket and the half-healed scars across her palm. Her freckled face changed. “Are you from Hollow?”

    “They’re crew,” Nes said. “As of now. Rook. Jory. This is Pell. She keeps the ship flying, and she talks. Mostly she talks.”

    “I do not mostly talk. I often talk. There’s a difference.” Pell stuck out an oily hand to Rook, and Rook, after a moment, shook it. Pell’s grip was surprisingly strong. “Hello, Rook. Welcome aboard. Don’t touch anything in the engine room, she bites. I mean that, she has a capacitor down there that—”

    She stopped again. Her head turned, slowly, toward the open ramp of the ship.

    “Nes,” she said, in a completely different voice. “Nes, what’s that sound?”

    Rook heard it too. She had been hearing it for days. Low and steady and deep, coming up out of the belly of the ugly little ship through the soles of her feet. The heart of the Borrowed Hour, humming.

    “That’s the core,” Nes said.

    “I know it’s the core. I’ve been listening to that core for six years. I know every noise it makes. It rattles. It wheezes. It clanks when it’s cold and it whines when it’s hot and when it’s really unhappy it does this sort of hiccup—” Pell’s eyes had gone very wide. “It doesn’t do that. It’s never done that. Nes. It’s purring.”

    Nes looked at Rook. Rook looked at the floor.

    “Not now, Pell,” Nes said quietly. “Later. I promise. Right now I need a hot bath, a real meal, and a doctor. In whatever order the universe allows.” She put her hand on Pell’s shoulder. “Is Quiet still at the old place?”

    Pell looked from Nes to Rook and back again. For the first time since the ramp came down, she didn’t say anything at all. Then she nodded.

    “Same place,” she said. “Same door. She asks about you every week.”

    

    Rook slept for fourteen hours on a narrow cot in a room carved out of solid rock, behind the berth, that Nes called her apartment and Pell called the cupboard. When she woke, there were clothes on the end of the cot. Real clothes. A pair of soft grey trousers, a dark shirt, boots that almost fit, and a long brown coat with a deep hood and a great many pockets.

    “They’re mine,” Pell said, when Rook came out holding them as if they might break. “They’re too long for me. Everything’s too long for me. I’m built close to the ground. Go on. You can’t walk around the Knot in a prison jacket. Somebody will try to sell you back.”

    Rook put them on. She stood looking at herself in a cracked piece of mirror on the wall of the cupboard. She had never owned anything that hadn’t been issued to her. She had never worn a color that wasn’t grey.

    The coat was brown. She decided she liked brown very much.

    Then Nes came to fetch her, and they went out into the Knot.

    

    There were no streets. That was the first thing she noticed. The Knot had been built by people who had never once agreed about anything, out of whatever they could find, wherever there was room. The rocks were joined by tubes, long glittering tubes of glass and steel that crossed and recrossed between them in every direction, and to get from one rock to another you simply walked through the tubes, out across the open dark.

    The first time Rook stepped into one, she stopped dead.

    There was glass under her feet. Clear glass. And under the glass, under her boots, there was nothing at all. Stars. Thousands of them, falling away beneath her forever, into a dark so deep it had no bottom. The tube creaked gently around her. A cable hummed somewhere overhead. Far below, a ship drifted past, small as a beetle, its running lights blinking.

    “Don’t look down,” Jory said faintly, behind her. He had both hands flat against the glass wall of the tube and his eyes screwed shut.

    “I’m looking down,” Rook said.

    “I know. That’s why I’m telling you not to.”

    She kept looking down. Then she looked up, and there were more stars up there, and more on both sides. It was the sky. It was the sky, everywhere, all around her, above and below and on every side, and she was walking through the middle of it.

    Nes put a hand between her shoulder blades and pushed, gently.

    “Come on, sweetheart. You can stare at the sky later. It isn’t going anywhere.”

    Rook went. But at the far end of the tube, where it opened out into the next rock, she glanced back over her shoulder, the way Garrow had taught her to on Hollow: quickly, and without seeming to.

    A man had stepped into the tube behind them. A big man, broad as a door, in a long dark sailor’s coat with brass buttons, and rings glinting in both his ears. He wasn’t looking down at the stars. People who had walked the tubes all their lives never looked down at the stars.

    He was looking at Nes.

    

    The market was in a hollow rock.

    Someone, a long time ago, had taken an asteroid the size of a small mountain and dug out its heart, leaving only a shell of stone around a vast empty space. Then other people had come and filled that space. They had built terraces around the inside walls, one above another, dozens of them, rising up into the dark like the tiers of some enormous bowl. And on every terrace, there were stalls. Hundreds of stalls. Thousands. Hung with colored lanterns and strung with bright cloth and stacked with things to buy, things to eat, things Rook had no names for at all.

    And there were people.

    Rook had thought, on Hollow, that she knew what a crowd was. She had stood in the mess hall at first meal with three hundred people. She had stood in the yard on the night of the open doors with thousands. She had not known anything.

    The market was full of people the way the sea was full of water. They poured along the terraces and up and down the stone stairs and across the swaying rope bridges that hung between the tiers. They shouted and laughed and argued and sang. They wore every color there was, and some she was fairly sure weren’t colors at all. They spoke a dozen languages at once, so that the whole vast hollow roared with sound like a waterfall. And the smells: frying oil and roasting meat and spice and smoke and sweat and flowers, and something sweet and sharp that made her mouth water before she even knew what it was.

    “Stay close,” Nes said in her ear. “Keep your hood up. Keep your hands in your pockets. And don’t buy anything from anyone who smiles at you.”

    “Why?”

    “Because in the Knot, people who smile at you are already counting your money.”

    “There’s a man behind us who isn’t smiling,” Rook said. “He’s been behind us since the tube.”

    Nes didn’t turn around. “Big? Sailor’s coat? Rings in his ears?”

    “Yes.”

    “He works for a woman called Mother Gant,” Nes said. “I owe Mother Gant a great deal of money.”

    “How much?”

    “Enough that she sends him to stand near me in public places.” Nes shrugged, but her mouth had gone thin. “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. He’s just reminding me.”

    “Reminding you of what?”

    “That I’m not dead,” said Nes. “Which means the debt isn’t either.”

    Rook kept her hood up. She kept her hands in her pockets. She kept close. And she looked at everything.

    She saw a man selling birds in cages, real birds, with feathers of blue and gold and red, that sang and fluttered and pecked at the bars. She saw a woman with a shaved head and a hundred tiny silver rings in her ears, stirring a great black pot of something that bubbled and steamed and smelled like heaven. She saw a stall that sold nothing but knives, and one that sold nothing but maps, and one that sold nothing but tiny glass bottles with tiny glowing things inside them that might have been insects and might have been stars.

    And she saw, for the first time in her life, people who were not human.

    They were tall. That was the first thing. Taller than Big Ulf, taller than anyone she had ever seen, but thin, so thin they looked as if they might break, and they moved slowly and smoothly, like water flowing. Their skin was grey, a soft pale grey like ash or rain, and their eyes were enormous. Dark and liquid and round, without any white at all, and they seemed to take in everything at once. Their hands, when they lifted them, had four long fingers instead of five.

    “Thren,” Nes said quietly, following her gaze. “Don’t stare. They don’t like it.”

    “What are they?”

    “People. From a world called Threnody, a long way out. The Empire took it two hundred years ago. Took it, and took everything on it, and sent the Thren off to work wherever the Throne needed hands.” Nes’s mouth tightened. “A lot of them ended up out here. Places like the Knot are the only places in the Empire where nobody asks a Thren for papers.”

    One of the tall grey figures turned its head as they passed, and looked at Rook with its huge dark eyes. Just for a moment. She had the strangest feeling that it could see straight through her hood, through her skin, all the way into whatever was going on inside her.

    Then it turned away.

    Jory had stopped walking.

    He was standing in front of a stall on the lower terrace, a narrow booth with a counter and a curtain behind it and a hand-painted sign hanging over the top. The sign said NAMES FOUND. FAMILIES TRACED. NO QUESTIONS ASKED. NO REFUNDS. Behind the counter, a thin woman with ink-stained fingers and spectacles was writing in a ledger.

    “Jory,” Rook said.

    He didn’t answer. He was looking at the sign, and his thin face had gone very still and very young.

    Rook knew what he was thinking. Everyone in Block Six knew Jory’s story, because Jory had told it to everyone at least twice. A dying mining world. A little sister named Lisbet. A set of travel papers, so beautifully forged that the inspectors had never looked twice at them, that had put a nine-year-old girl on a transport to somewhere better and put her sixteen-year-old brother on a transport to Hollow. Four years. He hadn’t heard a word from her in four years. He didn’t know where she had gone, or whether she had gotten there, or whether she was alive at all.

    “Later, kid,” Nes said, quite gently, and put her hand on his shoulder. “Information costs money in the Knot, and we haven’t got any. Later. I promise.”

    Jory nodded. He let himself be steered away. But Rook saw him look back at the sign, twice, before the crowd closed behind them.

    Halfway around the market, Nes stopped at a stall where a fat old man was selling fruit from wooden crates. She bought three of something round and purple, and paid for them with a tiny copper chip from her pocket, and handed one each to Rook and Jory.

    Rook looked at it. It was smooth and cool and heavy in her hand, and it smelled of the sweet sharp thing she had smelled when they first came in.

    “What is it?”

    “It’s a plum, sweetheart. Bite it.”

    Rook bit it.

    It burst in her mouth. Cold and sweet and sharp all at once, and the juice ran down her chin, and the taste of it went through her whole body like the first breath of clean air through the Wall in Gallery Nine. She stood there in the middle of the roaring market with her mouth full and her eyes wide and juice dripping off her chin.

    She had eaten grey porridge every day of her life. Grey porridge and grey bread and, at the end of a good month, a grey stew with something in it that might once have been meat. She had not known that food could taste like a color.

    Nes watched her, and something moved in the smuggler’s weathered face that Rook didn’t understand.

    “Yeah,” Nes said softly. “I remember my first one too.”

    

    Quiet lived at the very edge of the Knot, at the end of a long, swaying tube, in a small rock all by itself.

    It was quieter there. The roar of the market faded behind them as they walked, until there was nothing but the creak of the tube and the soft hum of the cables. At the end of it was a door. A plain wooden door, the first wooden door Rook had ever seen, with a string of tiny bells hanging from its handle that chimed softly when Nes pushed it open.

    Inside, there were plants.

    Rook stopped in the doorway and stared. Green. Everywhere. Plants in pots and plants in hanging baskets and plants climbing the stone walls on strings, with leaves as big as her hand and as small as her fingernail, in every shade of green she had ever imagined and a hundred she had not. The air was warm and damp and smelled of earth. Somewhere, water trickled. There was a soft green light coming from somewhere she couldn’t see, and in the middle of it all, standing at a long wooden table with a glass instrument in her four long fingers, was a Thren.

    She was very tall, even for a Thren. She had to stoop under the hanging baskets. Her grey skin was lined and creased with age, and she wore a long loose robe the color of moss, and her dark eyes, when she lifted them from her work and turned them toward the door, were the gentlest eyes Rook had ever seen.

    “Nes,” she said.

    Her voice was soft. So soft that Rook had to hold her breath to hear it. It had a strange, low, musical quality, like wind moving through long grass.

    “Hello, Quiet,” said Nes.

    The Thren set her instrument down very carefully on the table. Then she crossed the room, stooping under the plants, and stopped in front of Nes, and put one long grey hand flat against the side of Nes’s face.

    “You were dead,” Quiet said.

    “Everybody keeps telling me that.”

    “I grieved for you.” The huge dark eyes searched Nes’s face. “For three months, I grieved. Every evening I lit a lamp for you in the window. Pell will tell you. I am very annoyed with you for not being dead.”

    “I’ll try harder next time.”

    “See that you do not.” Quiet took her hand away. Then she turned her head and looked at Jory, and at the lump on his forehead. And then she looked at Rook.

    She kept looking.

    It was not like being looked at by a person. It was like being read. Rook felt those vast dark eyes move over her face, slowly, carefully, the way a finger moves along a line of writing, and she had the strangest certainty that every single thing she was feeling was being written down somewhere behind them. The grief. The guilt. The fear. The ache in her chest where Garrow should have been.

    “You are carrying someone,” Quiet said softly.

    Rook flinched.

    “Thren read faces, sweetheart,” Nes said. “Better than you read words. Don’t take it personally. She does it to everyone.”

    “Not to everyone.” Quiet hadn’t taken her eyes off Rook. “Most faces are easy. They say one thing, loudly. This one says many things at once, very quietly, and none of them are finished.” She tilted her long grey head. “Come and sit, child. Both of you. Let me see your hurts.”

    

    She saw to Jory first.

    She cleaned the lump on his forehead and pressed something cool and green-smelling onto it, and made him follow her long grey finger with his eyes, left and right and up and down, and pronounced him unbroken. Then she looked at his feet, at the boot with its sole sheared clean away, and made a soft, disapproving sound, and sent him through a curtain into a back room to find a pair of boots that might fit him. Rook heard him rummaging back there, and then a delighted yelp.

    Then Quiet turned to Rook, and held out her hand.

    Rook gave her the right one. Quiet turned it over in her long cool fingers, palm up, and looked at it.

    There were six scars across it. Six long pink lines, laid side by side across the palm like the rungs of a ladder. The one from Gallery Nine, nearly a week old now and faded almost to nothing. The one from the cell. The three from the impound yard, the ones she had made with Garrow’s knife, over and over. And the last, from the eye of the storm, when she had laid her hand on the heart of the ship. Two days ago, all of them but the first.

    All of them were healed. Not scabbed. Not half-closed. Healed, smooth and pale, the way old scars heal after a year.

    Quiet studied them.

    “When did you make these?” she asked.

    “The newest ones? Two days ago.”

    The Thren’s face didn’t change. But something in the room did. The soft green light seemed to hold its breath.

    “Nes,” Quiet said, without looking up. “Who is this child?”

    “That’s what we came to find out.”

    Quiet lifted her enormous eyes to Rook’s face.

    “I would like to look at your blood,” she said. “Only a drop. I will not take it unless you give it. It is yours, and it is your choice. But I think, perhaps, you would like to know what is in it, as much as I would.”

    Rook didn’t answer at once.

    Don’t let anyone take your blood. Garrow’s voice, in the dark of the cell. His big hands around hers. Anyone. Not the medic, not a wardsman, not the warden, not a friend.

    And then his voice again, two nights ago, in the warden’s glass office, with his boot on a broken vial. Nobody gets a drop of her she didn’t give.

    She didn’t give, he had said. Not she didn’t let them take.

    Give.

    Rook looked down at the six pale scars on her palm. Then she looked up at the old Thren, with her vast gentle eyes and her long grey hands, waiting.

    “Yes,” she said. “I want to know.”

    Quiet took a thin silver needle from a dish on the table, and pricked the tip of Rook’s smallest finger, so lightly that Rook barely felt it. A single bead of blood welled up, dark and round. Quiet touched it to a sliver of clear glass, and slid the glass under the long brass instrument on her table, and bent her head to look.

    She didn’t say anything.

    She looked, and kept looking. Then she adjusted something on the side of the instrument, and looked again. Then she straightened up, and turned around, and looked at Rook, and Rook saw that her long grey hands were trembling.

    “Come here,” Quiet said. “Look.”

    Rook went. She bent and put her eye to the brass tube, the way she had seen Quiet do it.

    At first she saw only red. A soft red blur, like looking at the sun through her eyelids. Then it sharpened. And she saw that the red was full of things. Round things, small and soft, drifting slowly, like leaves on water. Her blood. Ordinary blood. She had seen pictures of it in the Catechism hall, in the lessons on the Emperor’s sacred gift.

    And in among the round soft things, there were others.

    Tiny. Tinier than anything. Specks of black, so small she could barely see them even under the glass. But they were not drifting. They were moving. All together, the way a shoal of fish moves, the way a flock of birds turns in the sky. Thousands of them. They swirled and gathered and scattered and gathered again, and wherever they went, a faint, fine thread of golden light went with them, branching, like veins, like roots, like frost on a window.

    Rook knew that light. She had seen it spread across the Wall. She had seen it run through the lock board at the top of the Spine. She had seen it pulsing under the cracked black skin of the Borrowed Hour’s heart.

    She lifted her head from the instrument. She felt very cold.

    “There are machines in it,” Quiet said softly. “In your blood. Tiny ones. Made of the same glass as the Lanterns, and the hearts of ships, and the Wall you opened. I have seen nightglass under this lens a thousand times, child. Chips, splinters, dust. It is always dead. Always still.” She looked at Rook. “These are not still. These are alive. They are working. And I do not know what they are working at.”

    Nobody said anything. In the back room, Jory had stopped rummaging.

    “My people have a story,” Quiet said, after a while. Her voice was even softer than before. “From before the Empire came to Threnody. Before your people came to the stars at all. We knew the makers of the glass. Not well. Not as friends. But we knew them, a very long time ago, the way a mouse knows the house it lives in. We called them the ones who went quiet.” Her huge dark eyes held Rook’s. “Your people say they are gone. Dead and gone, and only their machines left behind. My people never believed that. We believe they lay down inside their machines, one day, all of them, and closed their eyes. And that they are dreaming there still.”

    Rook thought of the long black figure in the chamber below Gallery Nine, folded up on its dais like a sleeping heron. The way its head had lifted. The way its single eye had opened.

    She thought of Hettie, standing in the corridor of glowing glass with tears on her face. Davin. You stubborn old fool. You were right.

    “Quiet,” Nes said. Her voice was low and careful. “Who else needs to know about this?”

    “No one.” The Thren turned to her. “No one, Nes. Do you understand me? No one in the Knot. In the Knot, everything is for sale. Every secret has a price, and there are people here who would pay any price for this.” She looked back at Rook. “Keep your hood up, child. Keep your hands in your pockets. And whatever happens, do not let anyone else see what your blood can do.”

    

    They left by the long swaying tube, in the soft dark, back toward the market. Jory walked in front in a pair of real boots, too big for him, with a whole sole on each foot, and kept looking down at them as if he couldn’t believe they were his. Nes walked beside Rook, saying nothing. Rook walked with her hood up and her hands deep in the pockets of her new brown coat, and in one pocket, her fingers were closed around a warm little disc of nightglass and a soft old piece of paper.

    Maren Ost.

    There are machines in it.

    The ones who went quiet.

    The market was louder than before, when they came into it. Busier. The evening crowds had come out, and the colored lanterns were all lit, and the music from a dozen different stalls tangled together in the vast hollow air. They started down the stone stairs toward the lower terrace, toward the tube that would take them home to the berth.

    Rook looked for the man in the sailor’s coat. She had been looking for him all the way back along the swaying tube, and at every turn of the stairs. She couldn’t see him anywhere. She told herself that was good.

    Halfway down, the music stopped.

    Not all at once. It faltered, one stall and then another, like birds going quiet when a hawk passes over. The roar of voices dropped. Heads turned. All over the market, on every terrace, people were looking up.

    Rook looked up too.

    High on the walls of the hollow rock, above the topmost tier, there were screens. Great flat panels of light, ten or twenty of them, set into the stone. She had noticed them when they first came in, flickering with advertisements and prices and news from worlds she had never heard of.

    Every one of them had gone dark.

    Then every one of them lit up at once, all together, with the same image. A golden sunburst, turning, on a field of black. The seal of the Throne. And under it, in letters of white fire three meters high, a single line of words.

    BY ORDER OF HIS UNDYING MAJESTY

    The sunburst faded. In its place, on every screen, enormous, looking down over the whole silent market, there was a face.

    It was a thin face. A young woman’s face, grey with dust, with short, hacked dark hair and wide grey eyes and a hard, closed, careful expression, the expression of someone who had learned very early that whatever the person taking her picture wanted, it wasn’t going to be good for her.

    Rook knew that face. She had last seen it in a cracked piece of mirror that morning.

    It was hers. They had taken that picture of her on Hollow, two years ago, for the prison rolls.

    Under it, in white fire, the words came up, one line at a time.

    THE HOLLOW GIRL

    WANTED FOR TREASON AGAINST THE THRONE

    DEAD OR ALIVE

    REWARD: TEN MILLION CROWNS

    The market was absolutely silent.

    Beside her, Jory made a tiny sound. “Ten million,” he whispered. “That’s—Rook, that’s more money than exists.”

    Nes’s hand closed on Rook’s arm like a clamp. Without a word, without hurrying, she reached up and pulled Rook’s hood further forward, down over her eyes.

    Rook stood very still on the stone stairs, in the middle of ten thousand people, all of them looking up at her face.

    And on the step below them, the big man in the sailor’s coat, with rings in his ears and a cup of something steaming in his hand, slowly lowered his eyes from the screen, and looked at Nes Calder, who had just come home from Hollow.

    And then at the girl in the brown hood beside her.

    And looked at her.

  
    Chapter 13 — Dead or Alive

    The Verity waited at the Lantern for two days, and in all that time, her heart didn’t make a sound.

    Corvin had never known the core to be silent. In the dock on Zenith, in the dead calm of the deep lanes, in the long dull weeks of patrol at the edge of nowhere, it had always hummed. Low and steady, under everything, the way a cat purrs in its sleep. He had stopped hearing it years ago. Now that it was gone, he couldn’t stop hearing the silence.

    “She’s not broken,” Tolly told him, on the first morning. The engineer was standing in the core room with his round, burn-scarred hands spread flat on the great black sphere, the way a doctor lays his hands on a patient. “I’ve been over every centimeter. No new cracks. No damage. She’s whole.” He rubbed his bald head and looked unhappy. “She just doesn’t want to talk to anyone.”

    “Ships don’t want things, Tolly.”

    “No, Lictor-Prime.” Tolly patted the sphere. “You tell her that.”

    Outside the viewports, the Lantern stood in the dark like a black tower at the end of the world. It was a kilometer tall and a hundred meters wide, and nobody alive knew who had built it or how. Every twenty counts it pulsed, slow and white, and the light washed over the Verity’s hull and went out across the empty system toward Hollow, a small grey speck far behind them, and Mordant, a bruise-colored blur.

    Corvin had sent his report the night of the storm.

    It had taken him four hours to write. It was the hardest thing he had ever written, harder than the letter he had written at fifteen to a dead mother he barely remembered, the night before he swore his oath. He had written it three times. The first time, he had tried to make it sound reasonable. The second time, he had tried to make it sound like someone else’s fault. The third time, he had simply written down what happened.

    She opened a lane. In the eye of the storm. There was no Lantern. The lane was gold. I do not know where it went.

    And then, underneath, the other thing.

    The prisoner known as Garrow Mast is Garrow Venn, Lictor of the Inner Vault, listed dead twenty-four years ago. He is in my custody. He is not talking.

    He had sealed it to the Emperor’s own ring, and sent it into the slow white pulse of the Lantern, and then there had been nothing to do but wait. So he waited. The ship’s medic strapped his ribs, two cracked and one bruised, and told him to rest, and he didn’t. He walked the decks. He ran the sword forms until the pain in his side turned the room grey. He didn’t go down to the hold.

    On the second morning, alone in his cabin, his ring pulsed.

    Three short, cold pulses of light. A pause. Three more.

    Corvin sat very still for a moment, looking at it. Then he took the slate from his belt and pressed the ring against its glass, and the message opened.

    

    It was the observatory. He knew it at once: the great glass dome, the stars, the black table with its web of light. The message had been made at night. The Emperor stood beside the table in his plain grey robe, barefoot, exactly as Corvin had last seen him. He might not have moved in all the days between.

    “Corvin,” he said.

    He said it the way he had said it in the observatory. Gently. As if they were two old friends, and he was glad to see him.

    “I have read your report. Twice.” The kind, honey-colored eyes looked out of the slate. “You must not blame yourself for what happened in the storm. There is no ship in my Empire that could have stopped her. There is no man alive who could have known.”

    He turned his head and looked at something beside him, out of sight. The map, Corvin thought. The web of light.

    “She made a road,” the Emperor said. “Where there was no road. I felt it, here, as you felt it out there. And then she went down that road to somewhere my map cannot see.” He was silent for a moment. “I would like you to understand what that means, Corvin. For a thousand years, there has been nowhere in this Empire that I could not see. Now there is one place. And she is in it.”

    He said it quite calmly. But his right hand had come to rest on the edge of the glass table, the way it had that night, and Corvin saw the knuckles whiten.

    “She will open another door. She will not be able to help it. It is in her nature, as it is in mine.” The hand relaxed. “And when she does, I will know where, and so will you. Be ready.”

    He looked back at the slate.

    “Until then, you will keep the old man.” Something moved across the Emperor’s pleasant face. It was there and gone so quickly that Corvin couldn’t have said what it was. “Garrow Venn. Yes. I remember him. He had very steady hands. Keep him with you, Corvin. Feed him. Let him rest. Let him heal. Do not hurt him.” A small pause. “She loves him. And love is a road too, you know. It is the only road in the Empire that I have never needed a Lantern to see. Sooner or later, she will come down it.”

    Corvin felt something cold settle into his stomach. He didn’t look away.

    “Do not draw her blood. Do not let anyone draw it. Bring her to me.” The Emperor’s voice went softer still. “I am trusting you with this, Corvin. I am trusting no one else.”

    The slate went dark.

    Corvin sat on the edge of his narrow bunk and looked at nothing for a long time.

    It took him a while to work out what was bothering him. Not the orders. The orders were what he had expected: keep the prisoner, wait for her to move, bring her home. Not even the thing about love, though he would be a long time forgetting it.

    It was a single word.

    In the observatory, not a week ago, the Emperor had called the girl it. You will bring it to me. No one draws its blood but me. Corvin had noticed at the time, without knowing why it mattered. Something about the way the word had sat in the Emperor’s mouth, like a stone he was careful not to swallow.

    Today, he had said she. Every time. Carefully, as if the word were made of glass.

    It meant nothing, Corvin told himself. The Emperor had read his report. He knew now that it was a girl. That was all. He only wished he could make himself believe it.

    

    The bounty came that evening.

    It came the way all the Throne’s great announcements came, through the Lanterns, to every ship and every station and every world at once. Corvin was on the bridge. The main screen went dark in the middle of a fuel report, and then the golden sunburst of the Throne came up on it, turning slowly on its field of black, and every Lictor on the bridge straightened without thinking.

    BY ORDER OF HIS UNDYING MAJESTY

    Then the girl’s face.

    Corvin knew the picture. It was the one from the Hollow records, the one he had looked at a hundred times on his slate on the way out. A thin face, grey with mine dust. Short, hacked dark hair. Wide grey eyes, and the closed, careful look of a girl who had learned very early that people with cameras didn’t mean her well.

    THE HOLLOW GIRL

    WANTED FOR TREASON AGAINST THE THRONE

    DEAD OR ALIVE

    REWARD: TEN MILLION CROWNS

    There was a silence on the bridge. Then the navigator let out a long, low whistle.

    “Ten million,” she said. “I could buy a moon. A small one. A nice one.”

    “You couldn’t buy a decent house on Zenith,” said the pilot. Her nose was taped across the bridge where it had met the console in the storm, and it made her sound as if she had a cold. “But you could buy a lot of indecent ones.”

    Somebody laughed. It died quickly.

    Dray had come to stand beside Corvin. He was looking up at the screen with his arms folded and his head a little on one side, the way a man looks at a painting he is thinking of buying.

    “Dead or alive,” he said softly. “Well. That does make things simpler.”

    “Our orders are alive.”

    “Our orders, yes.” Dray nodded up at the screen. “Theirs aren’t.”

    He was right. Corvin knew it before Dray had finished speaking. By tomorrow night, that thin grey face would be pasted on every wall in the Four Hundred Worlds. Every bounty hunter, every hired gun, every hungry dockhand with a borrowed rifle and a dream of a small, nice moon would be looking for it. And not one of them would care what was in her blood. They would see the girl, and they would see the ten million crowns, and they would see the two words that mattered.

    A dead girl, after all, was so much easier to carry than a live one.

    “Treason,” Corvin said quietly. He didn’t know he had said it aloud until Dray looked at him.

    “Lictor-Prime?”

    “She’s a prisoner from a mining moon. She has never been within five days of the Throne in her life. What treason?”

    Dray smiled very slightly. “Breaking out of a prison of the Throne, I imagine. Assaulting the Throne’s officers.” He touched his own ribs, delicately, in the place where Corvin’s were strapped. “Stealing the Throne’s ship.”

    “The ship was the smuggler’s.”

    “Then I expect they’ll find something else.” Dray shrugged. “They always do. It hardly matters. She’s whatever the Throne says she is. That’s rather the point of a Throne, isn’t it?”

    Corvin didn’t answer. He stood looking up at the girl’s face, ten meters high, and tried to find the reason.

    He was a Lictor. He was good at reasons. There was always a reason, if you were patient enough to look for it, and after a while he thought he saw this one. House Strand had already tried to buy her once. If the Throne told the world she was worth ten million crowns alive, every great House in the Empire would want her alive too, for themselves, to keep and to use. But tell the world dead or alive, and you told the Houses something else. She is not a prize. She is a criminal. Whoever hides her shares her crime. It was a warning, dressed up as a bounty. It was even clever.

    And it would get her killed.

    He went to his cabin, and sat down, and wrote another message to the Throne. It was short. He wrote it twice.

    Majesty. The public warrant permits her death. My orders forbid it. Every hunter in the Empire will now shoot first. I request clarification.

    He looked at the word request for a long time. Lictors did not request. Lictors obeyed. Then he sent it anyway.

    The answer came back in less than an hour.

    It was not the Emperor’s face. It was not his voice. It was two short lines of text, sealed to Corvin’s ring, with the golden sunburst of the Throne in one corner.

    YOUR ORDERS STAND.

    OURS IS NOT TO WONDER.

    Corvin read it twice. Then he put the slate face down on his desk, and sat with his hand over the place where the stone bird lived, in the pocket over his heart, and didn’t move until the ship’s bell rang for the night watch.

    

    They took the warden off the next morning.

    A prison courier had come up through the Lantern in the night: a small, blunt, windowless ship, painted the dull iron grey of every prison ship in the Empire. It would take Pryce Sallow to Zenith, to the courts, to whatever the Throne decided a warden who sold its secrets was worth. Corvin went down to the airlock to see him go. He didn’t know why. It seemed like something someone should do.

    Sallow walked between two Lictors with his hands chained in front of him. Somebody had given him a clean shirt. It didn’t help. He looked like a man who had been folded up and put away in a drawer and forgotten.

    At the mouth of the airlock, he stopped, and turned, and looked at Corvin.

    “Will they hang me?” he asked.

    “That isn’t for me to say.”

    Sallow nodded slowly, as if that were the answer he had expected. He looked down at his chained hands, at the pale band on his finger where his ring had been.

    “Somewhere warm,” he said. “That’s all I ever wanted. Eleven years for my first bead. Eleven years on a rock at the edge of nowhere. I just wanted to go somewhere warm.”

    Then the Lictors took him through, and the hatch closed, and Corvin stood alone in the cold corridor for a while, thinking about the girl on the screen, and about how much of the Empire was built out of people who had only wanted to go somewhere warm.

    Then he went to the galley, and filled a tray, and carried it down to the hold himself.

    

    The old man was awake.

    He was sitting on the edge of the steel cot in the last cell, with his back against the hull and his bad leg stretched out in front of him. The chain on his wrist ran to a ring in the wall, long enough to let him reach the cot and the bucket and not much else. The ship’s medic had cleaned his face and stitched the cut over his eye, and his beard had been washed, and in the dim light of the hold he looked less like a mountain and more like what he was: an old man who had been beaten very badly two days ago and looked as if he hadn’t slept since.

    He watched Corvin come down the ladder with the tray. He watched him set it down and slide it through the slot at the bottom of the bars. Soup, still steaming. Bread. A cup of water. An apple, because there had been apples, and Corvin had found himself putting one on the tray before he could think about why.

    Garrow looked at the tray. Then he looked at Corvin.

    “You brought it yourself,” he said.

    “I was told to see that you’re fed.”

    “By him.” It wasn’t a question.

    Corvin didn’t answer. Garrow kept looking at him for a moment longer. Then he reached down, slowly, the chain clinking, and picked up the bread, and began to eat. He ate carefully and without hurrying, the way men eat who have spent a long time in places where food can’t be wasted. He finished the bread and the soup before he said anything else.

    “Good bread,” he said at last. “Better than mine.”

    “I’m told you made the porridge on Hollow.”

    “Twenty-one years.” Garrow wiped his beard with the back of his hand. “It was terrible porridge. Nobody ever complained. You don’t, on Hollow, when someone’s feeding you.” He looked up. “What happened to them? After.”

    Corvin hadn’t expected the question. He found that he didn’t mind answering it.

    “I left four Lictors on Hollow. They hold the Spine. Nobody is to be punished for walking through a door that was opened for them. Those were my orders.” He paused. “My Lictor reports that the domes are quiet. The air plant is running. The water plant is running. There’s an old woman running everything else from the mess hall. She sits on the shoulders of a very large man, and when my Lictor went to speak to her, she told her that if anyone in black and gold so much as breathed on the water plant, she would personally see that they were fed to the Breath, one piece at a time, starting with the ears.”

    Something moved in the old man’s beard. It took Corvin a moment to understand that it was a smile.

    “Hettie,” Garrow said.

    “She didn’t give a name.”

    “She wouldn’t. Not to you.” The smile went away. “And the field?”

    Corvin was quiet for a moment.

    “Eleven dead,” he said. “Strand’s guns. Before we landed.” He didn’t say the youngest was a boy with a shovel. He found that he didn’t have to. The old man closed his eyes.

    “Names?”

    “I don’t have them.”

    “Get them.” Garrow opened his eyes. “Somebody should know them. Somebody who isn’t on Hollow.”

    Corvin looked at him through the bars. He had come down here with questions. He had come down here, if he was honest, to win. And somehow the first thing that had happened was that he had been given an order, by a prisoner in chains, and had found himself thinking: yes. Somebody should.

    “I’ll get them,” he said.

    Garrow looked at him with something like surprise. Then he nodded, once, and picked up the apple and turned it over in his big scarred hands, and didn’t eat it.

    Corvin took out his slate. He turned it around and held it up to the bars, so that the old man could see the screen.

    “This went out last night,” he said. “To every world in the Empire.”

    Garrow looked at it.

    He looked for a long time. The thin grey face. The ten million crowns. The two words. He didn’t move, and he didn’t speak, but something in the quality of his stillness changed, and Corvin, who had stood in a great many rooms with a great many dangerous men, felt the hair on his arms rise.

    “Treason,” the old man said at last. His voice was very quiet. “She’s never been further from Hollow than Gallery Twelve. She thinks a throne’s the big chair in the warden’s office.”

    “I know.”

    “Dead or alive.” Garrow lifted his eyes from the slate to Corvin’s face. “And your orders?”

    “Alive.”

    “Alive,” Garrow repeated. “And untouched. And nobody draws a drop of her blood but him.”

    Corvin went cold.

    It was almost word for word. No one draws its blood but me. He had heard it in the observatory, and he had heard it again yesterday, and he had told no one, not even Dray.

    “How do you know that?”

    “Because I’ve heard him say it before.”

    “When?”

    The old man looked at him. For a long moment, Corvin thought he was going to answer. Then he looked down at the apple in his hands.

    “A long time ago,” Garrow said. “Under the palace. In the dark.”

    That was all. He said nothing more, and Corvin knew, with the certainty of twelve years spent watching men decide whether to talk, that he wouldn’t. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

    So Corvin tried something else.

    “Listen to me.” He crouched down, slowly, his ribs complaining, so that his face was level with the old man’s. “Every bounty hunter between here and the rim is looking at that picture right now. They won’t care what she is. They won’t care what’s in her blood. They’ll put a bolt in her back from fifty meters away and carry her to the nearest Lantern in a sack. I’m the only one hunting her who wants her alive.” He held the old man’s eyes. “Help me find her first. Tell me where she’d go. I swear to you, on my ring, that I will bring her in without a mark on her. That’s the safest place in the Empire for her now. With me.”

    Garrow laughed.

    It was a short, tired sound, with no pleasure in it at all.

    “With you,” he said. “On her knees, in front of him.” He shook his head. “You want to know what the safest place in the Empire was, boy? A prison moon at the end of nowhere, where nobody was ever allowed to touch a door. I kept her there twenty-four years. It worked right up until it didn’t.”

    “You swore the same oath I did.”

    “I did.”

    “Then you know what it asks of us.”

    “Oh, I know.” The old man set the apple down on the cot beside him, carefully, as if it mattered where it went. Then he leaned his head back against the hull, and closed his eyes, and began to speak.

    He spoke the oath.

    Not the way the young Lictors said it now, quick and proud, in the great hall of the Oathhouse with the banners hanging down. He said it the old way, low and slow, one line at a time, the way it had been said by Lictors kneeling on cold stone for a thousand years. And Corvin, crouched outside the bars with his hand on the cold steel, found his own lips moving with it, as they had moved every morning of his life since he was fifteen.

    “I have no mother and no father. I have the Throne.

    “Ours is not to wonder. Ours is to obey.

    “I am the wall between his people and the fire.

    “I will open no door he has closed. I will close no door he has opened.

    “By his blood. For his blood.”

    The words went away into the dark of the hold. Somewhere in the ship, a pipe ticked as it cooled.

    “I kept it,” Garrow said, without opening his eyes. “Every line. Twenty-five years. Longer than you’ve been wearing that ring. And then one night, I opened a door he’d closed.” He was quiet for a moment. “I’m not sorry. I want you to know that. I’ve had twenty-four years to be sorry, and I’m not.”

    “What was behind it?”

    “You keep asking me that.” The old man opened his eyes. “And you keep not asking the right question. You want to know what I learned, boy? It wasn’t behind the door. It was in the oath. The third line.”

    “The wall between his people and the fire.”

    “The wall between his people and the fire.” Garrow leaned forward, and the chain clinked against the steel. “You ever ask yourself who his people are? I’ll tell you who I thought they were, when I was your age. The ones in the gold towers. The ones with rings. The ones who sent for us when the farmers got hungry and the levy houses started burning.” His voice had dropped very low. “And then one day, I found out I was wrong. I found out who was on the other side of my wall. And I found out what the fire was.”

    He nodded at the slate, still in Corvin’s hand. At the thin grey face.

    “So you tell me, Lictor-Prime. Ten million crowns, dead or alive, for a girl who’s never hurt anyone in her life who didn’t hurt her first. You tell me which side of the wall she’s on. And you tell me which side the fire is.”

    Corvin didn’t answer.

    He didn’t answer because he was thinking of the landing field. Of the smoke drifting low across it. Of a boy of sixteen lying on his back with a broken shovel beside him, and an old woman holding his hand, and green-armored soldiers standing in neat rows in front of their ramps with their rifles still smoking. He was thinking that he had seen that field before, a long time ago, on another world, from inside a burning granary, and that he had sworn an oath to stand between the people on it and the fire.

    He didn’t know he had taken the bird out until he saw it in his hand.

    It was a habit. A bad one. He did it when he was thinking, when he was tired, when the world got too loud. He took it out of the pocket over his heart and turned it over and over in his fingers, the small crude grey shape worn smooth as river glass by twenty-five years of turning, and most of the time he didn’t even know he was doing it.

    He looked down at it now, and then up, and saw that the old man had gone absolutely still.

    Not the stillness of before, the dangerous one. Something else. Garrow Venn was sitting on the edge of his cot with his hands on his knees and the chain hanging slack from his wrist, staring at the little stone bird in Corvin’s fingers as if it were a ghost.

    “Where did you get that?” he said.

    His voice was very strange.

    Corvin closed his hand over the bird. He didn’t know why he answered. He had never told anyone. Not Dray, not his instructors, not the girl he had loved at twenty-two, before the Throne sent him away for a year and she stopped writing.

    “It was given to me,” he said. “When I was a boy. There was a fire.”

    “By who?”

    “A Lictor. I never knew his name.” Corvin put the bird back in his pocket. “I looked for him, later. I never found him.”

    The old man didn’t say anything.

    He was looking at Corvin’s face. Not the way he had looked at it before, measuring and patient. He was looking at it as if he were reading it, the way a man reads a letter that has been lost for years, slowly, searching every line. And something was happening in his own face, under the stitches and the bruises and the grey beard. Something was breaking open in it, very slowly, the way ice breaks on a river in spring.

    Then he turned his head away, toward the wall.

    “Keep it close, then,” he said. His voice had gone rough and low. “It’s something to hold on to.”

    The words went into Corvin like a hook.

    He stood up. He didn’t remember deciding to. His ribs shrieked, and he didn’t feel them. Something to hold on to. Firelight. A pair of big scarred hands turning a lump of grey stone. A deep, quiet voice, in the dark of a camp full of crying people.

    “What did you say?”

    Garrow didn’t answer. He had turned on the cot, with his face to the steel wall and his broad back to the bars, and he didn’t move.

    “Venn. What did you say?”

    “Go and do your job, boy,” the old man said to the wall. “Go on. Leave me be.”

    Corvin stood there, gripping the bars.

    It was a common enough thing to say. He knew that. Anyone might say it. Old soldiers said it. Mothers said it to children with nightmares. It meant nothing. It was a coincidence, and he was tired, and his ribs hurt, and an old man who had served the same Throne had happened to use the same four words, and that was all.

    He told himself that. He stood there in the dim red light of the hold and told it to himself three times.

    Then he saw that the old man’s shoulders were shaking, very slightly, under his torn shirt. Garrow Venn, who had held a gap against nine Lictors with a length of pipe, who had laughed at ten million crowns, was sitting with his face to the wall, weeping without a sound.

    Corvin found that he couldn’t stay and watch it. He turned and climbed the ladder out of the hold. Behind him, the apple sat on the cot where the old man had put it, untouched, red in the red light.

    

    Dray was waiting for him at the top of the ladder. He had his slate in his hand and a look on his face that Corvin had learned to be careful of: bright and interested, like a cat that has heard something move in the walls.

    “Lictor-Prime. You’ll want to see this.”

    “What is it?”

    “The bounty boards.” Dray fell into step beside him as he walked toward the bridge. “Every bounty office in the Empire has been flooded since the broadcast. Sightings. Rumors. Confessions. She’s been seen on a hundred and forty worlds since last night.” He scrolled through the list with one finger, smiling. “She’s dancing in a pleasure house on a ring-city. She’s praying in a convent on an ice moon. She’s haunting three different prison moons at once. A man on a farming world swears she’s his wife, and he’d like the reward paid in advance so that he can afford to turn her in.”

    “Dray.”

    “And this one.” Dray stopped scrolling. He held out the slate.

    It was short. It had come through the Lantern post from a long way out, from a place that wasn’t on any of the Throne’s official maps, and it was written in the flat, careful language of somebody who sold information for a living and knew exactly what it was worth.

    From the Knot. The smuggler Nes Calder, believed dead on Hollow, came home yesterday aboard her ship, the Borrowed Hour. Two passengers: a boy, and a girl who keeps her hood up. The ship did not come in by the Lantern. Knot Control says it came out of empty space, wrapped in gold light. Payment to the usual account.

    It was signed with two letters. M.G.

    Corvin read it twice.

    He had thought of the Knot first. Of course he had. On the long night after the storm, with his ribs on fire and the Emperor’s silence pressing down on him, he had pulled up every file he had on Nes Calder, and every one of them had said the same thing. Berth: the Knot. Known associates: the Knot. Last known course: the Knot. It had been the first place he thought of, and he had thrown it away for exactly that reason. A girl who could open a road to anywhere in the Empire would never be so foolish as to go somewhere so obvious.

    But she hadn’t gone anywhere. She had gone home. Not hers. The smuggler’s. As if the ship had simply turned around in the dark, the way a horse with an empty saddle will turn for its own stable.

    “A ship that came out of empty space,” Dray said softly, “wrapped in gold.” He took the slate back. “It could be a lie. The Knot is full of liars. It’s practically their only industry.”

    “It isn’t a lie.”

    “No,” Dray agreed. “I don’t think it is either.”

    They had reached the bridge. The pilot looked up as they came in. So did the navigator, and the comms officer, and the two young Lictors at the weapons station. Corvin could see the question in their faces. He could feel it in the air.

    “Our orders,” Dray said, quite gently, “are to wait here for the next pulse.”

    “Our orders are to bring her in.” Corvin turned to the pilot. “How far is the Knot?”

    The pilot checked her board. “Four Lanterns, Lictor-Prime. Four days at an easy burn.” She glanced at the strapping under his uniform. “Three, if we push. You won’t enjoy it.”

    “I haven’t enjoyed anything for a week. Push.”

    “Shall I send word to the Throne?” Dray asked. “That we’re leaving station?”

    Corvin looked at him.

    “I’ll send it myself,” he said. “From the next Lantern.”

    Dray’s pale eyebrows rose, very slightly. He didn’t say anything. He touched two fingers to his heart and stepped back, and Corvin turned to the screen, and the Verity swung slowly around in the dark toward the black tower of the Lantern.

    She would open another door. The Emperor had said it, and Corvin knew it was true. She couldn’t help it. She had opened every door on Hollow in a single night, she had opened his own ship against him with one slap of her bleeding hand, and somewhere out there, at the edge of the map, in a lawless tangle of rock and rope and stolen light, she was going to open another. Maybe she already had.

    When she did, he wanted to be standing on the other side of it.

    The Lantern pulsed. The white light washed over the bridge, and went out, and in the silence after it, Corvin heard something he had not heard for two days.

    Deep in the belly of the ship, faint and low and very far away, the heart of the Verity had begun to hum.

    “Lictor-Prime.” Tolly’s voice came up from the core room, hushed and wondering. “She’s talking again. I don’t know what you did. But I think she knows where we’re going.” A pause. “I think she’s glad.”

    Corvin didn’t answer.

    He stood on the bridge with his hand over his heart, where the stone bird sat warm against his chest. The ship gathered itself and leaped for the Lantern. And all the way into the white, an old man’s voice went round and round in his head, rough and low, like a sound he had heard once in the smoke a long time ago.

    Something to hold on to.

  
    Chapter 14 — The Hollow Girl

    By morning, Rook’s face was on every wall in the Knot.

    Jory came back from the market with the news, and with breakfast: four greasy twists of fried dough wrapped in a sheet of paper, which turned out, when he unwrapped them on the galley table of the Borrowed Hour, to be one of the posters. Rook’s own face looked up at her through a film of oil. Somebody had drawn a moustache on it.

    “That wasn’t me,” Jory said. “Mostly that wasn’t me.”

    Nobody laughed. Rook looked at the moustache for a while. Then she folded the poster over so that she didn’t have to see it, and ate her dough, because Garrow had taught her that you ate what you were given, and because she found that she was hungry in spite of everything.

    They had come home the night before by the back ways. Nes had led them down off the market stairs without hurrying, without once looking back, through a side door Rook hadn’t noticed and into a long, dark freight tube that smelled of fish and engine oil. Nobody had followed. Nobody had shouted. All the way home, through the creaking tubes and the empty cargo rocks, Rook had kept her hood pulled down over her eyes and her hands deep in her pockets and waited for a hand to fall on her shoulder. None had.

    But she hadn’t slept. She had lain on the narrow cot in the cupboard with her eyes open, listening to the Knot through the rock. It had never been quiet, the Knot. It hummed and clanked and creaked all night long, like a great old ship at anchor. But last night there had been a new sound in it. Every hour or so, sometimes more often, a deep, shuddering clang came through the stone. A ship, docking. And then another. And another.

    “Fourteen,” Pell said now, from the other end of the table. She had her elbows on either side of her plate and her chin in her hands, and she looked as if she hadn’t slept either. “Fourteen ships came in through the Lantern in the night. I counted. I couldn’t help it, I count things when I’m nervous, I counted the rivets in the ceiling twice. There are two hundred and twelve. Fourteen ships, Nes. On a normal night we get three.”

    “Bounty hunters,” Jory said. “You can tell by their boots.”

    “What’s wrong with their boots?”

    “Nothing. That’s how you can tell. Everybody else on the Knot has terrible boots.” He licked grease off his fingers. “They’re everywhere already. They’ve got the picture on their slates. They go up to every girl with dark hair and look at her face. Three of them dragged a girl into Knot Control this morning, to check her against the poster. She was a cook. She was about forty. She bit one of them.”

    “Good,” said Rook.

    “And there’s a man in the market selling Hollow Girl hoods,” Jory went on. “Brown ones. With a picture of you sewn on the back. I don’t know who’s buying them.”

    “Idiots,” said Nes.

    She was standing in the galley doorway with a cup of something in her hand that wasn’t tea, and she looked like a woman who had spent the night doing sums and hadn’t liked any of the answers. She had been out since before first light. She had gone, she said, to see some people about some money. She didn’t say whether the people had seen her.

    “They’re not here because they know you’re here,” she said. “Not yet. Every runaway in the Empire ends up on the Knot sooner or later, and every hunter knows it. This is just where they always look first.” She swirled the cup. “So. Here’s where we are. The left engine runs, more or less. The right one doesn’t. The lightning cracked the thrust coupling clean through, and without a new one, the best the Hour can do is fly in circles very slowly until someone shoots her. Pell?”

    “There’s one coupling on the Knot rated for her,” Pell said miserably. “One. In the whole Knot. I asked everywhere. It’s in Mother Gant’s scrapyard, and Mother Gant hasn’t sold anything to Nes on credit since the business with the goats.”

    Rook looked at Nes. “The goats?”

    “Long story,” said Nes. “The goats were not my fault. Mostly.”

    “So we can’t leave.”

    “Not today. Not tomorrow either, unless Pell can work a miracle.” Nes drank whatever was in the cup and made a face at it. “Which means you stay inside, sweetheart. You don’t go out. You don’t look out. You don’t open the door to anybody who isn’t us. Understood?”

    Rook didn’t answer.

    She was thinking about Hollow. About a cell in Block Six with a cot and a shelf and a bucket, and a door that only opened when someone else decided it should. She had been out of it for three days. She had seen the open sky, and walked over the stars on a floor of glass, and eaten a plum. And now here she was again, behind a door, waiting for someone else to decide.

    “Sweetheart.”

    “Understood,” Rook said.

    Pell stood up. She had found a fresh length of copper wire somewhere and was winding her rust-colored hair up on top of her head with it, fast and fierce, the way some people roll up their sleeves.

    “I’m going back to the scrapyard,” she announced. “I know the yard boy. Feeny. I fixed his mother’s water pump last spring and he still owes me for it. If I can get in the back way while Mule’s not looking—that’s Gant’s big one, Rook, the one in the sailor’s coat, he does all her lifting—”

    “No,” said Nes.

    “—I can measure the coupling, at least, and then maybe I can make one, or find something close enough, or—”

    “No, Pell.”

    “I’ll go with her,” Jory said. “Nobody notices me. I’m light as a little bird.” He caught Rook’s eye and gave her a crooked, hopeful grin. “Big Ulf said so.”

    Nes looked at the two of them for a long moment. Then she sighed, and rubbed her face, and looked suddenly very tired.

    “One hour,” she said. “In and out. If you see Mule, or anybody else of Gant’s, you turn around and you walk away. You don’t run. Running makes people curious. Go.”

    They went. Nes went after them a few minutes later, to see some more people about some more money. And Rook was alone.

    

    She went down to the engine room, because it was the only place on the ship where she didn’t feel like a prisoner.

    The heart was purring. Pell had been right about that. It sat in its cradle of steel bands, black and cracked and patched, and its low, contented sound filled the cramped little room like warm water. When Rook sat down on the floor beside it and leaned her back against its cradle, the sound changed very slightly. Deepened. As if it had noticed her, and was glad.

    She took out Maren Ost’s note and read it again. She had read it so many times now that the paper had gone soft as cloth along the folds.

    Tell her she was wanted. Tell her she was wanted more than anything in the world.

    She didn’t know who Maren Ost was. She didn’t know why a woman she had never met had wanted her, or what she was sorry for, or why the small warm disc of nightglass in her other pocket hummed, very faintly, whenever she held it close to the ship’s heart. She didn’t know where Garrow was, right now, or whether they were feeding him, or whether his knee hurt. She didn’t know anything at all.

    Find out who she was. That’s where your road starts.

    “I’m trying,” Rook said aloud, to nobody. The heart purred.

    Somebody knocked on the berth door.

    It was a heavy knock. Three slow blows, a pause, and then a fourth, as if whoever was knocking had thought about it and decided one more wouldn’t hurt. Rook was on her feet before the last blow had finished echoing. She stood very still in the engine room doorway, holding her breath.

    Through the open ramp of the ship, across the dim stone berth, she could see the door. It was iron. It was old. It had a bolt on the inside as thick as her wrist, and Nes had shot it home before she left. It wasn’t an imperial lock. It was just a door.

    “Miss?”

    The voice came through the iron. It was deep and slow and oddly polite, the voice of a big man who had learned to speak softly so as not to frighten people.

    “Miss, I know you’re in there. I watched Nes go out. I’m not coming in.” A pause. “I could, mind. Doors on the Knot aren’t much. But a captain’s berth is her own, on the Knot. Even Mother keeps that rule.”

    Rook didn’t move. She knew that voice. She had never heard it before, but she knew it. She could see him as clearly as if the door were glass: broad as a door himself, in a long dark sailor’s coat with brass buttons, with rings in his ears.

    “Mother Gant would like to meet you,” the voice said. “Tonight. Second bell. At the Counting House. She says to bring Nes. And she says to tell you she’s got the little mechanic.” Another pause. “She says the little mechanic talks a great deal, and she isn’t sure how long her patience is going to last.”

    Something slid under the door.

    It was small and bright and it caught the light from the ship’s ramp as it skittered across the stone. Rook stared at it. She didn’t go to pick it up. She didn’t have to.

    It was a twist of copper wire. The kind Pell used to tie up her hair.

    “Second bell,” said the voice. “Don’t be late, miss. Mother doesn’t like late.”

    Heavy footsteps went away down the stone passage outside. Rook stood in the engine room doorway, listening to them go, with her hands clenched at her sides and her heart going like a hammer.

    Behind her, very softly, the ship’s heart had stopped purring.

    

    Jory came back first.

    He came in running, which was the thing Nes had told him not to do, with a long scrape down one side of his face and his new boots covered in rust-colored grit. He was so out of breath he couldn’t speak at first. He stood bent over in the middle of the berth with his hands on his knees, gasping, and then he saw the twist of copper wire in Rook’s hand, and his face crumpled.

    “I tried,” he said. “Rook, I tried. There were four of them. They came out from behind the crane and they grabbed her and I tried to— I hit one, I hit him with a pipe, and he just threw me, and by the time I got up—” He stopped. “They didn’t even want me. They looked right at me, and they didn’t want me. They only wanted her.”

    “I know,” Rook said. “It isn’t your fault.”

    “I should have—”

    “Jory. It isn’t your fault.”

    Nes came back ten minutes later. She came in quickly, as if she had already heard something on the way, and she saw the two of them standing in the middle of the berth and the wire in Rook’s hand, and she stopped.

    Rook told her. All of it. The knock, the voice, the second bell.

    Nes listened without moving. When Rook had finished, she didn’t say anything for a long time. Then she turned around and walked to the berth wall and hit it, once, very hard, with the side of her fist, and stood there with her forehead against the cold stone.

    “This is mine,” she said, to the wall. “This is my debt. My mess. And she took my girl to pay for it.”

    “She didn’t take Pell for the debt,” Rook said. “She took her for me.”

    Nes turned around.

    “Who is she?” Rook asked. “Mother Gant. I need to know.”

    Nes told her.

    Mother Gant was the closest thing the Knot had to a government, she said, which was to say she was the closest thing the Knot had to a tyrant. She owned the water plant. She owned the biggest scrapyard and half the fuel lines. She owned the debts of nearly everyone who had ever needed money on the Knot in a hurry, which was nearly everyone on the Knot, and she had been owning them for forty years. She was old and small and sweet, and she had never once in all those years been known to forgive a debt. And she lived in the Counting House.

    “It’s a ship,” Nes said. “Or it was. A hundred years ago, the Throne sent a customs cutter out here to tax the Knot. The Diligence. Big, gold, very official. The Knot’s founding fathers took one look at it and decided they didn’t want to be taxed. So they took it, and drove it nose first into a rock, and built round it, and it’s been there ever since.” Nes’s mouth twisted. “Imperial ship. Imperial doors. Real locks, sweetheart, real warrant locks, the only ones on the whole Knot. Nobody can crack them. They only answer to a ring.”

    “And Gant has a ring.”

    “The only real one on the Knot. Three beads. She bought it off a bankrupt baron fifty years ago, and she pays a man on Zenith a fortune every year to keep it fresh.” Nes looked at Rook. “That’s why she lives there. It’s the only place on the Knot where nobody can get in unless she says so.”

    Rook was quiet for a moment.

    “Nobody but me,” she said.

    Nes went very still.

    “No,” she said.

    “She asked for me.”

    “She asked for you because you’re worth ten million crowns and Pell’s worth about four. If you walk into the Counting House, sweetheart, you don’t walk out again. Not ever. She’ll have you in a box and on a ship to the highest bidder before your hand’s stopped bleeding.” Nes’s voice cracked, just slightly. “I’ll go. Alone. I’ll talk to her. I’ve talked my way out of worse.”

    “Have you?”

    Nes didn’t answer.

    “Garrow held a door for me,” Rook said. Her voice was very steady. She was surprised how steady it was. “He stood in the gap between two wrecks with a length of pipe, and he held it, so that I could get away. I’m not going to leave Pell behind one. Not if I can open it.”

    They looked at each other across the dim stone berth. Nes, with her iron-grey hair and her twice-broken nose and her eyes gone red at the rims. Rook, in her brown coat, with Pell’s copper wire twisted round her fingers.

    “There’s something I need to ask you,” Rook said. “And I need you to tell me the truth.”

    “Go on.”

    “When you went out this morning, to see some people about some money. Did you think about it? Selling me?”

    Jory made a small, shocked sound. Nes didn’t look away.

    “Yes,” she said.

    Rook nodded slowly.

    “For about half a minute,” Nes said. “On the walk over. Ten million crowns, I thought. I could pay off Gant, and everybody else, and buy Pell a whole new engine and the Hour a whole new wing, and never run another cargo as long as I lived.” She held Rook’s eyes. “And then I thought about Garrow in that gap with his pipe. And about you on the floor of my engine room with your hand on my ship’s heart, asking her where she wanted to go. And I felt sick, and I had to stop and sit down on a crate for a while.” Her mouth twisted. “So. Half a minute. That’s the truth. You can do what you like with it.”

    Rook thought about it.

    “Garrow would have liked you,” she said at last.

    “Garrow,” said Nes, “would have broken my nose for the third time.”

    “That too.”

    Nes laughed. It came out wet and cracked, and she wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. Then she went into the cockpit of the Borrowed Hour, and came back with an old, scratched sidearm in a worn leather holster, and buckled it on.

    “They’ll take this off me at the door,” she said. “But it makes me feel better.” She looked at Jory. “You’re staying here.”

    “I’m coming.”

    “Kid—”

    “They took her in front of me.” Jory’s thin face had gone white and set. “I’m coming, Nes.”

    Nes looked at him for a long moment. Then she nodded.

    “If it goes bad,” she said, “you run. Both of you. You don’t look back, you don’t argue, you run, and you go to Quiet. Promise me.”

    Rook promised. She didn’t say which part.

    

    At second bell, the Knot was full.

    Rook had thought the market was crowded. It had been nothing. Tonight, every tube they walked through was packed from wall to glass wall with people, moving slowly, talking low, looking at each other’s faces. Nobody on the Knot was staying home tonight. Ten million crowns had come to town, and everybody wanted to see it.

    Her face was everywhere. It was pasted on the curved glass of the tubes, a hundred times over, so that she walked between rows of herself. It glowed on a screen above a noodle stall. Somebody had painted it, very badly, on the side of a fuel tank, with the words 10,000,000 — DEAD OR ALIVE dripping underneath in red. A small boy ran past them through the crowd in a brown hood with a crude face stitched onto the back of it, shrieking with laughter, and another boy chased after him with a toy rifle, shouting, Bang! Bang! I’m rich!

    Rook stared after them.

    “Told you,” Jory muttered. “Hoods.”

    They came to a place where four tubes met in a round glass chamber, and Nes stopped.

    There were bounty hunters in the chamber. Four of them, three men and a woman, in good boots and long dark coats, with rifles slung across their backs. They had set themselves up across the mouth of the tube on the far side, and they were stopping everyone who came through with a hood up. Every single one. They pushed the hood back. They held a slate up beside the face. They looked from the face to the slate and back. Then they let them go, and reached for the next.

    A long, grumbling line had built up behind them. Knot people, mostly, scowling and muttering.

    “Is there another way?” Rook said, under her breath.

    “The long way round.” Nes’s jaw was tight. “An hour. More.”

    Second bell, Mule had said. Mother doesn’t like late.

    They joined the line.

    It moved slowly. Rook kept her head down and her hands in her pockets. In one of them, her fingers found the hilt of Garrow’s knife and closed around it. She could hear her own heart. She could hear Jory breathing beside her, fast and shallow, and feel Nes on her other side, very still, with one hand resting on the scratched sidearm at her hip as if it had just happened to fall there.

    Six people ahead of them. Four. Two.

    The woman hunter was working this side of the line. She was tall, with a scarred lip and a long dark braid over one shoulder, and she did it fast, without looking anyone in the eye: hood, slate, face, next. Hood, slate, face, next. She pushed back the hood of the man in front of Rook, glanced at his bald, startled head, and let him go.

    She reached for Rook’s hood.

    A hand closed around her wrist.

    It was a very big hand. It came over Rook’s shoulder from behind, and it closed around the hunter’s wrist the way a door closes, gently and completely, and it stopped her hand a finger’s width from the edge of Rook’s hood.

    “Mother Gant’s guests,” said a slow, deep, polite voice.

    Rook didn’t turn round. She didn’t need to.

    The woman hunter looked up at Mule. Then down at his hand on her wrist. Her other hand had gone to the rifle on her back. “And who,” she said, “is Mother Gant?”

    Somebody in the line laughed.

    It wasn’t a nice laugh. Somebody else said, “Out-of-towner,” not quite under their breath. And all along the line, Rook saw, the scowling, muttering Knot people had turned to look at the four hunters, and there was something in their faces that hadn’t been there before.

    The hunter saw it too. She looked at the faces. She looked at Mule. She was not a stupid woman. Rook could see her working it out: that she was a very long way from home, on a rock full of strangers, and that every one of them knew something she didn’t.

    She took her hand back.

    “Mother Gant thanks you for your patience,” Mule said to the line, and the line parted in front of him like water.

    They walked through. Rook passed so close to the woman hunter that she could smell the gun oil on her coat. She kept her eyes down. But she could feel the woman’s stare on her back, hard and thoughtful, all the way down the far tube, long after the round glass chamber had fallen out of sight behind them.

    “You saved me,” she said to Mule, after a while. She didn’t know why she said it.

    The big man walked on beside her, unhurried, his brass buttons gleaming in the light of the tube.

    “No, miss,” he said. “I saved Mother’s property.”

    The Counting House sat in the dark at the heart of the Knot like a great gold beetle that had flown into a wall and died there.

    Rook saw it from a long way off, through the glass of the tube that led to it. The customs cutter was enormous, far bigger than the Verity, and it had hit the rock nose first, a hundred years ago, so hard that the front third of it was buried in the stone. The rest stuck out into the dark at a slant, long and sleek and battered, its gold paint gone the color of old brass. Somebody had built little houses all over its back, the way the Knot built on everything. Lights glowed in its round portholes. And on its side, in tall flaking letters that had once been gold, there was a single word.

    DILIGENCE.

    Mule went up the gangway ahead of them and vanished inside without looking back. There were men at the top of it. Six of them, big and quiet, with rifles. They searched Nes and took her sidearm. They searched Jory and found nothing, because Jory had nothing. They searched Rook, and one of them, a broad man with eyebrows like two black caterpillars, found Garrow’s knife in the pocket of her coat and held it up to the light and looked at its black sheath and its ground-off pommel.

    “Nice,” he said.

    “It’s mine,” Rook said.

    “Not tonight, it isn’t.” He tucked it into his belt and jerked his head toward the hatch. “Mother’s waiting.”

  
    Chapter 15 — The Counting House

    The inside of the Counting House was warm and gold and full of people.

    They sat along the walls of the long corridors, on benches and crates and on the floor: men and women and children, in every kind of clothes, with every kind of face. They held slates and scraps of paper and little bags that clinked. They were waiting, Rook understood after a moment, to pay. Or to ask for more time. Or to beg. They looked up as she passed with Nes and Jory between the big men with rifles, and then they looked away again, quickly, the way people on Hollow looked away from a wardsman.

    The corridors sloped downward, toward the buried nose of the ship. The air got warmer. And at the end of the last corridor, there was a great gold door, standing open, with a crown stamped into the lock plate beside it. Rook felt it as she passed. A faint, deep hum, through the soles of her feet. It knew she was there.

    Beyond the door was the bridge of the Diligence.

    It had been a grand room once. It was still a grand room, in a crowded, cluttered sort of way. There were rugs on the steel floor, three or four deep. There were lamps everywhere, and cabinets, and shelves of ledgers going up to the curved ceiling. The great front viewport had been buried in rock for a hundred years, and someone had painted a sky on the stone behind the glass. Blue, with white clouds. Rook stared at it. It was the first blue sky she had ever seen, and it was painted on a rock.

    In the middle of the room, behind the old command console, which was piled high with ledgers and papers and a silver dish of sugared almonds, sat the smallest grown woman Rook had ever seen.

    She was perched on a tall chair built up with cushions, so that her feet in their little velvet slippers dangled well above the floor. She was round and soft and wrapped in shawls, a dozen of them, in every color, one on top of the other. Her white hair was piled up in a bun with three pens stuck through it. Her face was as wrinkled and rosy as a winter apple, and she was smiling, and her eyes, small and black and bright, were the sharpest things in the room.

    There were rings on every one of her fingers. Big glittering rings, gold and silver, set with red stones and green stones and stones that caught the lamplight and threw it back in sparks. Ten of them. Rook looked at them, and knew without knowing how she knew that nine of them were nothing. Pretty things. Toys.

    The tenth was on her left thumb. It was small and plain and dark, and there were three tiny beads of red set into it, and as Rook came into the room, it gave the faintest flicker, like a candle in a draft.

    Mule stood beside the chair. He nodded to Rook, politely, as if he hadn’t just walked her across half the Knot.

    “Nes, my pet,” said Mother Gant. “There you are.”

    Her voice was the sweetest voice Rook had ever heard. It was the voice of a grandmother in a story, the kind who keeps biscuits in her apron pockets.

    “Mother,” said Nes.

    “And you’ve brought me your new friends. How lovely.” The black eyes moved to Jory, and dismissed him, and moved on to Rook, and stayed. “Push back your hood, dear. Let me see you.”

    Rook didn’t move.

    “Where’s Pell?” she said.

    Mother Gant smiled even wider. Without looking, she reached out one small ringed hand and pressed something on the console.

    On the right-hand side of the bridge, a light came on.

    There was a room there, behind a wall of thick glass. Rook hadn’t seen it in the clutter. It was small and bare and made of steel, with a heavy glass door facing into the bridge and a round hatch in the far wall, painted with yellow and black stripes. A cell. The customs officers of the Diligence must have kept the smugglers they caught in there, Rook thought, a hundred years ago. And the hatch was for whatever they had wanted to throw out. When the ship was buried, somebody had taken the trouble to bore a long shaft through the rock behind that hatch, all the way out to the open dark. So that it would still work.

    Pell was inside.

    She was standing in the middle of the cell with her arms wrapped around herself. Her hair had come down without its wire and hung in a rust-colored tangle around her freckled face. There was a bruise on her cheek. When the light came on, she flinched, and then she saw them through the glass, and her face lit up and fell apart at the same time.

    “Nes!” Her voice came out of a little brass grille beside the door, thin and crackly. “Nes, don’t you dare! Don’t you dare give her anything! I’m fine! I’m completely fine, I’ve been in much worse situations than this—” She stopped. “No, I haven’t. This is the worst one. But don’t you dare—”

    Mother Gant pressed the button again, and Pell’s voice cut off. Her mouth went on moving behind the glass.

    “She does talk,” said Mother Gant fondly. She took a sugared almond from the dish and popped it into her mouth. “Now. Let’s not waste each other’s time, my dears. I’m old, and I haven’t got very much of it left.” She crunched the almond. “Nes came home two days ago in a ship that came out of empty space, wrapped in gold light. Knot Control told me. Knot Control tells me everything. And then last night, a very pretty girl’s face went up on every screen in the Knot, with ten million crowns written underneath it.” She smiled at Rook. “I can add, dear. I’ve been adding for sixty years.”

    “Then you don’t need to see my face,” said Rook.

    “Oh, I don’t care about your face. Faces are cheap. I want to see your hand.”

    The room had gone very quiet.

    “That door,” said Mother Gant, nodding at the glass cell, “is an imperial door. It answers to one thing on the Knot, and that thing is on my thumb.” She held up the plain dark ring. “I’ve heard stories, you see. About what happened on Hollow. About doors that open by themselves. Ten million crowns is a great deal of money for a girl, dear, and I can’t help wondering why. And I think, perhaps, if those stories are true, you might be worth a great deal more than ten million crowns. To the right buyer.” The black eyes glittered. “So. Open the door. And then you can have your little mechanic back, and you and I can sit down and talk about your future.”

    “And if I don’t?” said Rook.

    Mother Gant sighed, as if Rook had disappointed her.

    She lifted her thumb and touched the ring to a small gold plate on the console.

    On the far side of the glass, above the striped hatch, a red light began to flash. A slow, low alarm began to sound, whoop, whoop, whoop, muffled by the glass. And under it, so faint that Rook could barely hear it, came a thin, high, steady hiss.

    Air. Leaking out.

    Inside the cell, Pell had gone white. She turned and stared at the hatch, and then she backed away from it until she hit the glass door, and pressed herself flat against it with her palms on the glass.

    “Takes about four minutes,” Mother Gant said comfortably. “I’m told. I’ve only had to do it twice.” She took another almond. “Plenty of time to make up your mind, dear.”

    Nes lunged.

    She didn’t get halfway. Mule caught her by the collar of her jacket with one huge hand, the way a man might catch a cat, and held her there, struggling, without any visible effort at all. Two of the men with rifles had stepped forward. One of them had his rifle pointed at Jory. The other had his pointed at the floor in front of Rook’s feet, very carefully. Not at her. Nobody was going to shoot ten million crowns.

    Whoop. Whoop. Whoop.

    Behind the glass, Pell had begun to breathe faster. Rook could see her chest heaving. She could see the fear in her eyes, and the effort it took her, even now, to shake her head. Don’t. Don’t.

    Rook looked at the door.

    She knew what would happen if she opened it. She had known since the moment she walked in. Mother Gant would know exactly what she was. And everybody in this room would know. And the story would be out of the Counting House by morning and all over the Knot by noon, and there would be no more hiding in hoods, ever again.

    She looked at Pell.

    Pell, who had hugged the landing strut of the Borrowed Hour before she hugged anybody. Pell, who had given her clothes that were too long. Pell, who had paid three months’ rent for a captain everyone said was dead, one water pump at a time.

    Rook didn’t have a knife. She had already looked at the edges of the console, at the silver dish, at the brass grille. Nothing sharp. She was turning to look at the men with rifles when someone bumped against her side. Jory. Pale and shaking, with a rifle pointed at his chest. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t say anything.

    But something hard and familiar slid into her hand, down by her side, where no one could see.

    A black sheath. A cord-wrapped hilt. A pommel worn smooth.

    Rook looked at the man with the caterpillar eyebrows. His belt was empty. He hadn’t noticed yet.

    Forger, Jory had told her once, a long time ago, in the mess hall on Hollow. Quick hands. Best on the moon.

    She pulled the knife from its sheath, and drew it across her palm, and the blood came up dark and fast.

    “Hey—” said the man with the eyebrows.

    Rook was already moving. Three long strides across the rugs, to the glass door. She slapped her bleeding hand flat on the gold lock plate beside it.

    The Diligence woke up.

    Rook felt it go through her like a shout. Not the slow, sleepy, half-dead hum she had felt in the corridors. A roar. A whole great ship, a hundred years asleep in a rock, sitting up all at once and opening its eyes. The lock plate under her palm blazed gold. Gold light ran out of it in branching threads, across the glass, across the walls, up into the ceiling, through every panel and every wire and every forgotten circuit of the old customs cutter, until the whole bridge was laced with it like frost on a window. Every lamp in the room flared. The painted sky on the rock behind the viewport lit up from below, blue and gold and blazing.

    On Mother Gant’s thumb, the plain dark ring blazed like a struck match. Mother Gant cried out and clutched at it.

    Then it went out, like a candle pinched between two fingers. Dark. Cold.

    The other nine rings on her fingers glittered on, prettily, and did nothing at all.

    Rook didn’t look. She had her eyes shut and her hand on the plate, and the whole ship was in her head, vast and confused and eager, like a great dog that had been chained up for a hundred years and had just heard its name. What? What? What? She could feel all of it. The doors. The corridors. The people on the benches. The cell. The hatch. The air screaming out through it into the dark. And under all of it, she could feel the ship drinking from her palm, a cold, steady pull, the way the lock board on Hollow had.

    Shut the hatch, she told it. Now.

    The hiss stopped. The alarm stopped. The red light went out.

    Open the door.

    The glass door slid back. Pell, who had been leaning on it with all her weight, fell straight out through the gap onto the rugs at Rook’s feet, gasping and coughing, her freckled face blotched red and white.

    For a moment, nobody in the room moved.

    Then Mother Gant said, in a voice that wasn’t sweet at all, “Take her.”

    The man with the eyebrows came at Rook. So did another, from the other side. And Rook, with her hand still on the plate and the whole ship roaring in her head, did the only thing she could think of.

    Close, she told the Diligence. Everything. Every door. Except the ones I need.

    All through the old ship, doors slammed.

    It was the loudest sound Rook had ever heard. Hundreds of them, all at once, up and down the corridors, a great rolling iron thunder that shook the floor. The doors of the bridge slammed. The doors of the cabinets slammed. Somewhere far above them, people on the benches screamed. And every lamp on the bridge went out at once, and in the sudden darkness there was only the gold light running through the walls, and a single open doorway, glowing, on the far side of the room.

    “Go!” Rook shouted. “Jory, get Pell! Go!”

    Somebody grabbed her.

    It was Mule. She knew it was Mule before she saw him, because nobody else on the Knot had hands like that. He had let go of Nes. He had come across the bridge in the dark like a falling wall, and he had Rook by the back of her coat, and he was lifting her off her feet as if she weighed nothing.

    “Sorry, miss,” he said. He did sound sorry. “Mother says.”

    Low and close, Garrow said in her head. Never fair.

    Rook didn’t try to pull away. She went toward him instead, twisting in his grip, and drove her knee as hard as she could into the side of his left leg, just above the joint, the way Garrow had shown her a thousand times in the cell in Block Six with his big hands guiding her. A big man is just a tall thing standing on two sticks. Take away a stick.

    Mule’s leg buckled. He grunted, and staggered, and his grip loosened, and Rook tore free and fell, and rolled. And as Mule tried to get his balance back, Nes Calder came out of the darkness behind him with Mother Gant’s silver dish of sugared almonds in both hands, and hit him over the head with it.

    There was a tremendous bong. Sugared almonds went everywhere. Mule sat down heavily on the rugs, looking surprised.

    “That,” said Nes, breathing hard, “was for the goats.”

    Then they were running.

    Jory had Pell by the arm, half dragging her, and Nes had Pell by the other, and Rook ran ahead of them with her bleeding hand dragging along the wall, leaving a long red smear on the old gold paint. And the Diligence ran with her. The bridge door boomed shut behind them, on Mother Gant and Mule and the men with rifles. Every door ahead swung open before Rook reached it. Every corridor lit up gold in front of her. It was like being carried. It was like the whole huge ship had picked them up in one great hand and was passing them along, door to door, up through the dark toward the light. Behind them, muffled by iron, she could hear men shouting, and fists pounding on doors that wouldn’t open, and somewhere very far back, Mother Gant’s voice, shrill with rage. And all along the corridors, the people from the benches were scrambling to their feet and running after them, toward the open doors.

    They burst out through the main hatch onto the gangway.

    The six men who had stood guard there were gone. Rook realized, distantly, that they must be inside somewhere, behind a door. The tube beyond the gangway was full of people: people from the nearby rocks, who had seen the old ship blaze up gold in the dark and had come running to look. They stared at Rook. They stared at her bleeding hand.

    Behind them, people were spilling out of the hatch too: the people from the benches, wide-eyed, clutching their slates and their little clinking bags, stumbling out onto the gangway and running. Rook waited until the last of them, an old man with a cane, had hobbled past her into the tube.

    Then she turned back to the hatch. It was still standing open, glowing gold, and beyond it, the long corridor of the Diligence stretched away into darkness.

    She put her hand on the lock plate one last time.

    Shut, she told the ship. Stay shut. For everyone but me.

    The great gold hatch swung closed, slowly, with a deep and final boom. The lock plate glowed for a moment under her palm, and then dimmed. All along the slanted gold flank of the old customs cutter, one porthole after another went dark.

    A speaker crackled somewhere above the hatch.

    “You’ve made a very expensive mistake, dear.” Mother Gant’s voice. Not sweet. Not sweet at all. “Do you hear me? A very, very expensive mistake.”

    Rook looked up at the speaker. Her hand was shaking now, and her legs, and every part of her except her voice.

    “Put it on Nes’s bill,” she said.

    

    Quiet’s clinic was green and warm and quiet, and it smelled of earth, and Rook had never been so glad to be anywhere in her life.

    Pell lay on a long cot under the hanging plants with a cup of something hot in her hands and a mask over her nose and mouth, which she kept pulling down so that she could talk. Her eyes were bloodshot, the whites gone pink and red where tiny vessels had burst, and there was a deep purple bruise coming up on her cheek. Every time Quiet put the mask back over her face, she waited about five seconds and pulled it down again.

    “—and then the alarm started and I thought, well, that’s it, Pell, that’s the end of you, and I wasn’t even scared at first, I was annoyed, because I’d just worked out how to fix the stutter in the left engine and now nobody was ever going to know—”

    “Mask,” said Quiet.

    “—and then I saw your hand, Rook, I saw it come down on the plate and the whole wall lit up, and I thought—” Pell stopped. She looked at Rook across the room, over the top of the mask. Her bloodshot eyes were wide. “I thought, oh. That’s why her ship purrs.”

    “Mask,” said Quiet, more firmly, and put it back. This time Pell let it stay.

    Rook sat on a stool by the long wooden table, with her right hand palm up on a clean cloth. The cut was already closing. She watched it. She couldn’t stop watching it. Every time she looked, there was a little less of it.

    Jory sat on the floor at her feet with his back against the table leg. He hadn’t said much since they got there. After a while, he reached up and set something on the table beside her hand. Garrow’s knife, back in its black sheath.

    “I took it off the one with the eyebrows,” he said. “When he was searching you. Before he’d even finished putting it in his belt.”

    “I know,” said Rook. “Thank you.”

    “Quick hands.” Jory managed a small, crooked smile. “Told you.”

    Nes was standing by the round window, looking out at the dark and the far lights of the Knot. She hadn’t sat down since they arrived. Her knuckles were split where she had hit the berth wall, and she hadn’t let Quiet look at them.

    “She’ll get out,” she said, without turning round. “Gant. They’ll cut through those doors in a day. Two at the most. And then she’ll come for us with everything she has.”

    “Then we’ll be gone,” said Rook.

    “In what? The Hour can’t fly.”

    Nobody had an answer to that.

    Pell pulled her mask down.

    “Mother Gant’s ring,” she said.

    “Pell,” said Quiet.

    “No, listen. Listen. It’s important.” Pell sat up on the cot. “When Rook put her hand on the door. Did you see Mother Gant’s ring? The real one, on her thumb? It went off like a firework. And then it went dark. And none of the others did. None of the fakes.”

    “So?” said Jory.

    “So rings don’t do that. Not by themselves.” Pell’s bloodshot eyes had gone bright and fierce, the way they went, Rook would learn, whenever she was working out how a thing worked. “I’ve had my hands inside a hundred ship locks, and I know how rings work. A real ring isn’t just a bead of blood in a band. The band’s nightglass. A tiny sliver of it. The same stuff as the Lanterns, the same stuff as a ship’s heart. That’s how the Throne can switch a ring off from Zenith, a thousand worlds away, if somebody stops paying their renewals. It sends a signal through the Lanterns, and every ring hears it. Every real ring is listening to the Lanterns, all the time.”

    The room had gone very quiet.

    “Nes,” Pell said. “On Hollow. When Rook opened things. What did the wardsmen’s rings do?”

    Nes had turned away from the window. She was looking at Rook.

    “They flared,” she said slowly. “Every time. Every single time. The first time, in the mine, the whole moon felt it. The wardsmen were shaking their hands for a week. Then the boiler room door. Then the night we broke out.” She stopped. “Every time.”

    “So if the rings hear it,” said Pell, “then the Lanterns hear it. Because the rings only hear what comes through the Lanterns. And if the Lanterns hear it—”

    “Then he hears it,” said Rook.

    Nobody said anything.

    Rook sat very still on her stool, with her healing hand on the clean white cloth.

    She was thinking of Hollow. Of the Wall in Gallery Nine, opening for her bloody palm, and the great silent bell of the pulse going out through the stone. Of the boiler room door, three days later. Of Sallow’s office, and the lock board. Of the night of open doors, and the black-and-gold ship dropping out of the clouds only a few hours afterward. She had wondered, in the lane, how the Lictors had found them so fast. How they had known to come to a prison moon at the end of nowhere, on that night of all nights.

    They hadn’t needed to know. She had told them.

    Every door. Every single door she had ever opened had rung a bell, and the bell had sounded in a palace on the far side of the Empire, and a man she had never seen had looked up from his map and said, there.

    “My people have a saying,” said Quiet softly. She was standing by the cot, very tall, with her long grey hands folded in front of her. “The key does not choose the lock. But every lock remembers the key.” Her huge dark eyes rested on Rook. “I did not understand it, until tonight.”

    “Every door I open,” Rook said, “tells him where I am.”

    “Yes,” said Quiet. “I think it does.”

    “And I just opened one here.”

    She looked around the green room. At Pell on her cot, with her bruised face and her bloodshot eyes. At Jory on the floor. At Nes by the window. At Quiet’s gentle, lined grey face, and the lamps, and the plants climbing the walls on their strings, and the round window looking out at the lights of the Knot, where more people than she could count lived who had never done anything to her at all.

    She had done it again. She had brought the Throne down on everyone she cared about. On Hollow it had been prisoners in the mud with shovels. Here it would be—

    Quiet’s old radio crackled.

    It sat on a shelf above the long table, among the jars, a battered brass box that Quiet used to listen to music from the market in the evenings. It had been playing something soft and slow when they came in. Now the music stopped, mid-note. There was a hiss of static.

    And then a voice. A harsh, tired, familiar voice. Knot Control.

    “All hands, all hands. This is Knot Control, on every channel. Listen up.” A pause. “We’ve just had a message through the Lantern post. From Zenith. From the Throne. I’m going to read it to you exactly as it came in, and then I’m going to go and have a very large drink.”

    Static. The rustle of a slate.

    “To all who shelter on the rock called the Knot,” Knot Control read. “The fugitive known as the Hollow Girl is among you. A ship of the Throne will arrive in three days. Deliver her to it, alive, and the Knot will be left in peace, and rewarded. Hide her, and the Knot will burn. By order of His Undying Majesty.”

    The voice stopped. The static hissed on for a moment.

    “That’s it,” said Knot Control. “That’s the whole message. Three days, people. Make of it what you like.”

    The radio clicked off.

    In the green room, nobody moved. Outside the round window, the lights of the Knot glittered in the dark, exactly as they had a moment before. Thousands of them. And behind every one, Rook thought, someone had just heard what she had heard. Someone was sitting very still in a little room, doing a sum in their head.

    Hide her, and the Knot will burn.

    Rook looked down at her hand. The cut was almost gone. A thin pink line, already fading, beside six others.

    “Then I’ll stop,” she said. Her voice came out very small. “No more doors. I’ll stop.”

    Quiet looked at her for a long time with those vast, dark, gentle eyes. The eyes that read faces the way other people read words.

    “Child,” she said at last, very softly, “I have read your face. And I do not think you know how to walk past a closed door when there is somebody on the other side of it.”

    Rook opened her mouth to argue.

    Then she looked at Pell, alive on the cot, with her bloodshot eyes and the copper wire wound back into her rust-colored hair. And she closed it again.

  
    Chapter 16 — Maren’s Box

    At dawn, the Knot put out its chains.

    Rook heard them before she understood what they were. She was sitting by the round window in Quiet’s clinic, where she had been sitting most of the night, with her knees drawn up and her coat wrapped around her, watching the lights of the Knot. Pell was asleep on the cot under the hanging plants with her mask pushed up on her forehead. Jory was asleep on the floor with his head on a sack of potting soil. Quiet moved among her plants in the green half-dark, very slowly, touching a leaf here and a stem there, as if she were saying good morning to each of them.

    And then, far off through the rock, there came a long, deep, grinding rattle. Then another, from a different direction. Then another. It went on for a long time, coming from everywhere at once, until the whole Knot seemed to be rattling like a box of bones.

    The old brass radio on the shelf crackled.

    “All hands,” said Knot Control. He sounded as if he hadn’t slept either. “By order of the Knot Council, every berth on the Knot is now closed. Chains are across. Nobody leaves. Nobody. Not a shuttle, not a cargo pod, not a kid in a spacesuit with a bottle rocket. Not until the Throne’s ship has been and gone.” A pause. “The Council wants it known that this is for everybody’s safety. The Council would also like it known that anybody who tries to cut a chain will be shot. That’s it. Knot Control out.”

    The radio clicked off. Behind Rook, Pell sat up, blinking, with the mask still on her forehead like a second pair of eyes.

    “Was that the chains?” she said. “That was the chains. They haven’t put the chains out in eleven years. Not since the plague ship.” She rubbed her face. “Oh, this is bad. This is very bad. Where’s Nes?”

    Nes came in an hour later, with frost on her collar from the cold tubes and a face like a shut door.

    “They’ve chained the Hour’s berth,” she said. “Big chain, right across the mouth. Six Council men sitting on crates outside the berth door with rifles across their knees, playing cards. They’re not even pretending they’re there for anyone else.” She dropped onto a stool. “And Gant’s people are all over the lower tubes. She’s still shut up in that house of hers, from what I hear. Banging on the doors. Screaming down the speakers. But her people are out, and they’re looking, and they’ve put her own price on your head, Pell, on top of Rook’s.”

    “How much?” said Pell, interested in spite of herself.

    “Twelve crowns.”

    Pell looked offended. “Twelve?”

    “Gant knows what things are worth.” Nes rubbed her eyes. “So. No ship. No way off the rock. Hunters in every tube, Council men on every berth, Gant’s people on every corner, and in two days a ship of the Throne comes through that Lantern.” She looked at Rook. “Sweetheart, I’ve been in some tight spots in my life. I have to tell you, this one is right up there.”

    Rook didn’t answer.

    She had been thinking, all night, by the window. Not about chains, or ships, or hunters. About the thing Garrow had said to her in the gap between the wrecks, with the blood running into his beard and the Lictors coming across the field. Find out who she was. That’s where your road starts.

    She had been running ever since. She had not found out anything.

    She reached into her coat and took out the little leather pouch, and opened it, and laid the two things that were inside it on the long wooden table under the lamp. The soft old paper, folded small. And the disc.

    It was no bigger than a coin. It was black and smooth and faintly warm, and it hummed, very softly, the way the heart of the Borrowed Hour hummed. On one face was a tiny sunburst, so finely cut that she could only see it when she tilted it to the light. On the other was a row of small, strange marks, like the scratch marks the old-timers on Hollow cut into the gallery walls to count their shifts.

    “Even if we get off this rock,” she said, “where do we go?”

    Nobody answered.

    “Garrow gave me this,” Rook said. “And a name. He said it was where my road starts. I don’t know what it is. I don’t know what the marks mean. But if I’m going to run, I want to be running toward something. Not just away.”

    Pell leaned over the table and looked at the disc without touching it.

    “That’s nightglass,” she said. “Worked nightglass. Somebody shaped it. That’s not easy. That’s not cheap.” She tilted her head. “It’s a key, I think. It’s got that look. Keys always have that look. But I don’t know what those marks are.”

    Quiet bent down from her great height and looked too. She shook her long grey head slowly.

    “Nor I.”

    Jory had woken up. He was sitting on his sack of potting soil with his hair sticking up on one side, looking at the disc on the table, and then he looked up at Rook with an expression she knew. It was the face he made on Hollow just before he said something that was either very clever or very stupid.

    “I know somebody who might,” he said.

    

    “Absolutely not,” said Nes.

    “She traces names,” Jory said. “She reads old papers. Old anything. You saw her stall, Nes. Names found, families traced. That’s what she does. She finds things out.” He turned to Rook. “I went back there. Yesterday morning, before the scrapyard. Just to look. I didn’t talk to her. But she had a whole wall of old records behind that curtain, Rook. Boxes and boxes. If anybody on the Knot can read those marks, it’s her.”

    “Then we’ll send for her,” said Nes.

    “And tell her what?” said Rook. “Come to the end of the longest tube on the Knot and look at something for the Hollow Girl?”

    Nes opened her mouth, and closed it again.

    “It’s mine,” Rook said. “Garrow gave it to me. I’m not handing it to somebody else to carry across the Knot. And I’m not sitting here in a room full of plants for two days waiting for the chains to come off, either. I did that for twenty-four years.” Her voice was steadier than she felt. “I’ll be careful. I’ll keep my hood up. I’ll keep my hands in my pockets.”

    “Your hood,” said Nes, “has been on a poster in every tube on the Knot since yesterday morning.”

    “Not that hood,” said Pell.

    They all looked at her.

    Pell got up off the cot, a little unsteadily, and went to the corner where Quiet had thrown her clothes from the night before. She came back with an armful of grease-stained canvas.

    “Overalls,” she said. “Mine. Too long in the leg for me, which means they’ll be just right for her. And this.” She held up a battered breathing mask, with a rubber seal and two round, scratched glass eyepieces and a dent in one side. “Half the people in the lower tubes wear these. The dockyards are full of fumes. Nobody looks twice at a mechanic in a mask. Nobody looks twice at a mechanic at all. Trust me. I’ve been invisible for six years.” She pushed the mask into Rook’s hands. “That’s my good one. The dent’s lucky.”

    Nes looked from Pell to Rook to Jory, and then up at Quiet, as if hoping that somebody in the room would be on her side.

    Quiet only looked back at her with those vast, dark, gentle eyes.

    “She will go whether you let her or not, Nes,” the Thren said softly. “It is written all over her face. I think it would be better if she went with your blessing. And with the boy.”

    Nes swore. It was a long word, and Rook didn’t know it, but she could tell it was a good one.

    “One hour,” Nes said at last. “In and out. You don’t talk to anybody you don’t have to. You don’t stop. You don’t look at anything. If anything feels wrong, anything, you turn round and walk back here.” She pointed at Jory. “And you. If anybody so much as looks at her, you start talking. Talk about anything. Talk about boots. Nobody can concentrate when you’re talking.”

    “That’s true,” said Pell. “I’ve tried.”

    

    The Knot had changed overnight.

    Rook saw it as soon as they came out of Quiet’s long tube into the busier ones beyond. It was the same Knot: the same creaking glass, the same crowds, the same smells of oil and frying and smoke. But the crowds moved differently now. Faster. Quieter. People walked with their heads down and their shoulders hunched, and when they looked at one another, they looked a moment too long, and then looked away.

    And somebody had been writing on the glass.

    It was everywhere, in paint and grease and chalk, scrawled across the walls of the tubes over the top of the posters. HAND HER OVER, the first one said, in big dripping red letters. And underneath it, in somebody else’s hand, in black: OVER YOUR DEAD BODY. And underneath that, in a third hand, small and neat: THE KNOT DOESN’T KNEEL.

    Rook stopped and looked at it through the scratched glass of Pell’s mask.

    Further along, there was more. THREE DAYS, somebody had written, with a picture of a flame. SHE OPENED HOLLOW, somebody else had written, beside a crude drawing of a door. Someone had scrubbed half of that one away, and someone else had come along afterward and written it in again, bigger. In one place, an old woman in a shawl was standing on a crate, scrubbing furiously at a window with a rag and a bucket. Rook couldn’t see which words she was scrubbing out.

    “They’re arguing,” she said quietly. Her voice came out muffled and strange through the mask.

    “’Course they are,” said Jory, beside her. He had a mask too, an old one of Nes’s that was too big for him and kept slipping down his nose. “It’s the Knot. They argue about everything. Pell says they had a fight last year about what color to paint the water plant that went on for a month. Somebody got stabbed.” He hitched the mask up. “But it means not everybody wants to hand you over, Rook. Some of them would rather fight.”

    Rook didn’t know what to feel about that. She thought of the landing field on Hollow, and the people who had run at the guns because she had told them not to let the ships take anyone. Some of them would rather fight.

    She put her head down and kept walking.

    There were Council men in the tubes now, as well as hunters. They were easy to spot. They wore red rags tied round their arms, and they stood in pairs at the junctions with rifles slung over their shoulders, watching the crowds go by. Nobody stopped Rook and Jory. Nobody looked twice at two mechanics in grubby overalls and dented masks. Pell had been right. They were invisible.

    Right up until the market.

    They came down the stone stairs to the lower terrace without any trouble, through crowds that were thinner and quieter than before. The stall with the hand-painted sign was just where Rook remembered it, a narrow booth with a counter and a curtain behind it. NAMES FOUND. FAMILIES TRACED. NO QUESTIONS ASKED. NO REFUNDS. The thin woman with the spectacles was behind the counter, writing in her ledger, exactly as if she had never stopped.

    Rook was ten steps away from it when a man walked past her going the other way.

    He was a hunter. She knew it before she had properly looked at him: the good boots, the long dark coat, the rifle across his back. He was talking over his shoulder to someone behind him, laughing about something, not looking at her at all. He passed so close that his sleeve brushed hers.

    And on his right hand, something flickered.

    It was a ring. A real one, plain and dark, with a single red bead in it. As he passed her, it lit up, very faintly, the way the wardsmen’s rings had lit up on Hollow whenever she walked by. A tiny pulse of red, like a coal when you blow on it.

    The hunter stopped laughing.

    He stopped walking, too. He looked down at his hand. He frowned at the ring, and shook his hand once, hard, the way a man shakes off a sting, exactly the way Brannock had shaken his hand in the gallery on the day the Wall opened. Then he looked up, and around. Slowly. At the crowd. At the stalls. At the two mechanics in masks, ten steps away.

    Rook didn’t breathe.

    “—and that’s the thing about boots,” Jory said loudly, beside her. “Everybody thinks it’s the sole that matters, but it isn’t, it’s the stitching, if you get bad stitching you can have the best sole in the world and it’ll still come off in a fan, I should know, I lost a whole sole to a fan once, it was terrible, I had to walk around for a week on one foot like a—”

    He had her by the elbow. He was steering her, without seeming to, toward the stall with the hand-painted sign, still talking. The thin woman behind the counter had looked up from her ledger. She looked at the two of them through her spectacles. She looked past them, at the hunter, who was still standing in the middle of the terrace, frowning at his hand.

    Then, without a word, she lifted the edge of the curtain behind her.

    They went through it. The curtain fell shut behind them.

    

    The room behind the curtain was tiny and warm and so full of paper that Rook could barely see the walls.

    There were ledgers stacked from floor to ceiling. There were boxes of old slates, and rolls of something that looked like cloth with writing on it, and bundles of letters tied up with string, and in the middle of it all, a small table with a lamp and a magnifying lens on a brass arm. It smelled of dust and ink and candle wax. It reminded Rook, for no reason she could name, of the tally shed by the weigh scales on Hollow, where she had once been sent to fetch a ledger at the age of eleven and had stood for a whole minute in the doorway, astonished that there could be so many words in the world.

    The thin woman came through the curtain behind them and let it fall.

    She was older than she had looked from outside. Sixty, perhaps, with grey hair pulled back in a knot and a long, clever, tired face, and ink on every one of her fingers, right up to the knuckles. She looked at them over the top of her spectacles.

    “Take that thing off,” she said to Rook. “It’s hot in here, and you’ll suffocate, and I already know who you are.”

    Rook didn’t move.

    “That man outside,” the woman went on calmly, “has a one-bead ring on his finger, bought, I would guess, from some bankrupt merchant on some dull world or other, and I doubt it has ever in its life done anything more exciting than open the door of his ship. It just flickered. In the middle of the Knot. As you walked past him.” She sat down at the little table. “I spent a long time filing reports on rings that misbehaved. Never one like that. So you can take off the mask, or you can leave it on and be uncomfortable. It makes no difference to me.”

    After a moment, Rook took it off. The air in the little room was warm and dusty and smelled wonderful.

    “Who are you?” she said.

    “Tibbet.” The woman smiled very slightly. “Just Tibbet. I had a longer name once, but it was on a list.”

    “What list?”

    “The kind you don’t want to be on.” Tibbet took off her spectacles and polished them on her sleeve. “I was a clerk in the Hall of Records on Zenith for twenty years. Births and deaths and marriages and warrants and charges and sentences, all the little names of the Empire, all in their little drawers. And one day I copied one record too many, and I had to leave in rather a hurry.” She put her spectacles back on. “I brought some of the drawers with me.”

    She looked at Jory, who had pulled his own mask down around his neck.

    “And you’re the boy who stared at my sign two days ago until his friends steered him away, and came back yesterday and stood outside for ten minutes, and never once came in.” She nodded at the curtain. “Your friend out there is still standing by the noodle stall looking at his hand. He’ll get bored soon. They always do. Now. I don’t imagine you came here for the pleasure of my company. What do you want?”

    Rook took the disc out of her pocket and put it on the table under the lamp.

    Tibbet looked at it for a long moment without touching it. Then she took a pair of fine tweezers from a drawer, and picked it up very carefully, and swung the brass arm of the magnifying lens down over it, and bent her head.

    She looked at the sunburst side first. She was quiet for a while. Then she turned it over and looked at the marks on the back, and Rook saw her lips move, very slightly, as if she were reading.

    “Well,” she said at last, without looking up. “Well, well, well.”

    “What is it?”

    “It’s a key.” Tibbet set the disc down on the table very gently. “A vault key. These marks are vault script. Old banker’s writing. Nobody’s taught it for two hundred years, except to the people who look after the Deep Vault. And to the poor clerks who had to file their paperwork. I was one of them.” She tapped the marks with the end of her tweezers, one after another. “Corona. Deep Vault. Row eleven. Box one hundred and four.”

    “What’s Corona?” said Rook.

    Tibbet looked up at her over her spectacles, and for a moment her tired face was almost kind.

    “Corona,” she said, “is a city built in a ring around a blue world. A great silver ring, all the way round, so big that you can stand on it and look up and see the other side of it going over your head like a bridge. It’s the richest city in the Empire, after Zenith itself. Maybe richer, if you count the money nobody talks about.” She paused. “It belongs to House Strand.”

    Rook went very still.

    Strand. The green-armored soldiers on the landing field.

    “And under the Bank of Corona,” Tibbet went on, watching her face, “cut down into the rock of the ring, there’s the Deep Vault. The oldest vault in the Empire. That’s where the great families keep the things they want kept. Not their money. Money’s boring. Their secrets. Letters. Wills. Proofs. Confessions. Every box in the Deep Vault is sealed with a ring. You bring the key, and you bring the ring that sealed it, and the box opens. No other ring will do. Not the banker’s. Not a thief’s.” She paused. “Not even a Lictor’s.”

    “And this box?” said Rook.

    Tibbet picked up the disc again with her tweezers, and turned it so that the lamp caught the tiny sunburst on its face.

    “This box,” she said, “is sealed with that. The sunburst. The Throne’s own mark. Not sealed with a ring at all. Sealed with blood.” She put the disc down. “Which means that in all the Empire, there is only one person’s blood that was ever supposed to be able to open it.”

    She didn’t say whose. She didn’t have to.

    “Until this week,” Tibbet added quietly, “I would have told you that was the end of the matter.”

    Rook looked down at the little black disc on the table. Somebody had made it. Somebody had cut that sunburst into it, and those marks, and put it in a leather pouch with a note, and given it to Garrow to keep for twenty-four years. Somebody had known that one day, there would be someone else whose blood could open a box that was meant for the Emperor alone.

    “There’s a name,” she said. Her mouth had gone dry. “On the note that came with it. Can you find out who she was?”

    “That,” said Tibbet, “is what I do. What’s the name?”

    “Maren Ost.”

    Tibbet wrote it down in her ledger, in small, neat letters. Then she got up, and went to the back of the tiny room, and began to move boxes. She moved a great many of them. Under the boxes there was a long, flat iron chest, and inside the chest, wrapped in oilcloth, there was a stack of old slates, each one scratched and battered and held together with tape.

    “The death rolls of Zenith,” Tibbet said, over her shoulder. “Forty years of them. Every death recorded in the capital, by name. I took them with me when I left.” She sat down on the floor among the boxes with the slates in her lap, and began to go through them, one by one, her inky finger moving down the screens. “People have a way of turning up in here, sooner or later. Ost. Ost. O, O, O—”

    She stopped.

    Rook watched her face. She saw something change in it. Not much. Just a small tightening around the mouth.

    “Here,” Tibbet said. “Ost, Maren. Zenith. Twenty-three years ago.”

    “How did she die?”

    Tibbet looked up from the slate. She didn’t answer at once.

    “Tell me,” said Rook.

    “She was executed,” said Tibbet.

    The little room was very quiet. Out beyond the curtain, the sounds of the market went on: voices, footsteps, somebody shouting the price of eels.

    “What for?” said Rook. Her voice sounded very far away.

    “It doesn’t say.” Tibbet turned the slate around so that Rook could see. There was a line of small white letters on it, and at the end of the line, where the charge should have been, there was only one word. “Sealed. By order of the Throne.” She turned it back. “I used to file those. The sealed ones. There was a special drawer for them, with a lock that only answered to a ring. Those were the people they didn’t want anyone to remember.”

    Rook stood very still in the warm, dusty little room.

    Twenty-three years ago. She had been a year old. A year old, in a cell on Hollow, with Garrow coming home from the galleries every night grey with dust. And somewhere on the other side of the Empire, in the golden city she had never seen, a woman she had never met had been taken out and killed, for something nobody was allowed to know.

    Tell her she was wanted. Tell her she was wanted more than anything in the world. And tell her I’m sorry.

    She had thought, reading that note, that Maren Ost was sorry for something she had done. Some mistake. Some choice. It had never once occurred to her that Maren Ost might have known, when she wrote it, that she wasn’t going to live.

    “Rook,” said Jory quietly.

    She realized she had put her hand flat on the table, to steady herself. She took it away.

    “I’m all right,” she said.

    Tibbet was watching her. She didn’t say anything kind, and she didn’t say anything unkind. She just put the slates back in their oilcloth, and wrapped them up, and put them away in their iron chest, and sat back down at the table.

    “Corona,” she said, “is a long way from here. And it’s Strand’s. Every door in that city answers to a Strand ring, and every guard in it is paid with Strand money, and the Deep Vault is right under the Archduchess’s own feet.” She looked at Rook over her spectacles. “If you go there, you’re walking into the front parlor of one of the greatest Houses in the Empire, with your face on every wall. I’d want to be very sure that box was worth it.”

    “It’s all I have,” said Rook.

    Tibbet nodded slowly, as if that were the answer she had expected.

    Then she looked at Jory.

    “And you,” she said. “You didn’t stare at my sign like that because of a vault key. Go on. Out with it.”

    Jory went red to the tips of his ears.

    “My sister,” he said. “Lisbet. Lisbet Tenn. She was nine. Four years ago she went on a transport from home, to somewhere better. I made her papers. They were good papers. I don’t know where she went. I don’t know if she—” He stopped. “I haven’t got any money,” he said.

    Tibbet wrote the name in her ledger, under Maren Ost’s.

    “Lisbet Tenn,” she said. “Nine years old, four years ago. Good papers.” She closed the ledger. “I’ll look.”

    “I can’t pay you.”

    “You brought me a Deep Vault key with the Throne’s seal on it and a girl whose blood makes rings light up in the street,” said Tibbet. “That’s the most interesting hour I’ve had in thirty years. Consider it paid.” She stood up, and went to the back wall of the little room, and pushed aside a stack of boxes. Behind it, there was a low, narrow door. “Now go out the back way, please. Your friend with the ring has stopped looking at his hand and started looking at my curtain.”

    They went. At the door, Rook stopped, and turned back.

    “Why are you helping us?” she said. “You know who I am. You know what they’re offering.”

    Tibbet looked at her for a long moment.

    “I spent twenty years putting people in drawers,” she said. “I’m not going to start putting them in boxes.” She nodded at the door. “Go on. And put that mask back on. It doesn’t suit you, but it’s better than a poster.”

    

    “Corona,” said Nes.

    She said it the way another person might say the bottom of Gallery Twelve. She was sitting on a stool in Quiet’s clinic with her elbows on her knees and her face in her hands, and she had been sitting like that since Rook had finished telling her everything.

    “I’ve been there,” she said, through her fingers. “Once. A long time ago. There was a duke, and a wine cellar, and a misunderstanding about whose wine it was.” She lifted her face. “I don’t want to talk about it. But the Hour has been there. She’ll remember it.” She looked at Rook. “That’s how you do it, isn’t it? The gold road. You ask her where, and she goes somewhere she knows.”

    “I think so,” said Rook. “I don’t know. I’ve only done it once.”

    “Corona,” said Nes again. “Strand’s own city. Strand’s own bank. Strand’s own vault.” She laughed, without much humor in it. “And every box in that vault, every single one, sealed with a ring. The richest people in the Empire, keeping their secrets in little iron boxes that only open for the right ring.” She was quiet for a moment. “And you, sweetheart. Your hand beats every ring in the Empire, doesn’t it? Every single one.”

    Something in her voice made Rook look up.

    Nes was looking at her. Not the way she usually looked at her, dry and sideways and half-amused. There was something else in her eyes now. Something bright and hungry and far away.

    “Do you know how much I owe?” Nes said softly. “Not just Gant. Everybody. I owe money on six worlds, sweetheart. I owe money to people who don’t send polite men in sailor’s coats. I’ve owed it since before you could walk, and every year it gets bigger, and every year I run a little faster to stay ahead of it.” She leaned forward. “One night in the Deep Vault. One night, with you. A dozen boxes. A hundred. We wouldn’t even have to take anything. Just a few of those secrets would be worth more than—”

    “No,” said Rook.

    Nes stopped.

    “I’m going for one box,” Rook said. “Hers. Maren’s. That’s all.”

    “Sweetheart—”

    “No.” Rook heard her own voice, hard and flat, and didn’t soften it. “Mother Gant wanted to find out what I was worth. Sallow wanted to sell me by the liter. House Strand wanted to buy me, and the Throne wants me dead or alive, it doesn’t much care which. Everybody I meet looks at my hand and sees a key.” She held Nes’s eyes. “I thought you were different. I’m not your key, Nes. I’m not anybody’s.”

    The room was very quiet. Pell had stopped pretending to sleep. Jory was sitting very still on his sack of potting soil, looking from one of them to the other. Quiet stood among her plants with her long hands folded, and said nothing at all.

    Nes looked at Rook for a long time.

    Then something went out of her face, the bright, far-off thing, and she looked tired again, and older, and ashamed.

    “You’re right,” she said quietly. “You’re right, and I’m a greedy old fool, and I’m sorry.” She rubbed her face with both hands. “Half a minute, sweetheart. That’s all it ever is with me.”

    “It doesn’t matter anyway,” said Pell, from the cot.

    Everyone looked at her.

    “Corona. The vault. Any of it.” Pell had pulled her mask all the way off. Her bloodshot eyes looked very tired. “We can’t get there. The Hour can’t fly. Not with that coupling. And even if she could, there’s a chain across her berth as thick as my leg, and six men with rifles sitting outside the door, and Gant’s people in every tube, and a ship of the Throne coming in two days. I could fix the engine, maybe, if I had a coupling. I can’t make a coupling out of plant pots. I can’t make one out of anything. And the only one on the whole Knot is sitting in Mother Gant’s scrapyard, and Mother Gant—”

    The bells on Quiet’s door chimed.

    Everybody froze.

    It was a small, clear, silvery sound, and in the silence of the green room it was as loud as a shot. Nes was on her feet, her hand on the sidearm at her hip. Jory had scrambled up off his sack. Rook found that she was standing between the door and the cot where Pell lay, with Garrow’s knife in her hand, and she didn’t remember taking it out.

    Quiet had not moved. She stood in the middle of the room, very tall, looking at the door with her vast, dark eyes.

    “Come in,” she said.

    The door swung open.

    The young man who stepped through it was the best-dressed person Rook had ever seen. He wore a long coat of deep green, cut close to his body, with silver buttons down the front and silver thread at the cuffs. His boots shone. His dark hair was swept back from a lean, clever, laughing face, and he was smiling, as if he had just heard a joke that nobody else in the room would understand. He was perhaps a year or two older than Rook.

    He was carrying a box. It was a plain metal box, about the size of a loaf of bread, and somebody had tied a green ribbon around it in a bow.

    He looked around the room, at the plants and the lamps and the drawn sidearm and the knife, and his smile only widened.

    “Good evening,” he said. “I’m so sorry to drop in like this. I did knock. Well. I rang.” He held up the box with its green bow. “I’m told you need one of these.”

    Nobody moved.

    Pell had sat up on the cot. She was staring at the box in his hands as if it might bite her. “That’s a thrust coupling,” she said faintly. “That’s a nightglass-rated thrust coupling. That’s the thrust coupling. That’s the one from Gant’s yard.”

    “I bought it this morning,” said the young man, “from a very nervous boy called Feeny, who tells me that his employer is currently indisposed. Something about her doors.” He looked at Rook, and his dark eyes were bright with something that might have been amusement, or might have been something else entirely. “I don’t suppose you know anything about that.”

    “Who are you?” said Rook.

    The young man set the box down very carefully on the long wooden table, beside the lamp. Then he straightened up, and made her a small, graceful bow, the kind of bow Rook had only ever seen in the Catechism pictures of noblemen bowing to the Throne.

    “My name is Lucan Strand,” he said. “And I think you’ve already met my mother’s soldiers.”

  
    Chapter 17 — Running the Knot

    For a long moment, nobody in the green room said anything at all.

    Rook stood with Garrow’s knife in her hand and looked at the young man in the green coat. She was thinking of a landing field. Of smoke drifting low across it, and a line of soldiers in dark green armor and faceless silver helmets standing in front of their ramps, and a boy of seventeen running at them with a shovel.

    “Your mother’s soldiers,” she said, “shot a boy on Hollow. He was seventeen. He had a shovel.”

    Lucan Strand’s smile went away.

    It didn’t fade. It simply stopped, the way a lamp stops when someone turns it off, and for a moment his lean, clever face had nothing on it at all.

    “Eleven people,” he said quietly. “I’ve read Commander Marr’s report. She called it crowd discipline.” He looked at the knife in Rook’s hand, and then back up at her face. “I wasn’t there. I don’t suppose that helps. I didn’t come here to apologize for my mother, either. If I started, I’d be at it all week, and I’d run out of ways to say it by the end of the week.”

    “Then why did you come?”

    “Partly to deliver that.” He nodded at the box with its green ribbon. “And partly because my mother asked me to. She was most insistent. My mother is usually most insistent.” The smile came back, a little crooked this time. “I was two Lanterns away when your face went up on every screen in the Empire, on my way home from the dullest wedding in the history of the Houses. A message came from Corona the next evening. It said, She is at the Knot. Bring her home.”

    “Home,” said Nes. Her hand hadn’t left her sidearm. “Whose home?”

    “Ours, of course.” Lucan didn’t look at the sidearm. He kept his eyes on Rook. “My mother would like to offer you her protection. A ship of the Throne is coming here in two days, and every hunter on the rim is already here, and the Knot itself is trying to decide whether to sell you or burn for you. My mother can offer you a tower in Corona with walls a meter thick. Guards at every door. A room with a real bed and a window with a sky in it.” He spread his hands. “The Throne wants you dead or alive. My mother wants you comfortable.”

    “Your mother wants me,” said Rook. “That’s not the same thing.”

    Lucan looked at her for a moment, and something moved behind his eyes.

    “No,” he said. “It so rarely is.”

    He had come a step closer while he talked, to the edge of the long wooden table, and Rook saw him glance down at his own right hand. There was a ring on it. Not like Mother Gant’s, plain and dark. This one was silver, and heavy, and set with four small beads of red in a row, and as she watched, the four red beads glimmered one after another, like sparks running along a fuse.

    Lucan looked at the ring. Then he looked at her. And he smiled again, slowly, a different smile from the others. A curious one.

    “It does that around you, doesn’t it?” he said softly. “I’d heard. I didn’t quite believe it.”

    Rook didn’t answer.

    “How did you find us?” said Jory, from beside the cot.

    “Mother Gant.” Lucan turned to him, all charm again. “Mother Gant sells to everyone, I’m afraid. She sold you to the Throne on the first night, and to my mother on the second, and I expect she’d have sold you to the rebels on the third if she hadn’t been so unfortunately detained.” He glanced at Rook. “As for this place, Mother Gant knows exactly which tube Nes Calder’s oldest friend lives at the end of. She’d have sold that too by now, if she weren’t locked in a ship. I’d move, if I were you.”

    “We’re not going to Corona,” said Rook.

    Behind her, she heard Nes let out a long, slow breath.

    Lucan looked at her for a moment. Then he nodded, as if she had told him the time.

    “I thought you might say that,” he said. “My mother will be disappointed. She doesn’t often hear the word no. I think it will be good for her.” He tapped the box on the table with one finger. “Keep that anyway. No charge. Consider it an apology for Hollow. Not my mother’s. Mine.”

    Pell made a small, strangled sound from the cot, as if she wanted very badly to grab the box and was trying not to.

    “And there’s one more thing,” Lucan said. “The chains.”

    “What about them?” said Nes.

    “House Strand pays a great many of the Knot Council’s bills. Quietly. For years. It’s one of those arrangements nobody talks about.” Lucan smiled at her. “So when the Council put out the chains this morning, there was one berth on the whole Knot they didn’t chain. Mine. My ship is the Quicksilver. She leaves tomorrow at second bell, whether you’re on her or not.” He paused. “And I’ll be honest with you, Captain Calder. If a battered old freighter with a burned wing happened to be close behind me when I left, I don’t think I’d notice. I’m terribly unobservant. Ask anyone.”

    “Your berth isn’t chained,” said Nes. “Ours is.”

    “Then you’d need help with that, wouldn’t you?” said Lucan pleasantly. “Second bell. Be ready.”

    He made Rook another small bow. Then he went to the door, and the bells chimed as he opened it, and he stopped there with one hand on the frame and looked back.

    “You haven’t asked me why,” he said.

    “Why what?”

    “Why I’d help you, if you won’t come with me.” He looked at her across the green room, under the hanging plants. “My mother would tell you it’s strategy. She’d tell you that a girl who owes House Strand a favor is worth almost as much as a girl who lives in House Strand’s tower. She’d be right, too. She usually is.” He shrugged, very slightly. “But mostly, I think, I’d rather you were somewhere I can find you than in a sack on a Lictor’s ship. That’s all.”

    “Where do you think I’ll go?” said Rook.

    “Somewhere I’m not, I expect,” said Lucan. “That narrows it down to most of the Empire.”

    The bells chimed again, and he was gone.

    

    “I don’t trust him,” said Nes.

    “Neither do I,” said Rook.

    “Good. As long as we’re clear.” Nes looked at the box on the table with its green ribbon. “Pell?”

    Pell was already off the cot. She had the box open before anyone could stop her, and she was lifting out the thing inside, a thick, heavy ring of black metal veined with something that glimmered faintly, and turning it over in her hands, and looking at it the way Rook had looked at her first plum.

    “It’s real,” she breathed. “It’s real. Oh, look at it. Look at the threading.” She looked up, and her bloodshot eyes were shining. “Six hours. Give me six hours in the engine room, and the Hour will fly like she’s twenty years younger.”

    “The berth’s chained,” said Jory. “And there are six men sitting outside it.”

    “Not anymore,” said Nes.

    She was looking at the door, where Lucan had gone.

    “I’d bet you every crown I owe,” she said, “that when we get to the berth tonight, those six men will be sitting with their backs to it. Playing cards. Very, very interested in their cards.” She shook her head slowly. “That’s what money does, sweetheart. It doesn’t knock doors down. It just makes them open by themselves.”

    She was right.

    They went in the dark of the Knot’s small hours, by the long freight tube that smelled of fish, carrying what they could. The six Council men were exactly where Nes had said they would be, on their crates in the passage outside the berth door, with a lamp and a pack of cards between them and their backs very carefully turned. Not one of them looked round as Nes unlocked the iron door and the five of them slipped through it. One of them, a fat man with a red rag round his arm, said loudly to nobody in particular, “Well, I didn’t see anything,” and went back to his game.

    There were five of them, because Quiet came too.

    She had not said she was coming. She had simply been standing by the door when they were ready to leave, with a long cloak over her moss-colored robe and a leather bag over one shoulder. In her arms she held a single plant in a clay pot, a small thing with dark, glossy leaves and one white flower just beginning to open.

    Nes had looked at her for a long time.

    “Quiet,” she said. “You don’t have to.”

    “I sheltered the Hollow Girl,” Quiet said softly. “Tomorrow night a ship of the Throne will come, and Mother Gant will be very glad to tell it so. I am too old to begin a new garden, Nes. But I am also too old to be shot.” She looked down at the plant in her arms. “This one, I have had for forty years. It comes with me. The rest will have to forgive me.”

    She had taken one long last look at her green room, at the lamps and the hanging baskets and the water trickling somewhere out of sight. Then she had turned down the lamps, one by one, and closed the wooden door with its little bells, and walked down the long swaying tube without looking back.

    Now she sat in the galley of the Borrowed Hour, very upright on the little fold-down bench, with her knees almost up to her chin and the plant in its pot on the table in front of her. Jory had made her a cup of tea. She had drunk the whole thing, very politely, and had not said a word about the taste.

    Pell disappeared into the engine room with the coupling in her arms and did not come out again for the rest of the night, or most of the next day. Jory went down to help her and came back up again twenty minutes later, with grease to his elbows and a dazed look on his face.

    “She talks to it,” he said. “The engine. She talks to it the whole time. She apologizes to it.”

    “She does that,” said Nes.

    Rook didn’t sleep. She sat on the ramp of the ship, in the dark of the stone berth, with her back against the strut that Pell had hugged on the day they arrived, and looked out at the great iron chain stretched across the mouth of the berth. It was as thick as Pell had said, every link as big as Rook’s head, hanging in a long dark curve from two massive anchor posts on either side of the berth mouth. Beyond it, beyond the faint, wavering shimmer of the air-curtain that held the berth’s air in, there was nothing but the dark and the stars.

    She thought about Corona. About a silver ring around a blue world, and a vault under the rock, and a box with the Throne’s own mark on it, waiting twenty-four years for somebody to come.

    She thought about Maren Ost, taken out and killed on the other side of the Empire, for a reason nobody was allowed to know.

    She thought about Garrow, and whether he was awake too.

    

    Mother Gant got out at the end of the day shift.

    They heard it in the berth: a long, tearing shriek of metal, far off through the rock, and then a ragged cheer. An hour later, the old brass speaker in the berth wall crackled, and a voice came out of it. Not Knot Control. A sweet voice, an old woman’s voice, the voice of a grandmother in a story.

    “Hello, my dears,” said Mother Gant, on every channel of the Knot at once. “It’s Mother. I’m sorry I’ve been away. I was detained.”

    In the galley, Nes put down her cup very slowly.

    “I know you’re all frightened,” Mother Gant went on, in that sweet, warm, loving voice. “Three days, the Throne said. Hide her, and the Knot will burn. Well. Mother doesn’t want the Knot to burn. Mother has a great deal of money in the Knot. So here is what Mother is going to do.” A small pause. “To anyone who brings me the Hollow Girl before the Throne’s ship arrives, alive, and in one piece, I will give a hundred thousand crowns. And I will forgive their debts.” Another pause, longer. “All of them, my dears. Every crown. Every chit. Every debt you owe to Mother, forgiven and forgotten. Think about it. Mother loves you all.”

    The speaker clicked off.

    Nobody in the galley said anything. They didn’t need to. Rook had seen the faces in the corridors of the Counting House. The men and women and children on the benches, with their slates and their little clinking bags. Half the Knot owed Mother Gant money. More than half.

    Every one of them had just been made a hunter.

    “How long?” said Nes, very quietly, into the speaker on the galley wall.

    Pell’s voice came back from the engine room, muffled and breathless. “Two hours. Maybe less. I’m nearly there, Nes, I’m nearly there, I just need to—oh, come on, you lovely, stubborn, beautiful— sorry, not you, the coupling. Two hours.”

    Second bell was in three.

    They waited.

    It was the longest evening of Rook’s life, longer even than the night in the cell on Hollow when she had waited for Garrow to tell her the truth. She sat on the ramp and listened to the Knot through the rock, and the Knot was not humming and creaking anymore. It was buzzing, like a nest that someone had kicked. She could hear voices in the tubes beyond the berth door, far off and then nearer, and running feet, and once, a long way away, a shot.

    Outside the iron door, the Council men had stopped playing cards.

    At a quarter to second bell, the left engine coughed, and caught, and roared. A moment later, the right one joined it, deep and smooth and powerful, a sound Rook had never heard the Borrowed Hour make before. The whole ugly little ship shivered under her like a lift cage on Hollow when the brake comes off.

    Pell came up out of the engine room with grease in her hair and tears running down her face.

    “Listen to her,” she said. “Oh, listen to her.”

    And somebody blew the berth door off its hinges.

    

    It came in all at once: a flat, hard bang that Rook felt in her teeth, and a gust of smoke, and the iron door flying past the nose of the ship to hit the far wall of the berth with a sound like a bell. The six Council men were gone. In their place, coming through the smoking doorway, were people.

    A great many people.

    Hunters first, in their good boots and long dark coats, rifles up. Rook saw the woman with the scarred lip and the long dark braid at the front of them, and three men behind her. But they were not alone. Behind them, pushing and shoving through the doorway, came others. Men in grubby overalls. Women with dockyard masks pushed up on their foreheads. A boy no older than fifteen with a length of pipe. A man in an apron with a meat cleaver. The people from the benches. The people who owed Mother Gant money.

    And riding above them all, perched on the broad shoulders of a big man in a sailor’s coat, wrapped in a dozen bright shawls with her little velvet slippers drumming on his chest, came Mother Gant herself.

    “There!” she shrieked, pointing with one small ringed hand. “There she is! Alive, Mule! I want her alive!”

    Rook had a moment, one strange, frozen moment, to think of Hettie riding on Big Ulf’s shoulders in the yard at the foot of the Spine, waving her cane, telling everyone what to do. It was exactly the same, and it was the exact opposite, and she felt something in her chest that was almost a laugh.

    Then the berth was full of noise.

    “Ramp!” Nes was shouting from the cockpit. “Everybody up the ramp! Now! Now!”

    Jory was already dragging Pell up the ramp by the arm. Quiet had risen from her bench in the galley doorway, very tall, with her plant in her arms. Rook was on her feet at the bottom of the ramp, and the crowd was coming across the berth floor toward her, forty meters, thirty—

    Above her head, the ship’s single small gun turret swiveled with a whine.

    It was not pointed at the crowd. Nes was not going to shoot people with meat cleavers and lengths of pipe, Rook knew that, even before it fired. It fired past the coil of fat grey fuel hoses beside the gantry, at the big white pipe that ran beside them, the one with COOLANT stenciled down its side in faded letters.

    The pipe burst.

    A great white cloud came roaring out of it, freezing cold, billowing across the floor of the berth the way the Breath had come rolling down Gallery Nine. It swallowed the crowd. It swallowed the hunters, and Mule, and Mother Gant on his shoulders, still shrieking. It came rolling toward the ship, and over the ramp, and over Rook, and for a moment she couldn’t see anything at all except white, and couldn’t feel anything except cold, so cold it burned.

    She turned and ran up the ramp, blind, coughing.

    Somebody was in front of her.

    She saw the braid first, swinging out of the white. Then the scarred lip. The woman hunter had come through the fog faster than anyone, straight to the ramp, as if she had known exactly where it would be. She had her rifle up. It was pointed at Rook’s chest.

    “Hello again,” she said. Her voice was calm. “I thought it was you. In the tube, with the big man. You walk like somebody who’s spent her whole life looking at the floor.”

    Rook stood very still on the ramp. Behind her, in the fog, she could hear people coughing and shouting and Mother Gant screaming for Mule. In front of her, at the top of the ramp, she could see Jory in the hatchway with Pell, staring.

    “The bounty says dead or alive,” said the woman with the braid. “I’d rather alive. You’re worth more to the Knot that way, and I like to keep my options open. But I’m not fussy.” The rifle didn’t move. “Hands where I can see them. Slowly.”

    Rook held up her hands, slowly.

    Her right hand was bleeding. She had cut it on the ramp a minute ago, when the door blew in, without even thinking about it, the way another person might reach for a weapon. She hadn’t known what she would need it for. She had only known she would need it.

    She looked at the rifle.

    It was a good rifle. A beautiful one, long and black and polished, much finer than anything the wardsmen had carried on Hollow. And on its grip, just under the woman’s hand, there was a small, dark plate, stamped with a tiny crown. Rook had seen plates like that on the rifles of the Lictors on the landing field. A ring-lock. So that only the person who owned the gun, with the ring on her finger, could ever fire it.

    Every lock the Empire built, Garrow had said.

    Rook reached out with her bleeding hand, quite slowly, the way she might reach for a cup, and closed it around the barrel of the rifle, and slid it down to the grip, and pressed her palm flat over the little plate with the crown.

    The woman with the braid pulled the trigger.

    Nothing happened.

    The rifle didn’t fire. It didn’t click. It didn’t do anything at all. The little plate under Rook’s palm had gone warm, and a thin thread of gold light had run out of it along the polished black barrel like a vein, and on the woman’s finger, a plain dark ring had flared bright red, and then gone dark.

    The woman pulled the trigger again. And again. Nothing.

    Her face changed. It was the first time Rook had seen it change.

    “That’s not possible,” she said.

    “I know,” said Rook, and pulled the rifle out of her hands.

    The woman lunged for it. She was fast, much faster than Mule, and she might have had it back. But at that moment a huge shape came lurching up out of the fog behind her, broad as a door, with a tiny figure in shawls clinging to its shoulders, and a huge hand closed on the back of the hunter’s coat and lifted her clean off the ramp.

    “Mother’s,” said Mule, very firmly, as if he were explaining something to a child.

    The woman with the braid twisted round in his grip and hit him in the face. Mule grunted. Mother Gant shrieked. Somewhere in the fog, one of the hunter’s men shouted, and somebody in overalls shouted back, and then there was a great deal of shouting, and the sound of people falling over each other in the freezing white, and Rook realized that the hunters and Mother Gant’s people had found each other in the fog, and were fighting over her.

    She didn’t stay to watch. She turned and ran up the ramp with the beautiful black rifle in her bleeding hand, and Jory grabbed her and hauled her through the hatch, and the ramp came up behind her with a groan and a clang and a hiss of sealing doors.

    “Go!” Jory shouted into the speaker. “Nes, she’s in! Go!”

    “Go where?” Nes shouted back. “There’s a chain the size of a house across the door!”

    Rook ran for the cockpit. She came through the doorway just in time to see it, through the curved glass, past the nose of the ship. The long dark curve of the chain, hanging across the berth mouth. The shimmering air-curtain behind it. The stars beyond.

    And then, outside, in the dark, a light.

    It came out of nowhere: a slim, bright, beautiful ship, green and silver, sliding across the mouth of the berth from left to right like one of the bright birds from the market, let out of its cage. It turned, very gracefully. Two small panels opened on its flank.

    Twin bolts of white light lanced out of them, through the shimmer of the air-curtain, and struck the left-hand anchor post of the chain.

    The post exploded. Rock and steel went flying. The great chain jerked, and sagged, and fell away from the left side of the berth mouth in a long, slow, tumbling curve, link after link after link, down into the dark.

    The console crackled.

    “Second bell,” said Lucan Strand’s voice, cheerfully. “As promised. I’d hurry, if I were you. Some of the hunters who didn’t trust the Knot’s chains have been waiting outside, and they’ve just noticed me.”

    Nes didn’t answer him. She was already pushing the throttle forward, and the Borrowed Hour was already moving, out of its stone pocket, through the shimmer of the air-curtain, and out into the open dark.

    

    It was not quiet outside.

    There were three ships waiting beyond the Knot, just as Lucan had said: hunters who had not trusted the chains, holding station in the dark, waiting for the prize to come out. Rook saw them on the scanner as a cluster of angry red sparks, and then through the cockpit glass, turning toward the Borrowed Hour as it came out of the berth: a long grey cutter with a jagged red stripe down its side, and two smaller ships, fast and ugly, like rats going for a dropped crust.

    “Hold on,” said Nes, and the Borrowed Hour dropped like a stone.

    Rook grabbed the back of the co-pilot’s seat. Jory, behind her, fell over. The ugly little ship dived straight down the side of the Knot, past rocks and tubes and lit windows and dangling cables, so close that Rook saw a man in a lit window drop his cup. Something hit the hull with a crack like a whip. A red bolt went past the cockpit glass, close enough to light up Nes’s face.

    And then the slim green-and-silver ship came down out of the dark behind the hunters like a thrown knife.

    Rook saw it only in flashes, as the Borrowed Hour twisted and dived. The Quicksilver moved like nothing she had ever seen. It didn’t fly so much as dance, sliding between the hunters’ ships, turning on its own length, firing in short, precise, almost lazy bursts. One of the small ugly ships spun away with its engine on fire. The other turned to run and got a white bolt through its tail and went tumbling off into the dark like a kicked can.

    The long grey cutter with the red stripe kept coming.

    “He can’t get them all,” Nes said through her teeth. “Rook. Rook! We need to be somewhere else. Right now.”

    Rook was already running.

    She went down the ladder to the engine room so fast that she slid the last half of it. Pell was there, pressed against the bulkhead with her arms around a pipe, her face white. And the heart was there, in its cradle of steel bands, black and cracked and humming. Humming louder than Rook had ever heard it. As if it knew.

    Her hand was still bleeding, but it wasn’t enough. She knew that without knowing how. She drew Garrow’s knife and cut again, deeper, and dropped to her knees in front of the heart and pressed her palm flat against its cracked black skin.

    The heart sang.

    It went through her the way it had the first time, in the eye of the storm, warm and deep and glad, like a great animal turning to her in the dark. Where? it asked her. Not in words. In a feeling, the way a small child asks, with its whole body.

    Corona, Rook told it. A silver ring around a blue world. You’ve been there. Nes took you once. Remember.

    For a moment, nothing. Just the warm, wordless question, and the shudder of the hull, and somewhere far away the crack of something hitting it again.

    Then she felt it remember.

    It came up out of the heart like a picture coming up out of deep water. A great curve of silver, so huge that it had no beginning and no end, going away on both sides into the dark. And in the middle of it, filling the whole of the sky, a world. A blue world. Blue as the painted sky on the rock in the Counting House, blue as nothing Rook had ever seen with her own eyes, wrapped in long white drifts of cloud.

    Yes, Rook told it. There. Go.

    The heart drank. It was a long, cold pull, deeper than any cut, the way the lock board on Hollow had pulled at her, and the edges of the engine room went grey. Then the gold came flooding up through the porthole, the way the green had flooded the lock board.

    She saw it begin, the way she had seen it in the storm: threads of golden light, fine and branching, growing out of the empty dark around the ship and twisting together, faster and faster, into a great spiraling tunnel of gold that opened in front of the Borrowed Hour’s blunt nose like the mouth of a flower.

    And beyond it, through the round glass of the porthole, out past the gold, far away in the dark beyond the Knot, she saw something else.

    A white light, pulsing. The Lantern. She had never seen it before, the Knot’s Lantern, so far out in the dark that it was no bigger than a star, beating slow and white like a heart. And as she watched, it pulsed again, out of time, brighter than before. Something had come through it.

    She couldn’t see what. It was much too far. But she didn’t need to see. She knew, the way she had known the voice behind the berth door.

    “Rook,” said Nes’s voice through the speaker, very quietly. “Scanner says black and gold. At the Lantern. Just came through. He’s early.” A pause. “It’s him.”

    “I know,” said Rook.

    She kept her hand on the heart. The gold lane opened wide, blazing, and the Borrowed Hour leaped into it, and the long grey cutter and the Knot and the black-and-gold ship far away at the Lantern were all swallowed up in light.

    The soft pearly gold of the lane closed around them. The roar of the engines dropped to a hum. The shuddering stopped.

    Rook took her hand off the heart, and sat back on her heels on the floor of the engine room, and breathed. Pell was sliding slowly down the bulkhead with her arms still wrapped around the pipe, laughing and crying at the same time.

    “Rook,” said Nes’s voice again. It had a strange note in it. “You’d better come up here.”

    Rook climbed the ladder. Her legs were shaking. She went forward through the galley, where Quiet was sitting very upright on her bench with her plant in her lap, as if nothing at all had happened, and into the cockpit.

    Nes was sitting in the pilot’s chair with her hands in her lap. Jory was standing behind her. Neither of them said anything. Nes just pointed at the small rear screen above the console, the one that showed what was behind the ship.

    Rook looked.

    Behind them, in the soft gold light of the lane, where there should have been nothing at all, there was a ship. Small and slim and beautiful. Green and silver.

    It must have slipped in behind them in the last moment before the lane closed. It was following them, quite calmly, a few hundred meters back, as if it had every right to be there.

    The console crackled.

    “Well,” said Lucan Strand’s voice, sounding delighted. “This is new. Where are we going?”

  
    Chapter 18 — The Archduchess

    The Verity came out of the white an hour too late.

    Corvin would work it out afterward, sitting alone in his cabin with the ship’s log open on his slate, going over the numbers again and again the way a man keeps touching a broken tooth. An hour. That was all. They had made a three-day run in two and a half, with the drives screaming and his ribs on fire the whole way, and it had not been enough. If they had pushed a little harder through the third Lantern. If the pilot had cut the last turn a little finer. If he had not stopped, two days ago, at the first Lantern out of Hollow, and stood on the bridge for a quarter of an hour composing a careful message to the Throne to say that he was leaving his station, because he had told Dray that he would, and because he was a Lictor, and Lictors did what they said.

    An hour.

    But on the bridge, in the moment itself, he didn’t know any of that. He only knew that the core was singing.

    It had begun before they were even out of the lane: a high, clear, joyful note, rising up through the deck plates, so loud and so sudden that the navigator jumped in her seat. Then the white fell away, and there was the Knot, far off in the dark, a great lumpy tangle of rock and light, and the Lantern pulsing slow and white behind them, and Tolly’s voice crackling out of the speaker.

    “Lictor-Prime! She’s here, she’s close, she’s—”

    And then they all saw it.

    Out beyond the Knot, an hour’s flight away, something was blooming in the dark. Threads of light, fine and golden and branching, spinning outward into a great spiraling tunnel of gold, like a flower opening. Corvin had seen it once before, in the eye of a storm over Mordant. He had thought, then, that he would remember it for the rest of his life. He had not imagined that he would ever see it again.

    A small, dark, ugly shape slid into the mouth of the gold.

    And then, a moment later, a second shape followed it. Slim and fast and bright, flashing green and silver in the golden light.

    The tunnel folded shut behind them like a hand closing. The light went out. And the core of the Verity, which had been singing as if its heart would break for joy, gave one long, low, falling note, down and down and away into nothing, and was silent.

    Nobody on the bridge said anything for a while.

    “Two ships,” said Dray at last, softly. He had come to stand at Corvin’s shoulder, the way he always did. “Two ships went in, Lictor-Prime. Did you see the second one?”

    “I saw it.”

    “Green and silver.” Dray was smiling very slightly. “Now, whose colors are those, I wonder?”

    Corvin didn’t answer. He was looking at the place in the dark where the gold had been.

    Strand.

    He thought of Commander Marr on the landing field on Hollow, with her close-cut silver hair and her green-and-silver armor, standing in front of her ramp and lying to his face about a distress call. He thought of how quickly Marr’s ships had lifted when he told them to go, and how little she had argued. He had thought, then, that Strand had come to Hollow for the warden’s bargain and had lost. That they had gone home with nothing.

    He had been wrong. They had not gone home at all.

    “Take us in,” he said.

    

    The Knot did not want to be burned.

    It made that very clear. Before the Verity was halfway to the tangle of rocks, the console was alive with voices: Knot Control, and something called the Knot Council, and a dozen others Corvin didn’t recognize, all talking at once, all saying the same thing in different ways. She’s gone. She got away. It wasn’t us. We chained the docks. We did everything you asked. Please. Please.

    They gave the Verity the best berth on the Knot, a great stone cavern with gold paint on the walls that had obviously been cleared out for her in a hurry. There was a crowd waiting when the ramp came down. Five old men and women in their best clothes, standing in a nervous row, with a great many people behind them who had come to stare. When Corvin came down the ramp in his black and gold, with Dray and four Lictors at his back, every one of them flinched.

    The Council talked. Corvin let them. They talked for a long time, and none of it was useful. The girl had been here. The girl had gone. A ship of House Strand had shot away the chain on her berth. Nobody had known. Nobody had helped her. The Knot was loyal. The Knot had always been loyal. The Knot begged His Undying Majesty’s mercy.

    When they had finished, Dray stepped up beside him and spoke quietly, for Corvin alone.

    “The Throne’s message was very clear, Lictor-Prime,” he said. “Hide her, and the Knot will burn. They hid her for days. She walked out of here under their noses. Someone helped her. Several someones, I should think.” He glanced up at the great rough walls of the berth, at the lights in the windows of the rocks beyond. “An example would be remembered. All along the rim. For a hundred years.”

    Corvin looked at the Council. At the five old faces in their best clothes, grey with fear. At the crowd behind them. There were children in the crowd. There was a woman with a baby on her hip.

    He thought of a granary on Thessaly, and smoke coming up through the floorboards.

    “The Knot didn’t hide her,” he said, loudly enough for the Council to hear. “From what I hear, the Knot chained its own docks and sent half its people after her with meat cleavers. If anything, the Knot did its best.” He turned to the five old men and women. “Nobody burns tonight. Go home.”

    The Council stared at him. One old man began, quite openly, to cry.

    Dray said nothing. But Corvin saw his eyes go to the slate on his belt, the way they had gone to it at a dead little Lantern on the way out from Zenith, when he had sent a sealed message to his mother.

    “There’s someone else who wants to see you, Lictor-Prime,” said a Council woman timidly. “She’s been waiting. She’s been very, very insistent.”

    

    Mother Gant received him in the ruins of her house.

    It had been a ship once, an old imperial customs cutter, gold-painted and grand, driven nose first into a rock a hundred years ago. Somebody had cut their way into it since. Great ragged holes had been torched through its hatches, and the doors along its corridors hung open, half-melted, with the gold paint around them blistered and black. The lock plates beside the doors were the strangest thing. Every one of them that Corvin passed had a thin, dark smear across it, as if someone had dragged a dirty hand along the wall. And every one of them, when he passed his own ring close to it, did nothing at all. Not a flicker. As if his ring were a stone.

    He had heard of that before. On Hollow, from Dray, with his ring on the master plate at the top of the Spine: as if it had been told no.

    Only for her.

    Mother Gant sat behind an old command console in the buried nose of the ship, on a tall chair heaped with cushions, under a painted sky. She was very small and very old and wrapped in a great many shawls, and she had a bruise on one cheek and a bandage round one wrist, and her black eyes were the angriest thing Corvin had ever seen. A huge man in a sailor’s coat stood beside her chair with a swollen nose and a plaster over one eye.

    “Lictor-Prime,” she said. Her voice was very sweet. “How lovely. Do sit down.”

    “I’ll stand.”

    “As you like, dear.” She took a sugared almond from a dented silver dish on the console, and ate it. “I imagine you know who I am.”

    “You signed yourself M.G.,” said Corvin. “You told the Throne where she was.”

    “I did. And I was right, wasn’t I? She was here. She was right here, in my house, standing on my rug.” The black eyes glittered. “I want my payment, dear. For the information. The usual account.”

    “You’ll be paid,” said Corvin. “For the information.”

    “And for my house?” Mother Gant’s voice went up, very slightly, and lost a little of its sweetness. “For my doors? She opened every lock in this ship with one slap of her hand, Lictor-Prime. And then she shut them again, with me inside, and they wouldn’t open for anyone. Not for my ring. Not for anybody’s. My people had to burn their way out with cutting torches, like rats chewing out of a box. Nearly two days, it took them. Nearly two days!” She took a breath. “Everything she touches answers to her and nobody else. Did you know that?”

    “I knew that,” said Corvin.

    “Then you know what she is.” Mother Gant leaned forward on her cushions. “I don’t. Not exactly. But I know what she’s worth, dear, and it isn’t ten million crowns. Ten million is an insult.”

    Corvin let that go.

    “Tell me about the ship that helped her,” he said.

    Mother Gant’s face changed. The anger in it went cold and hard and careful, like water turning to ice.

    “The Quicksilver,” she said. “House Strand. The Archduchess’s own boy was aboard her. Lucan. Pretty thing. Very good manners.” She spat the words like pips. “He bought a part off my yard while I was locked in my own house. He paid the Council’s men to turn their backs on her berth. He shot the chain off it when my people had her cornered. And then he went off after her into that gold light, as if he had a ticket.”

    “Did she go willingly? With Strand?”

    “She went in her own ship. The boy followed.” Mother Gant sat back. “Whether she wanted him to, I couldn’t tell you. But I can tell you this, Lictor-Prime, for free, because I’m in a generous mood. House Strand doesn’t give anything away. Not a part. Not a shot. Not a smile. If Livia Strand’s boy helped that girl, it’s because Livia Strand wants that girl. And Livia Strand,” she added, very softly, “usually gets what she wants.”

    Corvin looked at her for a moment longer. Then he turned to go.

    “There’s one more thing,” said Mother Gant behind him.

    He stopped.

    “She had a Thren with her when she left. An old doctor called Quiet. Lived at the end of the long tube on the far side, all on her own, with her plants.” The sweet voice had come back now, warm and helpful. “I thought you’d want to know. In case it’s useful. The Thren never could be trusted.”

    Corvin turned and looked at her, sitting on her pile of cushions with her dish of sugared almonds and her ten bright rings.

    “Thank you,” he said. “You’ll be paid for the information. All of it.”

    He did not tell her that he had decided, before she had even finished speaking, that the Throne would never hear the name of an old Thren doctor from him. He didn’t entirely know why. It had something to do with how gladly she had sold an old woman who grew plants, and the dark smears across the lock plates, and the fact that the girl had been standing in this room, with a choice between running and opening a door, and had opened it.

    

    The call came an hour later, as he was sitting in his cabin with the ship’s log, going over that hour.

    It did not come through the Lantern post. It came on a private channel, straight to the Verity’s console, carried on a relay so expensive that Corvin had only ever seen it used by the Throne itself. The comms officer put it through to his cabin with a strange look on her face.

    “Lictor-Prime,” she said. “It’s for you. It’s—she says she’s the Archduchess Strand.”

    Corvin sat very still for a moment. Then he straightened his collar, and set his slate on the desk, and said, “Put her through.”

    The light above the desk flickered, and a woman appeared in it.

    She was sitting in a tall chair beside a window, and the window was full of the most extraordinary view Corvin had ever seen. A great curve of silver, going up and up and over, like a bridge thrown across the whole of the sky. And above it, filling the top of the window from edge to edge, a world. A blue world, wrapped in white cloud, so bright that it made his eyes ache to look at it.

    The woman in front of it was perhaps fifty. She was not beautiful, exactly, but she had the kind of face that made beauty seem unnecessary: long and pale and fine-boned, with black hair drawn back from it severely and a single streak of white running through the black like a silver thread. She wore a gown of deep green. On her right hand there was a ring with seven beads of red set into it in a row.

    Seven. Corvin had only ever seen seven beads on two rings in his life. Both of them had belonged to the heads of great Houses, and both of those men had been dead for years.

    “Lictor-Prime Hale,” said the Archduchess Livia Strand. Her voice was low and warm and pleasant, the voice of a woman who had never once needed to raise it. “We’ve never met. I feel as if we have. Commander Marr speaks of you so often.”

    “Archduchess.”

    “I won’t keep you. I know how busy you must be.” She smiled. It was a good smile, and it went all the way to her eyes, and Corvin did not trust a single part of it. “I only called to apologize. My son tells me there was some unpleasantness at the Knot tonight. Lucan is young, and he was on his way home from a wedding, and he does tend to get involved in things. A defenseless freighter set upon by pirates, he tells me. He felt he had to help.” She spread her hands. “Boys.”

    “Your son,” said Corvin evenly, “fired on licensed hunters and broke a Council chain to let a fugitive of the Throne escape. And then he followed her into a lane that should not exist.”

    “Did he?” The Archduchess’s fine black brows went up. “How very exciting. He didn’t mention that part. I shall have to speak to him.” She tilted her head. “Though I’m told, Lictor-Prime, that the fugitive in question is wanted dead or alive. If my son has found her, surely it would be better for everyone if she were in the hands of a loyal House, safe and comfortable, rather than in the hands of some hunter with a rifle and no manners?”

    “That is for the Throne to decide.”

    “Of course. Of course it is.” She smiled again. “Everything is.”

    There was a small silence.

    “You must give my warmest regards to His Majesty,” the Archduchess went on, in exactly the same pleasant voice. “And perhaps you might mention to him, when you see him, that House Strand has eleven thousand warrant rings coming up for renewal at Midwinter. Eleven thousand. Our people, our captains, our bankers, our governors. They’ve been waiting rather a long time this year. The Bloodletters have been terribly slow.” She looked down at her own ring, and turned it a little on her finger, so that the seven red beads caught the light of the blue world behind her. “And the Throne’s levy from the banks of Corona is due at Midwinter too, of course. It would be such a shame, wouldn’t it, if everybody were slow at once?”

    Corvin said nothing.

    He had served the Throne for twelve years. He had stood guard in the Undying Palace for most of them. He had heard the great Houses of the Empire speak to the Throne before, in their careful, flowery, endlessly respectful way. He had never, ever heard one of them say anything like that. Not out loud. Not to a Lictor-Prime.

    The Archduchess was watching his face. Whatever she saw there seemed to please her.

    “You’re very quiet, Lictor-Prime,” she said. “I hear that about you. Commander Marr tells me you were very firm with her on Hollow. And she says that afterward, on a landing field full of smoke and dead prisoners, you told one of your own Lictors that they were people. Her men heard you from the ramp.” Her voice was soft. “She thought it was a strange thing for a Lictor to say. I thought it was rather a fine one.”

    “Is there anything else, Archduchess?”

    “Only this.” She leaned forward a little, toward him, and the blue world shone behind her like a lamp. “A man of your talents is a rare thing, Corvin Hale. Rarer than seven beads. If you should ever find the Throne’s orders confusing, or its gratitude less than you deserve, I want you to know that House Strand values talented men. And House Strand never, ever forgets a friend.”

    “I have a Throne,” said Corvin. “I don’t need friends.”

    “Everyone needs friends.” The Archduchess Livia Strand smiled at him one last time. “Even the Throne. Especially the Throne. Good night, Lictor-Prime. Do give my regards to His Majesty. Tell him House Strand remains his most loyal servant.” A small pause. “He’ll know what I mean.”

    The light went out.

    Corvin sat in the dark of his cabin for a long time.

    He thought he finally understood the bounty. Dead or alive. He had thought, on the bridge at the Lantern above Hollow, that it was a warning to the Houses. She is not a prize. Whoever hides her shares her crime. He had been right. But he had not understood, until tonight, who the warning was really for, or how badly it had failed.

    House Strand did not want the girl dead. House Strand did not even want her alive, the way the Throne did, on Zenith, at his feet. House Strand wanted her safe and comfortable, in a tower above a blue world, behind a window like that one.

    House Strand wanted a key. And the Archduchess had just told him, as plainly as anyone of her rank ever told anyone anything, what she meant to open with it.

    

    His ring pulsed at midnight.

    Three short, cold pulses. A pause. Three more.

    It was not a recording, this time. It was text, sealed to his ring, with the golden sunburst in one corner. It was short. The Throne’s messages were always short when they were angry.

    RETURN TO ZENITH AT ONCE.

    DELIVER THE PRISONER VENN TO THE BASTION ON YOUR WAY.

    LICTOR DRAY WILL ASSUME COMMAND OF THE HUNT. THREE SHIPS OF THE HOME FLEET ARE BEING SENT TO HIM.

    That was all.

    Corvin read it three times. Then he set the slate down on his desk, very carefully, as if it might break.

    The Bastion. He knew it the way every Lictor knew it: the Throne’s fortress prison, cut into the ice of a frozen moon four Lanterns out from Zenith, where the prisoners the Throne wanted kept went to be kept, and very few of them ever came out. He had delivered men there before. He had never once thought about what happened to them after the gates closed.

    And Dray. Dray would have the hunt. Dray, with three ships of the Home Fleet, and his soft, reasonable voice, and his sealed messages to a mother he did not have.

    Corvin found that he was not surprised. He found that he was not even angry, not yet. He was something else, something cold and quiet that he didn’t have a name for. He had stood on a Lantern for a quarter of an hour composing a message to the Throne, because he had said he would. He had refused to burn the Knot, because there were children in the crowd. And somewhere between those two things, while he was being a Lictor, the girl had gone into the gold, and Strand had gone with her, and the Throne had decided it wanted another kind of hunter.

    Then, for no reason he could have explained, he picked up the slate again, and opened the archives, and went looking for something he had not looked at in twelve years.

    It took him a long time to find. The records of the Thessaly riots were old and dull and buried deep, and nobody had asked for them in a very long time. But they were there. The harvest. The levy. The fires. The dead, in long grey columns that went on and on. And at the end, a single short page, the one he had read so many times when he was nineteen, looking for a face, not a name.

    Lictors deployed to restore order, Thessaly. Forty.

    Forty names. He had read every one of their files, at nineteen, looking for a big man with scarred hands who had climbed into a burning granary for a farmer’s son. He had never found him. None of the files had said anything about a granary. None of them had said anything about a boy.

    He read down the list now, slowly. One name at a time.

    Ashby. Brennart. Coyle. Dace.

    Further down. Marsh. Quint. Selwyn. Tarrant.

    He stopped.

    The thirty-eighth name on the list was Venn, Garrow.

    Corvin sat very still at his desk in the dark, with the cold light of the slate on his face, and looked at it for a long, long time. He had read that name before. He must have. At nineteen, in the archives of the Oathhouse, with his heart in his mouth, he had read it, and pulled up the file that went with it, and read that too. Transferred to the Inner Vault, the following spring. Died in the line of duty. A dead man. He had put it aside and moved on to the next. It had meant nothing to him. It had been just one more name.

    Something to hold on to.

    Below him, two decks down, in the dark of the hold, a big old man with a bad knee would be sitting, Corvin knew, on a steel cot with his face to the wall.

    Corvin’s hand had gone, without his telling it to, to the pocket over his heart. He took out the little stone bird and held it in his palm in the cold light of the slate: the rough wings, the head that was barely a head, worn smooth as river glass by twenty-five years of his fingers.

    He had looked for the man who made it for half his life.

    He had found him. And in a few days, by order of the Throne, he was going to lock him in the ice and walk away.

  
    Chapter 19 — Corona

    Rook slept through most of the lane, and when she woke, Quiet was holding her wrist.

    She was lying in the narrow bunk behind the galley with the curtain drawn back. The old Thren was sitting folded up on the floor beside her, so tall that even sitting she had to stoop under the bunk above, with two long grey fingers resting on the inside of Rook’s wrist, counting something.

    “How long?” Rook said. Her voice came out cracked.

    “Most of a day.” Quiet did not let go of her wrist. “You lost a great deal of blood, child. More than the cut. The ship took it from you, I think, the way the soil takes water.” Her vast dark eyes moved over Rook’s face, reading. “You are very pale. Your heart is quick and thin. You must eat, and drink, and rest.”

    “I’m all right.”

    “You are not all right. You are young, and your blood is strange, and it heals you faster than anything I have ever seen. But it does not make more of itself out of nothing.” Quiet laid Rook’s hand down gently on the blanket. “Every door costs you something. The big ones cost you more. I would like you to remember that, the next time you ask a ship to carry you across the stars.”

    Rook looked at her own palm. There were two fresh pink lines across it, already fading, among the others. Nine of them now.

    “Is he still there?” she said. “Behind us?”

    “He is still there,” said Quiet. “He has been talking to Nes. Nes has been swearing at him. I believe they are both enjoying it.”

    

    The lane ended at what the ship’s clock called early morning.

    Rook was in the cockpit when it happened, wrapped in a blanket in the co-pilot’s seat with a mug of Jory’s terrible tea in both hands. Nes was at the controls. Pell and Jory were crammed into the doorway behind them, and Quiet stood at the back, stooping, looking over all their heads. Nobody wanted to miss it.

    The pearly gold thinned, and drew back on every side like a curtain.

    And there was the sun.

    Rook had never seen one. Not really. There had been a sun over Hollow, somewhere, a small, cold, faraway star that came and went behind Mordant and gave less light than the lamps in the mess hall. Through the dome, through the dust, it had been a pale smudge, like a thumbprint on dirty glass. She had never thought about it at all.

    This was not that.

    This was a great white-gold blaze, hanging in the dark off to the left of the cockpit, so bright that the glass darkened itself against it, and even then Rook couldn’t look straight at it. It poured light. It poured light over everything: over the battered nose of the Borrowed Hour, and over her hands on the warm mug, and over Nes’s face beside her, lighting up every line and scar on it. She could feel it on her skin through the glass. It was warm. All that way across the dark, and it was still warm. Nobody had ever told her that.

    And under the light, there was the world.

    She had seen it already, in the heart of the ship, coming up out of its memory like a picture out of deep water. It was nothing like seeing it with her own eyes. It filled the whole of the cockpit glass below them: a vast round curve of blue. Not the blue of the painted sky on the rock in the Counting House. A deeper blue, and a brighter one, with long drifts of white cloud trailing across it like smoke, and in places, under the clouds, patches of green and gold and brown that Rook realized, slowly, were land. Islands. Whole countries. All of it shining in the sun.

    And around it all, there was the ring.

    It came out of the glare on one side, a thin bright line of silver, and went around the whole of the blue world, and came back again on the other side. It was so huge that Rook’s eyes kept refusing to believe it. From here it looked as thin as a wire. But as the Borrowed Hour turned toward it, she began to see that the wire had texture. That there were things on it. Lights, and towers, and long dark lines like cracks in a gallery wall, and the glint of glass, and on its inner face, the face that looked down at the blue world, a pattern of green and white and silver that went on and on and on, all the way round, until it disappeared into the sunlight on the far side of the planet.

    It was a city. The whole ring was a city.

    “Corona,” said Nes softly. “Well. There she is. I’d forgotten.”

    Nobody else said anything. Pell had her hands pressed over her mouth. Jory’s eyes were enormous. Even Quiet, who had seen a great many things, was standing very still with her long hands folded, looking down at the blue world with an expression Rook couldn’t read.

    Rook realized that her face was wet. She didn’t know when that had started.

    She thought of Garrow, in the cell in Block Six, carving his little birds out of waste stone by lamplight. A sky, she had told him once, when she was small and he had asked her what she wanted most in the whole world. A real one. With nothing over it. And he had nodded, slowly, and gone back to his carving, and said nothing. She had thought he was disappointed in her for wanting something so stupid. She understood now that he had been trying not to cry.

    They had been drifting in toward the ring for most of an hour, nobody saying much, when Nes said, “Rook.”

    Her voice had changed. Rook wiped her face and looked.

    Ships were coming up from the ring.

    They came out of the sunlight in a long, glittering line, fast and sleek and identical, green and silver, every one of them. Ten. Fifteen. Twenty. They spread out as they came, smoothly, like a hand opening, and in less than a minute the Borrowed Hour was sitting in the middle of a wide, slow-turning circle of them, with their guns pointed politely inward.

    The console crackled.

    “Good morning,” said Lucan Strand’s voice. “And welcome to Corona. I did ask where we were going. I must say I didn’t expect this.” A small pause. “Please don’t do anything clever, Captain Calder. There are forty guns pointed at your lovely ugly ship, and every one of them belongs to my mother. She’d very much like you to come in to the Green Harbor. Somebody will show you the way.”

    Nes shut off the speaker with one finger. She sat looking at the circle of green-and-silver ships for a long moment.

    “Well,” she said, to nobody in particular. “That went about as well as I expected.”

    

    The Green Harbor was cut into the underside of the ring, like a gallery cut deep into rock.

    They flew into it through a long tunnel of white light, with two of the Strand ships ahead of them and two behind, and came out into a vast bright space of polished white stone and green glass, so big that a dozen ships the size of the Verity could have floated in it without touching. Most of the berths were empty. A few held yachts like the Quicksilver, slim and gleaming and beautiful. The Borrowed Hour, scorched and patched and lopsided, settled into a berth between two of them like a rock-rat squatting between two of the bright birds from the market.

    As soon as she touched down, something went clunk under her belly, four times, one after another. Rook felt it through the deck.

    “Clamps,” said Pell, from the doorway. She had gone pale under her freckles. “Docking clamps. Four of them. Like the ones on Hollow, Nes says.” She swallowed. “Those’ll be Strand locks. They only open to a Strand ring. Or—”

    “No,” said Rook.

    They all looked at her.

    “Not yet,” Rook said. “Every door I open, he hears. If I open those clamps now, there’ll be Lictors here by tomorrow. I’m not ringing that bell for four clamps. When I ring it here, I want it to be for something worth ringing it for.”

    Nes looked at her for a long moment. Then she nodded, slowly.

    “The box,” she said.

    “The box.”

    Lucan was waiting for them at the foot of the ramp.

    He was dressed differently this morning, in a coat of pale grey with a high collar and silver buttons, and he looked rested and cheerful and entirely at home, which, Rook supposed, he was. There was nobody with him. No soldiers. No guards. That, somehow, was worse.

    “Captain Calder,” he said, and bowed. “Mechanic. Doctor. Young man with the clever hands.” He bowed to each of them in turn, quite seriously, and last of all to Rook. “And you. Welcome to Corona. I hope the lane was comfortable. Ours certainly was. I’ve never seen anything like it. Gold, the whole way. My navigator wept.”

    “Why did you follow us?” said Rook.

    Lucan looked at her for a moment. The cheerfulness didn’t go away, exactly. But something else came up underneath it.

    “Partly because my mother would have had my head if I hadn’t,” he said. “And partly because I’ve never in my life seen a road open up out of nothing, and I didn’t know if I’d ever see it again, and I wanted to know where it went.” He paused. “I didn’t know you were coming here. I give you my word on that. When the gold drew back and I saw the ring, I sat in my chair and laughed for about a minute. Of all the places in the Empire.” He tilted his head. “You must want something here very badly.”

    Rook said nothing.

    “You don’t have to tell me,” said Lucan. “I’d rather you didn’t, actually. It’s much easier to be honest with my mother when I don’t know anything.” He reached into his coat and took out a square of thick, creamy paper, folded once, sealed with a blob of green wax stamped with a tiny tower. He held it out to Rook. “From her. She’d have sent it with a footman in livery, but I asked to bring it myself. I thought you’d prefer a face you already disliked.”

    Rook took it. She broke the seal. Inside, in a hand so elegant it was almost a drawing, there were three lines.

    The Archduchess Livia Strand requests the pleasure of the company of the Hollow Girl and her friends at dinner, tomorrow evening, in the Tower.

    Clothes will be provided.

    Until then, the Green Harbor is yours.

    “And if we say no?” said Rook.

    “Then she’ll be very much looking forward to seeing you anyway,” said Lucan. “Clothes will still be provided. I really would come, if I were you. The food is extraordinary, and she does so hate to be refused.” He looked up at the Borrowed Hour, at her scorched wing and her six colors of patching and the long scrape down her side from the Knot. “You’re welcome to stay aboard your ship, of course. She’s entirely yours.”

    “She just can’t leave,” said Nes.

    “She just can’t leave,” Lucan agreed pleasantly. “Not yet. Would you like to see the city?”

    

    They didn’t see the city. Not really. But they saw it from above, and that was enough to take Rook’s breath away for the second time that morning.

    Lucan took them up through the white stone of the harbor in a glass lift that climbed so fast Rook’s stomach dropped into her boots, and out onto a long gallery at the top, with a great curved window running the whole length of it. Quiet stayed on the ship. So did Pell, who said she wasn’t leaving the Hour alone with those clamps on her, not for all the cities in the Empire. But Nes came, and Jory, and Rook, in Pell’s brown coat with the hood up.

    The window looked out over Corona.

    The city went away from them in both directions, along the inner face of the ring, for as far as Rook could see, and then farther. Towers of white stone and green glass. Long gardens, real gardens, with trees in them, more trees than Rook had known there were in the world. Canals of bright water, with little boats on them. Bridges. Domes. And everywhere, people: thousands of them, tens of thousands, walking and riding and sitting by the canals in the sun, as small as grains of grit from up here, in every color there was.

    And when she looked up, there was the blue world, hanging over everything, filling half the sky. And on either side of it, the ring itself, curving up and up and away into the distance until it was only a thin bright line high above her head, a silver road climbing across the sky, with the far side of the city on it, upside down, so far off it looked like frost on glass.

    Rook stood with her hands pressed flat against the window and forgot to breathe.

    “It takes everyone like that,” said Lucan, beside her, quite gently. “The first time. I grew up here, and it still does it to me, some mornings.”

    “How many people?” said Jory, faintly.

    “About forty million.” Lucan pointed down at the city. “That big white dome over there, by the green canal, is the Bank of Corona. The oldest building on the ring. They say the core of the ring is older than the Empire. Older than the Throne. Some people say the Makers built its bones, and we just put the city on top.” He smiled. “Nobody really knows. My great-great-grandmother tried to dig down and find out, once. The bank wouldn’t let her.”

    Rook looked at the dome. It was a long way off, and white, and very large, and there was a broad open square in front of it, full of people.

    Under the Bank of Corona, cut down into the rock of the ring, there’s the Deep Vault.

    “Can we go down there?” she said. “Into the city?”

    Lucan hesitated, which was not something she had seen him do before.

    “I can show you the promenade,” he said. “At the end of the gallery. It’s outside, and it’s beautiful, and there are a great many people on it.” He looked at her. “It might be educational.”

    It was.

    The promenade was a long terrace of white stone, open to the air, with a railing along one side and the city falling away below it, and the warm light of the sun pouring down over everything. It was crowded. People were walking up and down it in the sunshine, talking, laughing, eating little sweet things out of paper cones. Rich people, mostly, from the look of their clothes. Rook stepped out among them with her hood up and her hands in her pockets and Jory at her elbow, and Nes behind, and Lucan watching.

    She had gone perhaps ten steps when it began.

    A woman walking past her stopped, and looked down at her hand. Then a man behind the woman. Then two girls at the railing. Then an old man on a bench, and a young man with a paper cone, and two gentlemen in silver-buttoned coats coming the other way. All of them stopped. All of them looked down at their hands. Not everybody on the promenade wore a ring. But these were the rich of the richest city in the Empire, and a great many of them did.

    And every one of those rings was flickering.

    It followed her. Every ring within a few strides of her lit up as she passed, little pulses of red on finger after finger, and went dark again behind her, so that she walked in a moving circle of flickering hands, like a ripple moving across a water tank. People shook their hands. People held them up to the light. A woman laughed nervously. A man said, loudly, What in the world—? And the people further off, who had felt nothing, saw them and started looking at their own hands too, and holding them up, and asking each other what was happening, until the whole promenade was murmuring. Rook stood frozen in the middle of it, with her heart going like a hammer, and watched a whole crowd of strangers turn and look at each other, and then begin, slowly, to look around.

    A hand closed on her arm.

    “Back inside,” said Lucan quietly, in her ear. “Walk. Don’t run. Now.”

    She walked. Jory walked beside her, pale as paper. Nobody stopped them. Nobody knew what they were looking for. By the time they were back through the door into the gallery, the ripple was already dying away behind them, and the people on the promenade were shrugging and laughing and holding their hands up to the sun, telling each other it was something in the air.

    Lucan let go of her arm. He looked at her for a long moment, and for once, he wasn’t smiling.

    “There are more true rings on Corona than anywhere in the Empire but Zenith,” he said. “Thousands of them. My mother’s bankers. My mother’s captains. My mother’s clerks and governors and lawyers and guards. It’s what Corona is.” He paused. “Out there, you’re not a girl in a hood. You’re a lamp walking through a dark room. I thought you should see that for yourself.”

    “Why?” said Rook. Her voice was shaking.

    “So that you don’t try it again,” said Lucan. “Whatever it is you came here for.”

    

    “We’re in a cage,” said Nes that evening. “A very nice cage. With gold bars. But it’s a cage.”

    They were sitting in the galley of the Borrowed Hour, all five of them, around the little fold-down table, with Quiet’s plant in the middle of it like a centerpiece. Outside the ship, the Green Harbor glowed white and silent. Somebody had sent down a basket of food from the Tower that afternoon: soft white bread, and cheese, and fruit Rook had no names for, and a whole roast bird glazed with something sweet. Pell had wanted to throw it out the airlock, in case it was poisoned. Jory had eaten half the bird before she could stop him. He was still alive.

    “We knew Corona was Strand’s,” said Rook. “Tibbet told us.”

    “Tibbet also told us to be very sure the box was worth it.” Nes looked at her across the table. “Are you? Sure?”

    Rook didn’t answer at once.

    She took Maren Ost’s note out of her pocket, and unfolded it, and laid it on the table beside the plant. She didn’t need to read it. She knew every word.

    “A woman I never met wanted me,” she said. “She wanted me more than anything in the world. And then they killed her, and wouldn’t say why. And she left me a box, and sealed it so that only one person in the Empire could open it, and gave Garrow the key, and Garrow kept it hidden for twenty-four years on a prison moon.” She looked up. “I don’t know if it’s worth it. I won’t know until I open it. But I didn’t come all this way to sit in a cage and eat roast bird.”

    Nobody said anything for a while.

    “The bank,” said Pell at last, unhappily. “It’s full of people. And people on this ring have rings. You saw what happened on the promenade. You can’t walk into a bank, Rook. Every ring in the building will light up like a festival.”

    “And we can’t open anything until we’re at the box,” said Rook. “One bell. That’s all we get. The moment I touch my blood to anything in this city, he’ll know where I am. So it has to be the box. Nothing before.”

    “So we need a way into the deepest vault in the Empire,” said Nes, “without walking past anybody with a ring, without opening a single door, under the feet of the woman who owns the whole ring. Before she makes up her mind what to do with us. With four clamps on our ship.” She picked up a piece of the soft white bread and looked at it gloomily. “Lovely. Anything else?”

    “Well,” said Jory.

    Everybody looked at him.

    He had been very quiet all evening, which, for Jory, was so unusual that Rook had begun to worry about him. He was sitting at the end of the bench with his hands in his lap. Now he reached into the pocket of his jacket and took something out, and laid it on the table, very carefully, beside Maren Ost’s note.

    It was a slim card of silver, about the size of Rook’s palm. It had a tiny tower stamped into one corner, the same tower as on the green wax of the invitation, and lines of fine engraved writing across the middle: BANK OF CORONA. KEYHOLDER. THE DEEP VAULT. ADMIT BEARER AT ANY HOUR. And under that, a name.

    “It’s a keyholder’s pass,” said Jory. “For the Bank of Corona. It says so, look. Any hour. It gets you in at night, through the keyholders’ door, down to the Deep Vault.” He swallowed. “It’s got his name on it. Lucan Strand. House Strand keeps boxes down there. Lots of them, I expect.”

    There was a long silence.

    “Jory,” said Nes, very slowly. “Where did you get that?”

    “His coat.” Jory’s ears had gone red. “On the gallery. When he grabbed Rook’s arm and pulled her back in off the promenade. He was looking at her, and not at me, and his coat swung open, and it was right there in the inside pocket.” He looked at Rook. “I can change the name. I can change anything on it. The writing’s just engraving, and I can do engraving, give me a pin and a steady table and a night. Nobody would ever—”

    He stopped.

    “What?” said Rook.

    Jory looked down at the little silver card on the table between them. When he spoke again, his voice was very quiet.

    “I’m good,” he said. “Rook, you know I’m good. Best on the moon. But I’m not that good. Nobody’s that good.” He looked up at her, and his thin face was troubled. “His coat didn’t just swing open. He turned. Right toward me. Right when he grabbed you. It was like he was holding the pocket open.”

    The galley was very still. Outside, in the white silence of the Green Harbor, something hummed.

    “I think he let me take it,” said Jory. “I think he wanted me to have it.”

  
    Chapter 20 — The Tower

    The clothes came in the afternoon, carried by six servants in green.

    They came down into the Green Harbor in a little procession, with long flat boxes in their arms, and lined up at the foot of the Borrowed Hour’s ramp as if they were waiting to be inspected. They wore green tunics with a small silver tower stitched on the breast, and they all had the same carefully pleasant faces, the kind of faces that had been trained not to notice anything.

    All but one.

    She was the last in the line, and the smallest, a woman of thirty or so with dark hair cropped close to her head and a sharp, narrow face. There was a scar down the side of her neck, the shiny, puckered kind that comes from a burn, disappearing into the collar of her tunic. And her eyes were noticing everything. Rook saw them go over the ship, over the clamps, over Nes and Pell and Jory standing on the ramp, and then come to rest on her own face, and stay there a moment too long.

    She was the only one of the six who was not wearing a ring. The rings on the other five had begun to flicker the moment Rook came out onto the ramp, faint pulses of red on still hands, and not one of their owners had looked down.

    Rook had been on Corona for one day. She already knew that that was strange.

    “For the Hollow Girl,” said the first servant, bowing, and held out the top box. “With the compliments of the Archduchess. Someone will help you dress.”

    The someone, it turned out, was the small woman with the scar.

    Her name was Ama, she said, and she said nothing else for a long time. She followed Rook up into the narrow bunk room behind the galley with her box, and opened it, and took out the thing inside, and shook it out, and Rook stood and stared at it.

    It was a dress.

    Rook had never worn a dress. She had never worn anything that wasn’t grey prison cloth until five days ago, when Pell had given her the trousers and the brown coat. This was long and soft and the deep, dark green of the shadows under the trees she had seen from the gallery, and it moved in Ama’s hands like water. There were tiny silver threads in it that caught the light when it turned.

    “I’m not wearing that,” said Rook.

    “You are,” said Ama. Her voice was low and flat and had no Corona in it at all. It sounded like somewhere a long way from here. “Everybody at that table tonight will be wearing something like it. If you walk in looking like a prisoner, they’ll know exactly what you are, and they’ll stop seeing anything else. If you walk in wearing this, they’ll have to look twice.” She held it out. “Arms up.”

    Rook put her arms up.

    It took a long time. There were a great many small hooks, and Ama did them all up, one by one, quickly and without fuss, the way Garrow used to mend things. When she had finished, she turned Rook by the shoulders to face the cracked piece of mirror on the bunk room wall.

    Rook looked.

    She didn’t know the person in the mirror. That was the first thing. A tall, thin young woman with short, hacked dark hair and grey eyes and a hard, careful face, in a long green dress with silver in it. She looked older than Rook felt. She looked like somebody who belonged somewhere. She looked, Rook thought, like a liar.

    “Gloves,” said Ama.

    She had taken them out of the bottom of the box: a pair of long gloves, of the same dark green as the dress, soft and thin and fine. She held them out. When Rook reached for them, Ama didn’t let go at once.

    “You wear these all night,” she said, very quietly. “At the table. After the table. Whatever happens. You don’t take them off for anyone.”

    Rook looked at her.

    “Why?”

    “Because the first thing she’ll want to see,” said Ama, “is your hand.”

    She let go of the gloves. Then she picked up the empty box, and tucked it under her arm, and went out of the bunk room without another word, and down the ramp, and back into the line of servants in green as if she had never left it.

    

    The Tower of House Strand stood on the inner face of the ring, rising up from the heart of the city toward the blue world like a needle of white stone and green glass. Lucan said it was the tallest thing on Corona. Rook believed him. They rode up through the middle of it in a lift with glass walls, and the city fell away beneath them, and kept falling, until the canals were threads and the gardens were scraps of moss and the people were too small to see at all.

    Nes rode beside her in a long coat of dark blue that she said made her look like a bishop. Pell was in a dress of rust-red that Ama had chosen for her, and kept tugging at it and saying that she could feel her knees. Jory wore green and silver and a silver collar, and kept catching sight of himself in the glass of the lift and grinning before he could stop himself. Quiet had come too. They had sent a robe for her, a long, plain one of grey silk, and she wore it as if she had worn silk all her life, and stood very tall at the back of the lift, and said nothing at all.

    The lift stopped. The doors opened.

    The room beyond them was round, and made of glass.

    Not just the windows. The walls were glass, all the way round, and the floor was glass, with the city a kilometer below it, and the ceiling was glass, and through the ceiling, filling the whole of the sky, was the blue world. It hung over them so close and so huge that Rook felt, for one dizzy moment, that she might fall up into it. The light from it was soft and blue and everywhere, and it shone on a long white table set with silver and crystal and more food than Rook had seen in her entire life put together.

    And at the head of the table, rising from her chair to meet them, was the Archduchess Livia Strand.

    She was not what Rook had expected. Rook had expected someone like Mother Gant, all sweetness on top and teeth underneath. The Archduchess was tall, and pale, and plain-faced, and she wore a gown of the same deep green as Rook’s, with no jewels at all except a single ring on her right hand, with a row of red beads in it. Seven of them. Her black hair was pulled back tight from her face, with one long streak of white in it, as if somebody had drawn a line through her with chalk. And when she smiled, she seemed to mean it, all the way through. Or she was so good at seeming to that Rook couldn’t tell the difference. Rook would think, afterward, that that was worse.

    “You came,” said the Archduchess. Her voice was low and warm. “I’m so glad. I was afraid you might not. Lucan said you were very angry with us.”

    “I am,” said Rook.

    “Good.” The Archduchess looked at her with what seemed to be real pleasure. “I can’t abide people who pretend. Come and sit by me. We have a great deal to talk about, you and I, and I’d like to do it on a full stomach.”

    Lucan was already at the table, a few places down from his mother. He stood when they came in and bowed, and caught Rook’s eye, and lifted one eyebrow a fraction, as if to say, I did warn you. He didn’t look at Jory. Rook noticed that. He didn’t look at Jory once all evening.

    There was one other person at the table.

    She was sitting at the Archduchess’s right hand, very upright, in a uniform of dark green trimmed with silver. She was tall and lean and sharp-faced, with close-cut silver hair, and there was a little silver badge at her collar in the shape of a tower.

    Rook stopped walking.

    She had seen that face before. Not here. On Hollow. Glowing in the air above the warden’s desk, made of light, pale and a little transparent, while Rook lay flat on the iron grille of a ventilation shaft with Jory’s hand clamped over her mouth.

    And the others? You told me there were seven more who saw the Wall open.

    Gallery Four. The morning after you leave. The roof there has never been sound.

    “You know Commander Marr, I think,” said the Archduchess pleasantly. “Commander. Our guest.”

    Commander Marr rose and bowed. Her face showed nothing at all.

    

    The food was extraordinary. Lucan had been right about that.

    There were soups that tasted of things Rook had never imagined, and fish from the world below, white and tender, that fell apart on her tongue, and little bright green things that crunched, and bread so soft it was like eating a cloud, and a sauce made from some red fruit that was so sweet and so sharp that Rook had to put her fork down and close her eyes. She ate with her gloves on. It was difficult. She did it anyway. Once she saw the Archduchess glance at her hands, and then away. All evening, the seven red beads on the Archduchess’s ring glimmered and faded, glimmered and faded, and she never once looked down at them.

    Jory ate everything. Pell ate very little and watched the servants. Nes ate and drank and talked, easily, charmingly, telling the Archduchess a long and only partly true story about a duke and a wine cellar that made Lucan laugh until he had to wipe his eyes. Quiet ate nothing but bread and fruit, very slowly, and watched the Archduchess’s face the whole time with her vast, dark, patient eyes.

    The Archduchess talked to Rook.

    She asked about Hollow, and listened to the answers. Real listening, the kind Rook had only ever had from Garrow. She asked about the mine, and the Breath, and the air chits, and the Long Wall in the mess hall where the names of the dead were chalked, and when Rook told her about the thirty-two names, she was silent for a moment and then said quietly, “Thank you for telling me that.” She asked about the night of the open doors. She did not ask about Rook’s blood. Not once. She did not have to. It sat on the table between them all evening like a dish nobody mentioned.

    And all evening, at the Archduchess’s right hand, Commander Marr sat and ate and said nothing.

    When the plates had been cleared and the servants had poured something dark and sweet into small glasses, the Archduchess set hers down and turned to Rook.

    “I asked Commander Marr to be here tonight for a reason,” she said. “She has something she would like to say to you.”

    Marr put down her glass. She looked at Rook across the table, and her face was as neat and closed as her uniform.

    “On Hollow,” she said, “my soldiers fired on a crowd of prisoners who were rushing our ships. Eleven people died. I gave the order.” She paused. “I regret it. I apologize.”

    It was very well done. Rook could tell it had been practiced.

    “And the others?” said Rook.

    Marr’s eyes flickered.

    “The seven who saw the Wall open,” said Rook. Her voice was quite steady. She was surprised how steady it was. “You asked the warden about them. I heard you. I was in the air shaft above his desk. He told you they’d die in Gallery Four the morning after you left, when the roof came down. And you said nothing.” She held Marr’s eyes. “One of them was a woman called Hettie, who is seventy-three years old and cheats at cards. One of them was a man called Big Ulf, who can carry two people at once. One of them is sitting at this table.”

    She didn’t look at Jory. She didn’t need to. She heard him put his fork down.

    The whole round room had gone very quiet. The servants had stopped moving. Lucan was looking at his plate. Nes had a glass halfway to her mouth and had not moved it in some time.

    “Do you want to apologize for that too?” said Rook.

    Marr opened her mouth.

    “That will do, Commander,” said the Archduchess.

    She said it quite softly. But Marr closed her mouth at once, and something passed over her neat, closed face that Rook would remember for a long time: a quick, cold flicker, gone almost before it was there. It wasn’t shame. It was fear.

    The Archduchess turned to Rook.

    “Commander Marr agreed to a great many things,” she said, “in order to bring you off that moon alive. She was wrong to agree to some of them. I did not know about Gallery Four. I know now.” She looked at Marr, just for a moment. “And I shall see to it that she remembers.”

    She picked up her glass again.

    “Would you walk with me?” she said to Rook. “There’s a balcony. The view is rather good.”

    

    The balcony was a narrow ledge of white stone that ran around the outside of the glass room, a kilometer above the city, open to the air. There was a low rail, and nothing else. The wind up here was warm and soft and smelled of something green. Above them, the blue world filled the sky. Below them, the lights of Corona were coming on, one by one, as the ring turned slowly out of the sunlight and into the night, until the whole great curve of the city was glittering away into the dark on either side like the lamps of the Knot, a thousand times over.

    The Archduchess stood at the rail beside Rook for a long time without saying anything.

    “Do you know what the Catechism says?” she said at last. “The first line. Every child on four hundred worlds learns it before they can read.”

    Rook knew. Every child on Hollow had learned it too, in the Catechism hall, chanting it in rows.

    “Every door answers to His blood,” she said.

    “Every door answers to His blood.” The Archduchess turned her head and looked at her. “For a thousand years, that has been the whole of the law. Every ring, every warrant, every door, every ship. Every House in the Empire, kneeling at Midwinter for the Bloodletters to renew our little beads of his blood, so that we can open our own doors for another year. Because there is only one blood, and it is his, and it will never die.” She paused. “And then, eleven days ago, a girl on a prison moon put her hand on a wall, and every ring in the Empire lit up at once.”

    Rook said nothing.

    “Do you know what that makes you?” said the Archduchess softly. “In the eyes of the law? In the eyes of four hundred worlds?”

    “A thief,” said Rook.

    “An heir.”

    The word hung in the warm air between them.

    “The doors answer to you,” the Archduchess said. “The law says the doors answer to the blood of the Throne. So. Either the law is wrong, which no one will ever believe, or you are the blood of the Throne.” She smiled a little. “I don’t know how. I don’t much care how. A secret daughter. A stolen child. A child grown in somebody’s cellar. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you can stand in front of any House in the Empire, and put your hand on any door, and it will open, and they will see it open. And then they will kneel.”

    “I don’t want anyone to kneel.”

    “I know. That’s why it should be you.” The Archduchess turned back to the view. “Be my empress, Rook of Hollow.”

    Rook stared at her.

    “Not tomorrow,” the Archduchess went on calmly. “Not next year. These things take time. But House Strand would raise you up. My fleets, my banks, my forty worlds. The other Houses would come, when they saw what you could do. They’re tired of kneeling. All of them. They have been tired for a thousand years.” She looked at Rook. “And in the meantime, you would be safe. Here. Behind walls that no Lictor in the Empire could get through. Your friends would be safe. Your captain would never owe a crown to anyone again. Your mechanic would have a ship of her own. Your forger would have every archive in Corona to search for his sister.”

    Rook’s throat had gone tight.

    “And your Garrow,” said the Archduchess.

    Rook turned and looked at her.

    “The old man who held the gap on Hollow,” said the Archduchess gently. “Commander Marr’s ship saw him taken. He is on a Lictor ship now, and ships like that take men like him to only one place: a prison called the Bastion. I know a great many things, child. It’s what my banks are for.” She laid her hand on the rail, close to Rook’s gloved one, but not touching it. “House Strand has friends at the Bastion. Say yes to me, and he will be sitting at that table in there within a month. Eating fish. Complaining about the sauce.”

    Rook couldn’t speak.

    She saw it. That was the worst of it. She saw it as clearly as if it had already happened. Garrow, in a clean shirt, at the long white table, under the blue world. Garrow, looking at a plate of fish with deep suspicion. Garrow, alive.

    “May I see your hand?” said the Archduchess softly.

    Rook looked down. The Archduchess’s long pale fingers were resting on the rail, a finger’s width from her own green glove. They didn’t move toward it. They just waited. On one of them, seven red beads were burning steadily now, like coals.

    The first thing she’ll want to see is your hand.

    “No,” said Rook.

    The Archduchess looked at her for a moment. Then she smiled, and took her hand away from the rail, and if she was disappointed, it didn’t show.

    “Of course,” she said. “Forgive me. I’m too curious. It’s my worst fault. Lucan will tell you.” She turned toward the glass door. “I won’t ask you for an answer tonight. That would be unkind. Sleep here, in the Tower. I’ve had a room made ready for you. It has a real bed, and a window with a sky in it.” She paused in the doorway. “Tomorrow night, you can tell me what you’ve decided.”

    

    The room had a real bed, and a window with a sky in it, and Rook stood in the middle of it in her green dress and her green gloves and felt more like a prisoner than she had at any time in twenty-four years on Hollow.

    The others had gone back down to the ship. The Archduchess had been very gracious about it. Of course the Hollow Girl’s friends would want their own beds. Of course they would be quite safe in the Green Harbor. The lift would bring them up again in the morning, for breakfast. Nes had looked at Rook for a long moment before the lift doors closed, and Rook had looked back, and neither of them had said anything at all.

    She went to the window. The blue world filled it. It was so beautiful that it hurt.

    Garrow, alive. Eating fish.

    Somebody knocked softly on the door.

    Rook turned. Before she could say anything, it opened, and Ama came in with a tray, and closed the door behind her, and set the tray down on a table by the bed. There was a jug of water on it, and a cup, and a small plate of the red fruit.

    “The Archduchess thought you might be thirsty,” said Ama, in her flat, far-off voice. Then she straightened up and looked at Rook, and the trained, pleasant servant’s face fell away from hers like a mask being taken off. “Did you take the gloves off?”

    “No.”

    “Good.” Ama let out a breath. “Good. That’s something.”

    “Why?” said Rook. “She knows what I am. Everybody at that table knew.”

    “She knows what you can do. She doesn’t know how much of it you can stand.” Ama’s eyes went to the green gloves. “How many cuts are under there? In how many days? And how fast did they heal? That’s what she wanted to see. A banker always wants to see the books.”

    Rook closed her hands.

    “Who are you?” she said.

    Ama looked at her. Then she reached up and pulled down the collar of her green tunic, so that Rook could see the whole of the burn scar on her neck. It went down further than Rook had thought, all the way to her collarbone. In the middle of it, half melted away into the shiny skin, there was the shape of something that had been burned in on purpose, a long time ago, and then burned again, much later, to try to get it out.

    A small crown. The same little crown Rook had seen stamped on lock plates all her life.

    “I grew up in a ring-forge,” Ama said. “On a world you’ve never heard of. It’s where they make the bands, before the blood goes in. They brand the children who work the forges with the Throne’s mark, so that everyone knows whose they are. I burned it off when I was seventeen. It took two tries.” She let the collar go. “My name is Ama Sorrel. I’m one of the Unbound.”

    “I don’t know what that is.”

    “No. They’d make sure of that, on Hollow.” Ama’s mouth twisted. “We’re the people who think nobody should have to kneel to anybody for a drop of blood to open their own front door. The Throne calls us rebels. Mostly we’re just tired.” She glanced at the door. “I’ve been in this Tower for eight months, carrying trays and listening. I’ve heard a great many things. I need you to listen to me now, because I don’t have long, and I’m only going to say it once.”

    Rook said nothing. She waited.

    “She told you she wants you to be her empress,” said Ama. “She doesn’t. She doesn’t want an empress. She wants a well.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “House Strand has thousands of rings coming up for renewal at Midwinter.” Ama spoke quickly and quietly, the way Jory did when he was frightened, except that Ama didn’t sound frightened at all. “And every one of those rings has to go to the Bloodletters, on Zenith, and be filled again with his blood, or it goes dark. That’s how the Throne holds House Strand. That’s how the Throne holds every House in the Empire. On a leash made of blood.” She looked at Rook’s gloved hands. “Now think. What if a House had its own blood? Blood that opens every door his does? It would never need the Bloodletters again. It could make its own rings. As many as it liked. Forever.”

    Rook went cold.

    “Blood you draw fades,” said Ama. “You know that. Everybody knows that. You have to keep it cold, and even then, it doesn’t last. So a well isn’t any good if it’s dry. You have to keep it full. You have to keep it close.” Her flat voice didn’t change at all. “She’d keep you in a room like this one, with a real bed and a window with a sky in it. Comfortable. Close. Drawn from, a little at a time, for as long as you lasted. And every House that knelt to you would be kneeling to her.”

    The great blue curve hung in the window, enormous and beautiful.

    “She promised me Garrow,” said Rook. Her voice came out very small. “She said she has friends at the Bastion.”

    Ama looked at her. For the first time, something in the sharp narrow face softened, very slightly.

    “Nobody has friends at the Bastion,” she said quietly. “Not Strand. Not anybody. It’s the Throne’s. It’s the one place in the Empire that money can’t open.” She paused. “My brother has been in the Bastion for six years. I’ve tried everything. I would know.”

    Rook sat down on the edge of the real bed. Her legs had stopped working.

    It had been a lie. The best thing the Archduchess had offered her, the only thing she had truly wanted, had been a lie, told to her face, on a balcony, under that enormous sky, by a woman who listened to stories about the names on the Long Wall and said thank you for telling me that.

    She thought of Mother Gant, with her sweet voice and her sugared almonds and her airlock.

    She had been wrong about the Archduchess. She had thought she was nothing like Mother Gant. She was exactly like Mother Gant. She was just better at it.

    “Tomorrow night,” Rook said slowly. “She wants an answer tomorrow night.”

    “Then you need to be gone before tomorrow night.” Ama picked up the empty tray. “I can get you out of the Tower. There are ways the servants use, that the guards don’t bother with. Back down to your ship. After that—” She shrugged. “Your ship is clamped, and the harbor is hers, and there are forty guns outside it. I don’t know how you get past those. I expect you have ideas.”

    “I have one,” said Rook.

    She stood up. She looked down at her own gloved hands. Then she looked down through the window, at the lights of the city, far below. At a great white dome beside a green canal, glowing softly in the dark.

    “But I’m not going to the ship,” she said. “Not first.”

    Ama followed her gaze. She looked at the dome for a long moment. Then she looked back at Rook, and her sharp face changed, slowly, into something that might almost have been a smile.

    “The bank,” she said.

    “Underneath it.”

    Ama was quiet for a moment. Then she set the tray down again.

    “I carried trays in the bank for two months,” she said, “before they moved me up to the Tower. Down to the vault-keepers’ rooms, at night, when nobody else was awake.” She looked at Rook. “There’s a stair. The keepers call it the night stair. It goes down from the old kitchens, under the square, straight to the keyholders’ door. And there isn’t a single ring on it, from the top to the bottom.”

  
    Chapter 21 — The Deep Vault

    Ama came for her at the second hour after midnight.

    Rook was ready. She had been ready for hours, sitting on the edge of the real bed in the dark, in her green dress and her green gloves, with Garrow’s knife strapped to her calf under the long skirt, where she had strapped it before dinner. She had not slept. She had sat and watched the blue world turn slowly in the window, and thought about a woman whose face she had never seen, and a box, and a lie told on a balcony.

    The door opened without a knock. Ama slipped through it and closed it behind her. She had changed out of her servant’s green into something dark and plain, and she had a lamp in her hand, turned down so low it was only a red glow.

    “Your people got my message,” she said quietly. “They’ll meet us at the old kitchens. The captain and the boy. The mechanic and the Thren are staying with your ship.” She looked Rook up and down. “Good. Leave the dress on. Where we’re going, it’s better than a disguise. Now follow me, and don’t speak, and if I stop, you stop.”

    There was a narrow panel in the wall beside the wardrobe that Rook would never have seen in a hundred years. Ama pressed something, and it swung inward on silent hinges, and beyond it was darkness, and the smell of dust, and a stair.

    The servants’ ways of the Tower were a world of their own. They ran inside the walls like veins: narrow, steep, bare stone stairs that wound down and down in the dark, with little landings where trays could be set down and doors that opened into kitchens and linen rooms and laundries. There were no carpets here. No glass. No view of the blue world. Just stone and dust and the small red glow of Ama’s lamp, and the sound of their own breathing, and far above and below them, now and then, the faint clatter of somebody else who was awake when the rest of the Tower slept.

    They went down for a long time. Rook lost count of the stairs after the first thousand. Her legs ached. The long green skirt caught at her ankles until she gathered it up in one fist like a sack.

    Halfway down, Ama stopped.

    Rook stopped.

    Below them, on the stair, someone was coming up. Heavy boots. Slow. A man, breathing hard, humming a little tune under his breath. And with him, coming up the curve of the stair ahead of him, the bobbing light of a lamp.

    Ama turned without a sound and pushed Rook backward through a door Rook hadn’t even seen. It closed behind them. They were in a tiny room, pitch dark, that smelled of soap and clean cloth. A linen cupboard. Rook stood pressed against shelves of folded sheets with Ama’s shoulder against hers and listened to the boots come up the stair.

    Closer. Closer.

    A guard, Rook thought. A guard with a lamp. A guard with a ring.

    She could feel the hand that wasn’t holding her skirt beginning to shake. If he had a ring, and he passed close enough to the door, it would flicker. He would see it flicker. He would stop, and look at his hand, the way the hunter had in the market, the way the people on the promenade had. And then he would open the door.

    The boots came level with the cupboard. The humming stopped.

    Rook didn’t breathe.

    There was a long, terrible pause. Then the man on the other side of the door coughed, and spat, and said, to nobody, “Stairs. Thirty years of stairs,” and the boots went on up, and the humming started again, and faded slowly away above them.

    Ama let out a breath. In the dark, Rook felt rather than saw her shake her head.

    “A footman,” she whispered. “Footmen don’t carry rings at night. Only the guards.” A pause. “I thought he was a guard.”

    They went on down.

    

    At the bottom of the Tower, a servants’ tunnel ran out under the city, cold and dripping, for what felt like an hour. At the end of it were the old kitchens, under the great square in front of the bank: a long, low, vaulted cellar of dark stone, cold and empty, with ancient ovens along one wall like a row of open mouths. Nobody had cooked in them for a hundred years. Ama said the bank had once fed its own guards down here, in the days when guards had to be fed by somebody who could be trusted. Now there was only dust, and the drip of water somewhere, and two shapes waiting in the dark by the farthest oven.

    “About time,” said Nes.

    She was wearing her old coat again, and her sidearm, and she looked as if she hadn’t slept either. Jory was beside her. He had the silver card in his hand, and he held it out to Rook as soon as she came close, with his thin face fierce and proud and terrified all at once.

    “Look,” he said.

    Rook looked. The card was the same as it had been in the galley: the tiny tower in the corner, the fine engraved lines. BANK OF CORONA. KEYHOLDER. THE DEEP VAULT. ADMIT BEARER AT ANY HOUR. But the name under them had changed. It said, in exactly the same fine, elegant engraving as the rest, The Lady Merrin Strand.

    “Who’s Merrin Strand?” said Rook.

    “You are,” said Jory. “Cousin. Distant. From one of the little worlds. Nobody’s ever heard of you, which is the point.” He swallowed. “It took me all day. I had to fill the old name in a line at a time with Pell’s finest silver wire, and burnish it flat, and cut the new one over the top with the point of a needle. Nobody would ever know. Nobody. I promise.”

    “I believe you,” said Rook, and meant it.

    Nes was looking at her. At the dress, and the gloves, and the hair, and the face.

    “Well,” she said at last, quietly. “Look at you. You’d fool me.”

    “Ama says it’s better than a disguise.”

    “Ama’s right.” Nes glanced at Ama. The two women looked at each other for a long moment, in the way of people who have each decided to trust the other exactly as far as they have to and not a centimeter further. Then Nes turned back to Rook. “I came because somebody has to watch your back,” she said. “And because I’m a fool. And I want you to know, sweetheart, before we go down there, that I’m not going to ask you for anything. Not a box. Not a coin. Not a thing.” She paused. “I just want you to know that.”

    “I know,” said Rook.

    “Good.” Nes jerked her chin at the dark. “Then let’s go and rob a bank.”

    

    The night stair began behind the last of the old ovens, behind a rusted iron door that Ama opened with a key on a string around her neck. A plain key. Iron. Rook had almost forgotten there were such things.

    Beyond the door, the stair went down into the rock.

    It was not like the servants’ stairs of the Tower. It was older. Much older. The steps were worn into hollows in the middle by centuries of feet, and the walls on either side were cut from the grey stone of the ring, rough and cold and wet, and the air was so still that Ama’s lamp barely flickered. They went down in single file: Ama first, with the lamp, and then Rook, and then Jory, and Nes at the back. Nobody spoke.

    The stair went on and on.

    And somewhere, a long way down, the walls changed.

    Rook felt it before she saw it. A hum, through the soles of her feet. Faint and deep and steady, so low she couldn’t have said whether she was hearing it or feeling it. She put out her hand without thinking, her gloved hand, and laid it on the wall beside her.

    The wall was warm.

    She stopped. Behind her, Jory bumped into her and stopped too.

    The grey stone had given way to something else. Something black and smooth and faintly glassy, that drank the light of Ama’s lamp instead of reflecting it. It ran down the walls of the stair in long, curving ribs, like the bones of some enormous animal, with the grey stone of the ring packed in between them. And it was humming. Very, very softly. The way the heart of the Borrowed Hour hummed. The way the Wall in Gallery Nine had hummed, on the day it opened.

    They say the core of the ring is older than the Empire. Some people say the Makers built its bones.

    Rook stood with her gloved hand on the warm black bone of the ring and felt, very faintly, through the thin green silk, something on the other side of it turn its attention toward her. Not awake. Not anything like awake. The way a sleeper turns over in bed when someone opens the door to the room.

    She took her hand away.

    “Rook?” whispered Jory.

    “It’s nothing,” said Rook. Her voice didn’t sound like her own. “Keep going.”

    

    The keyholders’ door was a great round slab of black iron set into the black bone of the ring, with a small lamp burning beside it, and a desk, and an old man.

    He was the oldest man Rook had ever seen. Older than Hettie. Older than anyone on Hollow had ever lived to be. He sat behind the desk in a long grey coat that was too big for him, with a lamp at his elbow and a great leather ledger open in front of him, and he was so thin and so still that for a moment Rook thought he was dead. Then he lifted his head and looked at them with pale, clouded, patient eyes.

    He wasn’t wearing a ring. Rook saw that at once. His long, bony, spotted hands were bare.

    “Keyholders,” he said. His voice was dry and soft, like old paper turning. “At this hour.” It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t a complaint, either. It sounded as if nothing in the world could surprise him anymore.

    Ama had dropped back into the shadows of the stair, with her lamp turned down to nothing. Nes stood behind Rook, with her hands in her pockets. Jory stepped forward and laid the silver card on the old man’s ledger, with a small bow, exactly as if he had been doing it all his life.

    “The Lady Merrin Strand,” he said. “To visit a box.”

    The old man picked up the card. He held it close to his eyes. Then he took a lens from his pocket, on a black ribbon, and held it over the card, and looked at it for a long time.

    Rook could hear her own heart. She could hear Jory breathing beside her, very slow and very careful, the way he breathed when he was trying not to be frightened.

    The old man set down the lens.

    “The Lady Merrin Strand,” he said. He looked up at Rook. His pale eyes moved over her face, and the dress, and the gloves. “I don’t believe I know the Lady Merrin. The card is good, though. Strand’s cards always are. It will open my door.”

    “I’m from a long way off,” said Rook.

    “So I see.” He looked at her a moment longer. Then he picked up an old steel pen and wrote something in the ledger, slowly, in a beautiful, shaky hand. “Vault-keepers wear no rings, my lady. You may have wondered. It is the first law of the Deep Vault. No keeper may carry a key of his own. We are here to guard the boxes. Not to open them.” He set down the pen. “Which box?”

    Rook took a breath.

    “Row eleven,” she said. “Box one hundred and four.”

    The old man went very still.

    It wasn’t the stillness of before. It was something else. His long, spotted hands had stopped on the ledger, and his eyes had come up to her face again, and stayed there, and something was moving behind them, slowly, like a lift cage rising out of a very deep shaft.

    “One hundred and four,” he said.

    “Yes.”

    “That is not a Strand box, my lady.”

    Behind her, Rook felt Nes go very still. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jory’s hand move, slowly, toward his pocket.

    “No,” said Rook. “It isn’t.”

    The old man looked at her for a long time.

    “No one has asked for one hundred and four in twenty-four years,” he said at last, very quietly. “I was a younger man then. I remember it. A woman came down this stair, at about this hour, in a plain grey cloak with the hood up. She had a key that had been made for her, by someone who knew how. She sealed the box herself. Not with a ring. Keepers turn their backs for the sealing, so I did not see how. But when I turned round again, the sunburst was on the plate.” His dry voice did not change. “I carried her lamp. She wept the whole way back up the stair. I have wondered about her every day since.”

    Rook couldn’t speak.

    “You have the key,” said the old man.

    Rook reached into the bodice of the green dress, where she had hidden it, and took out the little black disc on its cord, and held it up in the lamplight. The tiny sunburst on its face caught the light.

    The old man looked at it. Then he closed his eyes.

    “There is a law in the Deep Vault,” he said, with his eyes still closed. “Older than House Strand. Older than the bank. It was old when I came here, fifty years ago. A box belongs to the one who can open it. Not to the Archduchess. Not to the Throne. To the one who can open it.” He opened his eyes. “If you can open one hundred and four, my lady Merrin, then it is yours, and I will take you to it, and no one in this bank can say otherwise. If you cannot—” He spread his bony hands. “Then you will be the first liar I have caught in fifty years, and I will ring the bell.”

    He stood up, slowly, with a great creaking of old bones, and took the lamp from his desk, and the silver card, and turned to the great round iron door. He slid the card into a narrow slot in the iron. Somewhere deep inside the door, something old and heavy turned over with a sound like a sigh. Then he laid his bare palm flat on the iron and pushed.

    The door swung open, slow and silent, on hinges that had been oiled every day for longer than he had been alive.

    Ama came up out of the shadows of the stair and turned up her lamp. The keeper looked at her for a long moment, at her plain dark clothes and the scar on her neck, and if he knew her, he did not say so. “Come,” he said.

    

    The Deep Vault went on forever.

    That was what it felt like. They came through the round door into a cavern so vast that Ama’s lamp, turned up now, and the keeper’s lamp together lit only a little bubble of it, and beyond the bubble there was nothing but dark and a great, cold, ringing silence. The floor was black and smooth. The walls rose up out of sight. And everywhere, in the walls, set into the black bones of the ring in long, long rows, one above another, higher than the light could reach, there were boxes.

    Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Small black doors, each one no bigger than a book, each one with a small plate beside it and a number cut into the stone above. Row after row after row, going away into the dark in every direction like the cells of Block Six, stacked a thousand high.

    Rook heard Nes stop walking.

    She turned. The captain was standing a little way back, in the edge of the lamplight, with her hands deep in her pockets. She was looking at the boxes. All the boxes. Rook watched the hunger come up in her face, slow and bright, the way it had in Quiet’s clinic on the Knot, the first time she said the word Corona. The secrets of every great family in the Empire, a hand’s breadth away, in the dark, with Rook standing right there beside her.

    Nes caught her looking. For a moment their eyes met.

    Then Nes took a deep breath, and let it out, and took her hands out of her pockets, very deliberately, and folded her arms.

    “Don’t look at me like that, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m just looking.”

    And she walked on past the boxes without touching a single one.

    Row eleven was a long way in. The keeper led them through the dark with his lamp, slowly, on his old legs, never hurrying, never once looking up at the numbers above the doors, as if he knew every box in the vault by heart. Perhaps he did. Their footsteps echoed away into the black and did not come back.

    He stopped.

    “One hundred and four,” he said, and lifted his lamp.

    It was smaller than the boxes around it. Older, too, Rook thought, or at least it looked older: the black of its little door was dull, not glossy, and there was a fine layer of dust on the narrow ledge beneath it that had not been disturbed in a very long time. Beside it, on the small plate where the other boxes had their owners’ marks, there was only one thing, very finely cut, catching the lamplight.

    A sunburst.

    And below the sunburst, a narrow slot, about the size of a coin.

    Rook stood in front of it for a long moment. Behind her, nobody spoke. She could hear Jory breathing. She could hear the hum of the ring’s bones, all around her, in the walls and the floor and the dark. She could hear her own heart.

    She lifted the little black disc and fitted it into the slot.

    It went in smoothly, all the way, as if it had been waiting. There was a soft click, deep inside the wall. A faint glow came up around the edge of the little door, pale and gold, and the hum in the walls changed, very slightly, the way the heart of the Borrowed Hour changed when she sat down beside it.

    The door didn’t open.

    “The key brings you to the box,” said the keeper softly, behind her. “The blood opens it.”

    Rook looked down at her gloved hands.

    You wear these all night. You don’t take them off for anyone.

    She had been warned. She thought of Ama, standing somewhere behind her in the dark, and of the Archduchess’s long pale fingers waiting on the rail of the balcony, a finger’s width from her glove.

    She took the glove off.

    It came away slowly, the thin green silk sliding off her fingers one at a time, and underneath it was her own hand, her real hand, the miner’s hand, rough and scarred, with nine pale lines across the palm. She bent down and drew Garrow’s knife out of the sheath on her calf. She looked at the sunburst on the little plate.

    Find out who she was. That’s where your road starts.

    “Rook,” said Nes quietly, behind her. “Once you do this—”

    “I know,” said Rook. “I know. One bell.”

    She drew the knife across her palm, and laid her bleeding hand flat on the sunburst.

    The plate drank. It was a long, cold pull, like the lane, and the lamplight greyed at the edges of her eyes.

    And then the Deep Vault lit up.

    Not the box. The vault. All of it. Gold light came racing out from under Rook’s palm in branching threads, the way it always did, across the little plate and up into the wall, and then it didn’t stop. It ran into the black bones of the ring and along them, up and down and outward, faster than Rook could follow, from row to row and wall to wall, until every one of the tens of thousands of little black doors in the vast dark cavern was outlined in a thread of fire, and the whole great wall of boxes blazed gold from the floor to somewhere far, far above them, out of sight, where the light went on climbing. Not one of those doors opened. The light only ran around their edges, and left them shut.

    The hum of the ring’s bones rose to a note. One deep, vast, singing note, that Rook felt in her teeth and her chest and the soles of her feet, the note she had heard once before, on Hollow, on the day the Wall opened.

    And the little black door of box one hundred and four swung open.

    

    There was only one thing inside.

    It lay on a bed of dust in the bottom of the box: a sliver of black glass, as long as Rook’s finger and as thin as a blade, smooth and dark and faintly warm. That was all. No letter. No jewel. No proof or will or confession. Just a sliver of glass.

    Rook reached in and picked it up with her bleeding fingers.

    It woke.

    Light came up out of it into the air in front of her face. Pale light, wavering and uncertain, like a lamp running out of oil, full of little flaws and gaps and shivers, as if it had been made in a hurry and kept too long. And in the light, slowly, a face took shape.

    A woman’s face.

    She was perhaps forty. She had a tired face, a kind one, with lines at the corners of her eyes and a mouth that looked as if it had been made for smiling and had forgotten how. Her hair was hidden under a hood. A plain grey hood, with an edge of some darker color at its rim that the flickering light turned almost black. She was looking straight out of the light, straight at Rook, as if she could see her. As if she had been waiting a very long time.

    Her lips moved. A voice came out of the glass, soft and thin and crackling, like a voice heard through a wall.

    “If you are seeing this,” said the woman, “then you’ve opened the box. And that means Garrow kept his promise, and you are alive, and you are—”

    The light shivered. The voice broke up into a hiss of noise, and the face came apart into a cloud of flickering specks. Then it came back.

    “—Maren. My name is Maren. I don’t know what they’ve called you, wherever Garrow has taken you. I wanted to call you—”

    Noise. A long, crackling hiss. The face flickered and was gone and came back, closer, as if the woman had leaned toward whatever had been watching her twenty-four years ago.

    “Listen to me. There isn’t much time. There’s never enough time.” The tired face was very close now, and Rook could see that the woman’s eyes were wet. “You were not born of him. Do you understand? Whatever they tell you. Whatever you feel, when the doors open for you. You are not his. Not one drop of you is his.”

    Rook could not move.

    Not one drop of you, Garrow had said, in the dark of the cell, with her face in his big hands. You are not his. Not one drop of you.

    He had learned it from her. From this woman. He had been saying her words, all along.

    “He keeps her,” said Maren Ost. Her voice had dropped very low, as if someone might be listening. “He keeps her. And if he ever finds you—”

    The light broke apart.

    It didn’t flicker this time. It shattered, all at once, into a storm of white specks, and a high thin screech of noise came out of the glass that made Jory cry out and clap his hands over his ears. Rook saw the face come back, once, for less than a heartbeat, torn and broken, the mouth still moving. She caught two words.

    “—so sorry—”

    And then the light went out.

    The sliver of glass lay dark and warm and silent in Rook’s bleeding hand.

    Nobody moved. Around them, in the vast dark of the Deep Vault, the threads of gold were fading slowly out of the tens of thousands of little doors, one row at a time, like lamps being put out along a gallery. The deep singing note of the ring’s bones was sinking, too, back into a hum, and then to less than a hum.

    “He keeps her,” Rook whispered. “Keeps who? Who does he keep?”

    Nobody answered. Nobody could.

    The old keeper was standing very still with his lamp held high and his pale eyes fixed on the dark glass in her hand. When at last he spoke, his dry, soft voice was not quite steady.

    “My lady,” he said. “Whoever you are. Every ring in this bank felt that, and every ring for a long way around it. And the Lanterns will have heard it,” he added, very quietly. “All the way to Zenith.”

    And far above them, up through the rock and the bones of the ring, so faint and so far away that at first Rook thought she had imagined it, a bell began to ring.

  
    Chapter 22 — The Stair Below

    Vigil was white from pole to pole, and the Bastion was the only dark thing on it.

    Corvin watched it come up on the bridge screen: a small moon, bone-white and airless, circling a great dim blue planet at the far edge of a small cold star. There were no cities on Vigil. There were no lights. There was nothing on the whole frozen face of it but ice, kilometers deep, cracked and ridged and glittering, and in the middle of the ice, at the foot of a great cliff, a single black mark like a keyhole.

    That was the gate. The rest of the Bastion was underneath.

    “She doesn’t like it,” said Tolly, over the speaker from the core room. The engineer’s voice was low, as if he didn’t want the ship to hear him. “Never has. Every time we come here, she goes quiet as a stone. Too cold, I think. Nothing alive in it.”

    “There are four thousand prisoners in it,” said the pilot.

    “That’s what I said,” said Tolly.

    Nobody laughed. The Verity was a quieter ship than she had been at the Knot. Dray had left them there, with three Lictors, on the fastest courier at the Knot, requisitioned in the Throne’s name before the Verity’s ramp was up, to go and meet his ships of the Home Fleet on the road. The bridge felt larger without him. It also felt colder. Corvin couldn’t have said which he minded more.

    He went down to the hold himself.

    Garrow was sitting on the cot with his face to the wall, the way he had sat for most of the run from the Knot. He didn’t turn round when the bars slid back.

    “I know where we are,” he said. “I can feel it in my knee.”

    Corvin held out a heavy grey coat, the kind the deck crew wore when they worked the outer hull.

    “It’s cold out there,” he said. “Colder inside. Put this on.”

    Garrow looked at the coat. Then he looked at Corvin, for a long moment, with those patient, heavy-lidded eyes. Then he got up, slowly, his bad knee cracking like a stick, and put it on, and didn’t say thank you. Corvin hadn’t expected him to.

    

    The cold of the Bastion was not like any cold Corvin had known.

    It came at them the moment the shuttle doors opened onto the ice: a dry, dead, biting cold that went straight through his uniform and settled in his bones, as if it had been waiting for him. The sky was black and full of hard little stars. And in front of them, cut into the foot of the cliff, the black gate stood open, so old that the frost on its iron had grown into great soft feathers of white.

    Beyond it, a tunnel ran down into the ice. The walls were the ice itself, blue and clear and endlessly deep, so that walking through it was like walking through the inside of a frozen lake. The Bastion’s escort met them there: six guards in white armor with white fur at their collars, and an officer with a tired grey face and a slate.

    “Prisoner Venn,” said the officer, reading. “Formerly Lictor, Inner Vault. Formerly Garrow Mast, Hollow. Deep cells, by order of the Throne.” He looked up. “We’ll take him from here, Lictor-Prime.”

    “I’ll take him down,” said Corvin.

    The officer opened his mouth. Then he looked at Corvin’s face, and closed it again.

    The deep cells were a long way below the gate. They went down by cage lift, and by stairs cut in the ice, and by another lift, and with every level the cold grew deeper and the silence thicker. They passed rows of iron doors, each with a small round window of thick glass, most of them dark. In one, as he passed, Corvin saw a face: a young man, thin and bearded and bone-white, pressed close to the glass, watching them go by without blinking.

    The cell was at the end of the lowest corridor. It was very small, and very clean, and very bare: a cot with two blankets, a bucket, a shelf. The walls were ice, sheathed in a skin of clear glass so that the prisoner couldn’t touch them, and the cold came through the glass anyway. A thin white frost had grown across it from the floor up, like moss on a stone.

    “Wait at the lift,” Corvin told the officer. “I’ll seal it myself.”

    The officer’s boots squeaked away down the corridor. The lift cage rattled. Then there was nothing at all. Only the cold, and the silence, and the faint blue light that came out of the walls from nowhere.

    Garrow stood in the middle of the cell and looked around it, slowly, the way he must once have looked around a cell on Hollow, twenty-four years ago, the first night.

    “Well,” he said. “It’s quieter than Block Six.”

    

    Corvin unlocked the chains.

    He did it without thinking, the way he had brought the coat. They fell away and clanked onto the ice, and Garrow looked down at them, and rubbed one wrist with the other.

    “They’ll put those back on,” he said.

    “Not today.”

    Corvin took a folded paper out of his coat.

    “I got them,” he said. “The names. The Lictor I left on Hollow sent them to me at the Knot. She got them from the woman who runs the mess hall.” He held it out. “Eleven.”

    Garrow took the paper, and unfolded it, and held it up to the dim blue light. Then he held it back out.

    “Read them to me,” he said. “My eyes aren’t what they were. Not in this light.”

    Corvin had read the list already, on the Verity, more than once. He had not expected to find it hard to read aloud.

    “Ebbe Morrow,” he said. “Seventeen.”

    Garrow closed his eyes.

    “One of the twins,” he said. “Ebbe was the one who sang. Go on.”

    “Kai Brightwater. Twenty-five.”

    “He stole her bread every day for a year when she was eight. She broke his nose for it.” Something moved in the grey beard. “They were friends after. Go on.”

    Corvin read them all. Hal Petch. Mira Dunmore. Lom Carrick. Old Bettany Ashe, who was sixty-one. Fen Halloway. Tobias Marl. Sami Orly, who was nineteen. Oswin Lake. A man called only Dree, because Hollow had never given him another name. Garrow knew every one of them. For most, he had something to say, quietly, with his eyes shut: who had worked which gallery, who had cheated at cards, who had a sister in Block Two. For some, he only nodded.

    When it was done, he got up and went to the wall, where the frost had grown thickest on the glass. He put out one big finger, and began to write in it.

    EBBE MORROW.

    The letters were large and square and careful. The frost curled away from his finger, and the blue depths of the ice showed through underneath. KAI BRIGHTWATER. It took a long time. Corvin stood in the doorway and didn’t interrupt, and when the old man forgot one, Corvin said it, quietly, and Garrow wrote it down.

    When he had finished, he stood back and looked at the eleven names on the wall.

    “That’s Hollow’s way,” he said. “We chalk them on the Long Wall in the mess. So somebody remembers.” He was quiet a moment. “The frost will grow back over them by morning, I expect.”

    “Probably.”

    “Then I’ll write them again.” The old man turned round. “I’ve got time.”

    

    He should have gone then. The officer was waiting. The Verity was waiting. The Throne was waiting at the end of four Lanterns, and the Throne did not like to wait.

    Instead, Corvin took the little stone bird out of the pocket over his heart.

    He didn’t hold it out. He just held it in his palm, the way he always did, so that the old man could see it: the bird he had carried for twenty-five years.

    “Thessaly,” he said. His voice came out lower than he meant it to. “The river road. The big granary by the levy house, the night the levy house burned. There was a boy in the loft. Six years old. His mother was dead beside him in the smoke, and he couldn’t make her wake up.” He made himself go on. “A Lictor came up the ladder through the fire and carried him down. He was humming. Three nights later, in the camp, he made the boy a bird.”

    The old man didn’t move. Only his eyes moved, slowly, over Corvin’s face, as if he were reading something written there in small letters.

    “Your name is on the Thessaly roster,” said Corvin. “The thirty-eighth of forty. I read it when I was nineteen. I read your file. It said you were dead.” His hand had closed round the bird. “I have looked for that man for twenty-five years. Was it you?”

    For a long time, Garrow didn’t answer.

    Then he lifted his eyes, past Corvin, to the ceiling of the corridor. To the small round shapes set into the ice up there, like rivets, all the way along. Corvin had noticed them on the way down and not thought about them. He thought about them now. Every one was a listening plate. Every one had a tiny Imperial sunburst stamped in its center.

    When Garrow looked back at him, his face was very gentle.

    “Don’t ask me that, son,” he said quietly. “Not here.”

    That was all.

    It was not an answer. Nor was it a refusal. It was a man holding a door shut, very carefully, with both hands, because he knew what would happen to the one on the other side if he opened it.

    Corvin found that he couldn’t speak.

    “She’ll come for me,” said Garrow. “You know that.”

    “I know.” Corvin heard his own voice from a long way off. “So does he.”

    “Then you tell her not to. If you find her before she finds me.” The old man’s eyes held his. “You tell her the old man said she’s to go somewhere with a sky and stay there. She won’t listen. She never has. But tell her.”

    Corvin put the bird back in his pocket. He stepped back, and laid his ring against the plate beside the door, and the door swung shut between them, slowly: the iron, and the small round window, and the old man beyond it in the blue light with eleven names written in the frost behind him. The lock chimed. The light on the plate turned red.

    He had gone perhaps twenty paces up the corridor when he heard it, faint, through the iron and the cold.

    Somebody in the last cell was humming.

    It wasn’t a tune. It had never been a tune. It was a low, rough, wandering sound, going up and down without any shape to it at all, the sound a big man makes when his hands are busy and his mind is somewhere else. Corvin had heard it on the landing field on Hollow, as the old man was led away. And once, he thought, long before that, with his cheek pressed against a burning breastplate and the smoke coming up through the floor.

    He stopped.

    He stood under the little round listening plates with their tiny golden suns, and he did not turn round. He did not turn round because he knew that if he turned round he would go back, and if he went back he would open the door, and if he opened the door, he did not know what he would do after that. He did not know what he would become.

    So he stood there until the humming stopped. Then he walked on to the lift.

    

    It was night on Zenith when he reached it, four Lanterns and most of a day later. It was always night, somewhere, on Zenith, and always day somewhere else, and always, everywhere, light.

    He came in past the long black shape of the Leviathan hanging over the capital like a blade over a table, and down into the glow. It still stole his breath. But tonight there was something underneath the wonder that he had never felt coming home before: a small, cold sense of being watched, as if the whole shining world below were a great eye, and he were flying into it.

    There was a message waiting on the Lictors’ terrace. His Majesty will see the Lictor-Prime at midnight. In the observatory.

    It was two hours until midnight.

    Corvin went to wait in the long gallery where the statues stood. He didn’t let himself think about why he chose the far end of it, where the gallery opened onto the colonnade, and the colonnade ran down to the last gate, and beside the last gate, set into the white wall, there was a plain iron door.

    It was shut. The two guards stood before it in their dark armor with no insignia, exactly as they had stood every day of the twelve years Corvin had served in this palace. Chosen for life. Never speaking. He looked at them, and for the first time in his life, he wondered what their names were.

    Garrow had stood there once, in that plain dark armor, behind a visor like that. Every day, for a year. And every day, people must have walked past him on their way to somewhere else, and not one of them had ever wondered what his name was either.

    “They are very good at standing still,” said a soft voice beside him. “It is the hardest thing in the world to learn. I have always admired it.”

    Corvin turned.

    He had not heard her come. He would remember that afterward: that a woman in long robes had crossed a floor of polished stone to stand at his elbow, and he, who had been trained since he was six years old to hear exactly that, had not heard a thing.

    She was old. Not old the way Garrow was old, worn and heavy, like a cliff the sea had been at. She was old the way a blade gets old: thin and bright and fine. She was small and straight-backed, in the long grey robe of the Bloodletters with its deep red hood folded back, and her white hair was cropped close to her skull. Her eyes were dark and quick, black as wet slate. Her hands were folded in front of her, bare and scrubbed clean. The air around her smelled faintly of something sharp and medical, like the breath that came up a certain stair.

    Corvin knew who she was. Everyone did. He went down on one knee.

    “High Mother.”

    “Oh, get up, Lictor-Prime.” High Mother Corisande of the Bloodletters smiled at him. It was a small, kind, tired smile. “You must be sick of kneeling. You’ve come a long way. Hollow. The Knot. Vigil.” She said the names gently, one after another, as if reading them off a list. “All on His Majesty’s private business. Which you may not speak of, not even to me. I know. I know how he is, when something matters to him.”

    Corvin got up. He said nothing. He had nothing he was permitted to say.

    “I won’t ask where she is, or what she is,” said the High Mother. “Only one small thing, as one servant of the Throne to another.” Her dark eyes rested on his face. “Has anyone drawn her blood?”

    “I can’t speak of it, High Mother.”

    She studied his face, and seemed to find her answer there. Something passed over the calm, lined face, so quickly that Corvin couldn’t have said what it was. Relief, perhaps. Or something that wanted very badly to look like relief.

    “Good,” she said softly. “His Majesty is wise. Blood is a sacred thing. It should not be spilled by careless hands.” A small pause. “And her eyes? What color are her eyes?”

    It was such a strange question, and asked so lightly, that for a moment he didn’t understand it.

    “Grey,” he said, before he had thought to say nothing.

    The High Mother didn’t move. She only stood there with her clean hands folded and her calm face turned up to his. But something in the quality of her stillness changed, and Corvin, who had faced a great many dangerous people, felt the hair rise on the back of his neck.

    “Grey,” she repeated softly, as if tasting the word.

    Then she smiled again, the same small, tired smile, and it was as if nothing had happened at all.

    “Thank you, Lictor-Prime. I’ve kept you long enough.” She turned to go, then paused, and looked back over her shoulder. “Oh, and I meant to say. Nobody burns tonight. I thought that was very finely done, at the Knot. There are those who would have burned it and been thanked for it. It takes a particular kind of courage to be merciful when no one has asked you to be.”

    She went away down the colonnade. He didn’t hear her go, either. She had meant him to hear it, he thought. Every word.

    Corvin stood in the shadow of the statues and did not move.

    Nobody burns tonight. He had said those words two nights ago, on the floor of a stone berth, to a row of frightened old men and women in their best clothes. He had not put them in his report. He had told no one. Any one of that crowd might have repeated them, of course. But the gossip of a smugglers’ rock did not find its way to the High Mother of the Bloodletters in two days. Something else had carried it.

    My mother, Dray had said, at a dead little Lantern on the long way out from Zenith, with his slate in his hand. You know how mothers are.

    Dray was an Oathhouse foundling. Dray had never had a mother in his life. But the Bloodletters had a Mother.

    Not the Bloodletters, the Throne had said, on the night it all began. Especially not the Bloodletters. Not even the High Mother.

    Corvin looked down the long white colonnade where she had gone, and then at the iron door, and then at his own ring. And for the first time in twelve years of service, he found himself trying to work out which of the people he served he ought to be afraid of.

    

    The Emperor was standing at the table when he came in, exactly as he had been on the night Corvin first climbed these stairs: barefoot on the cold glass, in his plain grey robe, with his face turned up to the map. A cup of tea sat beside him. It had stopped steaming.

    Corvin knelt.

    “Stand up, Corvin,” said the Emperor, without turning. “Come and look.”

    He went round the table and stopped three paces from the most powerful man in the history of humanity, and looked where he was looking.

    The Emperor’s hand rested on the air near the rim of the map, where the threads of gold grew long and thin. Under his fingers, a small light glowed. Corvin knew it at once. Hollow. It was not flickering anymore. It was steady and pale, like all the others.

    “I have known every one of these for a thousand years,” said Aurel softly. “Every world. Every door. And for eleven days now, I have been looking at this one, and wondering how I could have missed it. A prison moon. A girl in a mine. Twenty-four years.” He was quiet a moment. “I am not used to missing things, Corvin. I find I don’t care for it.”

    “No, Majesty.”

    “You stopped at a Lantern on the way to the Knot, to tell me you were leaving your station. And you arrived an hour late.” The Emperor turned his head, and the kind honey-colored eyes were faintly amused. “Lictor Dray sent me his opinion of that hour. It was very thorough. Do you know, I think yours was the first message in a hundred years from anyone telling me where they were going before they went. I found it rather touching.”

    Corvin said nothing. He didn’t trust his voice.

    “You thought I took the hunt away from you,” said Aurel. “I can see it in your face. You thought I gave it to Dray because you were late, and soft with the Knot, and had called the dead on Hollow people.” He smiled a little. “I gave it to Dray because Dray is a hound, and hounds are for driving. They make a great deal of noise. They run the quarry out of its hiding place. They are very rarely the ones who catch it.” He reached down beside the cold cup of tea. “I called you home because what I need to give you cannot be sent by Lantern post. It has to be put into your hand.”

    He held out a ring.

    It was not like any ring Corvin had ever seen. It was a plain band of black nightglass, with no gold on it anywhere, and no beads. Instead, set into the glass all the way round, so fine that he had to look twice to see it, there was a single unbroken thread of red.

    “Every ring in my Empire holds a drop of my blood,” said the Emperor. “A bead. Two. Seven, for those who have earned them. This one holds a little more. It will open any door my blood opens. Any ship. Any gate. Any House, from its cellars to its towers. There are three of them, Corvin. Now there are four.” He held out his other hand. “Give me your hand.”

    Corvin gave it.

    The Emperor slid the black ring onto the finger beside the old one, gently, with cool, steady fingers, the way a man might help a child with a button. It was warm, the way nightglass was always warm, and as it settled against his skin Corvin thought he felt something in it move. A small, slow pulse, not quite in time with his own.

    “Don’t thank me,” said the Emperor, before he could. “It is not a gift. It is a weight. You will feel it.” He turned back to the map. “Now. The old man.”

    Corvin told him about the Bastion, and the deep cell, and the frost on the walls. He did not tell him about the coat, or the chains, or the eleven names. He did not tell him about the stone bird, or the question he had asked in the blue corridor, or the answer he had not been given. When the moment came, he found those things would not go into words in this room. They belonged somewhere else. He wondered whether the little golden suns in the blue corridor had already told him.

    “Good,” said the Emperor. “Let it be known where he is. Not loudly. A word at a Lantern post. A rumor in a dockside bar. Let it travel the way rumors do.” He was looking up at the map. “She will hear it. And when she hears it, she will come.”

    “Majesty, she’ll come to the Bastion. For him.”

    “Yes.”

    “The Bastion has never been broken.”

    “No.” The Emperor didn’t look round. “That is rather the point, Corvin.”

    Far below, in the shining city, a bell rang the quarter hour, faint and far.

    “Did he say anything to you,” said the Emperor, “on the way?”

    Corvin had known the question would come. He had known it all the way from Vigil. He had not known what he would say.

    “He told me,” he said slowly, “to ask you what is at the bottom of the stair.”

    The Emperor went still.

    It was not a large thing. He did not turn. His hand, resting on the edge of the glass, did not move. But the room changed. Corvin felt it change, the way the air changes on a hillside just before the lightning comes.

    Then Aurel turned his head and looked at him.

    “And are you asking, Corvin?” he said gently.

    The kind eyes rested on his face. They were calm, and patient, and very, very old, and they were waiting.

    I will open no door he has closed.

    Corvin thought of the iron door in the white wall, and a line of grey robes going down a narrow stair with their silver cases swinging. He thought of a big old man in a blue cell, saying not here. He thought of a girl with grey eyes and a bloody hand, who could open every door in the Empire, and had opened, so far as he could tell, every one that had somebody behind it.

    “No, Majesty,” he said.

    The Emperor smiled. It was a warm smile, and kind, and almost sad.

    “Good,” he said. “Some doors are closed for a reason. That is the fourth line of your oath, isn’t it? I wrote it myself, a very long time ago. I’ve always been rather proud of it.”

    He turned back to the map, and the room was just a room again, full of stars.

    Corvin let out a breath he had not known he was holding. He made himself stand straight. There was something else he had to say. He had decided, among the statues, that he would say it, whatever it cost.

    “Majesty,” he said. “There is one more thing. The High Mother—”

    And the table began to sing.

    

    He felt it before he heard it: a deep, rising tremor in the glass under his hand, and in the floor, and in the black ring on his finger, which went suddenly hot. Then the sound came up out of the table, a long, high, ringing note, pure and enormous, like a great bell struck a world away.

    Above them, the map caught fire.

    It began at a single point, two thirds of the way out from the red heart of Zenith, among the thick bright clusters of the rich inner worlds. One light. It flared gold, so bright that it hurt to look at, and the gold went racing out from it along every thread that touched it, branching and branching, from Lantern to Lantern, outward and inward at once, faster than the eye could follow, until a whole great region of the map was blazing with it, a vast golden flower opening in the dark.

    And at the heart of the flower, the light that had started it burned on, and would not go out.

    A name glowed beside it in small golden letters. Corona.

    Where his hand lay on the glass, his old ring flickered red, the table carrying the note straight into it. The black ring beside it was hot as a coal. All around the dome, small panels of nightglass that Corvin had never noticed were lighting up gold, one after another, like eyes opening in the dark.

    He looked at the Emperor.

    Aurel stood at the table with one hand flat on the glass, looking up into the burning flower, and the gold light lay across his face. And on that face, for the first time in all the years Corvin had known it, there was something he could read.

    It was not anger. It was not fear. It was something much stranger than either. It was the face of a man who has heard a familiar voice calling to him, very far away, from the wrong direction.

    “That was not a door,” said the Emperor softly.

    The note was fading. The gold was draining out of the threads of the map, one Lantern at a time, from the edges inward, like a tide going out. But the light at Corona still burned.

    “Strand’s city,” said Corvin. His throat was dry. “She’s there.”

    “She’s under it.” The Emperor’s voice was low. “There are Maker bones beneath Livia’s bank, Corvin, older than my Empire. Whatever she opened tonight had been waiting down there in the dark a long time.” He was silent a moment. “I wonder what it was.”

    He took his hand off the table. When he turned round, his face was his own again, calm and kind and unreadable, as if nothing had ever been in it at all.

    “The Archduchess wrote to me yesterday,” he said. “A very long letter. Very charming. She tells me she has found my daughter, and is keeping her safe for me, and would like to discuss what I might give her in return.” He smiled faintly. “She enclosed a bill. Eleven thousand rings, renewed free of charge. Corona’s levy forgiven for ten years. A few smaller things. I have been sent bills by the Houses for a thousand years, Corvin. I have paid very few of them.”

    “Majesty.”

    “I turned Dray toward Corona the hour her letter came. He will be there by morning, with three ships of my Home Fleet. He will bark. You will follow him. With that ring on your hand, you will outrank everyone on that ring, the Archduchess included. When you arrive, you will take command of everything there. Dray. The fleet. Corona itself, if you need it.” He paused. “If Livia has given the girl up, you will bring the girl to me.”

    “And if she hasn’t?”

    The Emperor looked at him.

    “Then Corona has forgotten whose blood keeps its lights on,” he said gently. “Remind it.”

    Corvin stood very still.

    “Majesty. There are forty million people on Corona.”

    “Yes. I imagine they will be very persuasive with their Archduchess.” The Emperor turned back to the single gold light still burning at the heart of the fading flower. “Whatever is necessary, Corvin. I would rather not lose a city. But I would much, much rather not lose her. If one city must burn so that four hundred worlds remember who they belong to, then let it burn.”

    He did not turn round again.

    Corvin touched two fingers to his heart. He said the words to the Emperor’s back. Then he went out through the plain wooden door and down the long spiral stair through the dark heart of the tower, round and round, with the black ring warm on his finger and the High Mother’s name still unspoken in his mouth.

    He told himself he would send it from the first Lantern.

    

    He went down the colonnade at a run, past the fountain where the water fell upward, past the white stone Lictors with their hands on their swords, toward the last gate and the hangars beyond it and the Verity, waiting, and a day and a half of Lanterns between him and Corona.

    He did not mean to stop at the iron door.

    He did anyway.

    The two guards stood before it, exactly as they always stood, their faces hidden behind smooth dark visors. They didn’t move. They didn’t look at him. They never looked at anyone.

    There was no lock plate on the door. There never had been. But Corvin knew, standing there with the black ring warm on his finger, that he didn’t need one. Any door my blood opens. The ring was warmer here. He was almost sure of it. All he would have to do was step past the two still guards and lay his hand on the cold iron, and it would open for him, and the narrow stair would be there, going down and down into the dark.

    And are you asking, Corvin?

    One of the guards turned his head.

    It was the smallest of movements. Corvin would not have seen it if he had not been standing so close. The dark visor turned, just slightly, toward his hand. Toward the black ring with its thread of red. And held there, for one long heartbeat, without a sound.

    Then it turned back.

    Corvin closed his hand into a fist, and lowered it to his side, and walked away from the iron door, through the last gate, toward his ship and the hunt and the city he had been given leave to burn. He did not look back.

    But all the way down to the hangars, he could feel the black ring on his finger, warm and patient, beating its slow pulse that was not quite his own.

  
    Chapter 23 — The Price of Silk

    The bell went on ringing.

    It came down to them through the rock, faint and steady and very far away, the way the shift bell on Hollow used to come down the lift shafts to the bottom galleries: not loud, but impossible to stop hearing once you had heard it. Dong. And a pause. Dong.

    “That is the bank’s bell,” said the keeper. “It has not rung in my lifetime.” He lowered his lamp. “They will come down the main stair, from the square. Guards. With rings. A great many of them.”

    “How long?” said Nes.

    “The main stair is long. Longer than the night stair.” The old man considered. “A quarter of an hour, if they run. They will run.”

    Rook couldn’t move. She was still standing in front of the open box with the dark sliver of glass in her bleeding hand, and the cold of the plate was still in her bones, and the edges of the cavern kept going grey and coming back. She heard Ama say her name. She heard it as if it came from the bottom of a shaft.

    Then Nes was in front of her, gripping her by both shoulders.

    “Sweetheart,” said Nes. “Look at me. Whatever that was, whatever she said, you can fall apart about it later. I’ll hold your hand while you do it. I swear. But not here.”

    Rook looked at her. Then she looked down at the sliver of glass. She pushed it into the bodice of the green dress, against her skin, where the key had been. It was warm. She pulled the glove back on over the cut without thinking, and felt the silk go wet.

    “Not here,” she said.

    “Good girl.” Nes turned to the keeper. “Is there another way out?”

    “The way you came,” said the keeper. “Go back up the night stair. Quickly. I will stay here and meet them.”

    “They’ll know you let us in,” said Jory.

    “They will know that the box was opened by the one who could open it, as the law allows.” The old man’s dry voice did not change. “I will tell them so. They will not like it. They will want to argue with me about it. And I am a very old man, and I argue very slowly.” He looked at Rook. Something moved in the pale, clouded eyes. “Go, my lady. I have kept boxes for fifty years. I have never, until tonight, seen one given back to the person it belonged to. It was worth the wait.”

    Rook found her voice.

    “What’s your name?” she said.

    The keeper was quiet, as if nobody had asked him that in a very long time.

    “Keeper has done for fifty years,” he said. “It will do a little longer. Go.”

    

    The night stair was worse going up.

    Rook had thought, coming down, that it went on forever. She had been wrong. Coming down, it had only been long. Going up, with the vault’s cold pull still inside her and her legs gone to water, it was endless. By the hundredth step, her breath was sawing. By the two hundredth, the long green skirt had wrapped itself round her ankles twice and nearly put her on her face, and the third time it happened she stopped, and bent down, and drew Garrow’s knife from her calf, and cut the whole skirt off at the knee in three long ragged strokes.

    The green silk fell away down the stair behind her into the dark.

    “That,” said Nes, behind her, breathing hard, “was probably worth more than my ship.”

    Rook didn’t answer. She didn’t have the breath. She went on climbing.

    The black bones of the ring went by on either side of them in their long curving ribs. They were not quiet anymore. Coming down, they had hummed, low and sleepy. Now they were singing, very faintly, a thin high note that Rook could feel in her teeth, and they were warm. Warmer than before. When she put her hand out to steady herself, the bone under her palm seemed to lean toward her, the way a cat leans into a hand.

    She took her hand away and didn’t put it back.

    Somewhere near the top, her legs simply stopped. She didn’t decide to stop. They folded, and she sat down hard on the worn stone, and the stair tilted slowly sideways around her.

    “Up,” said a voice. Jory’s voice. Then his thin arm was round her waist, and Nes had her other side, and they were hauling her up between them, step by step, with Ama going ahead with the lamp. “Come on, Rook. Come on. You dragged me out of the Breath once. Gallery Nine, remember? You owe me this. Come on.”

    “That’s not how owing works,” Rook mumbled.

    “It is now,” said Jory.

    They came out through the rusted iron door into the old kitchens, all four of them, gasping, and stopped dead.

    There was a lamp burning on the long table in the middle of the vaulted cellar. And sitting on the edge of the table beside it, swinging one shining boot, in a long dark coat with the collar turned up, was Lucan Strand.

    Nes’s sidearm was in her hand before Rook had seen her reach for it.

    Lucan lifted both hands, slowly, palms out.

    “Good evening,” he said. “Or good morning. I’m never sure, at this hour.” His eyes went to Rook, to her white face and her cut-off skirt and the blood soaking through the green silk of her glove, and something in his own face changed. “You’ve had a busy night.”

    “How did you know we’d come out here?” said Ama. Her voice was flat and cold.

    “Because I know where the night stair comes out. I grew up in this city. I used to play in these kitchens when I was nine.” He didn’t take his eyes off Rook. “You lit up the whole ring, you know. Every ring on Corona went off at once, from here to the far side of the sky. Every ringed soul on Corona is out on a balcony in their nightclothes, staring at their hands, and everyone else is staring at them.” He smiled a little, without much humor. “I did rather think you’d do it quietly.”

    “You knew,” said Rook.

    “That you wanted the Deep Vault? Of course I knew.” He spread his raised hands a little. “There’s only one thing on Corona worth crossing the Empire for, if you aren’t a banker. I just didn’t know which box.”

    “The card,” said Jory. His voice cracked. “You let me take it.”

    “I did.” Lucan looked at him, and for a moment, he looked almost ashamed. “I’m sorry. You’re very good, by the way. I nearly didn’t feel it.” He looked back at Rook. “I haven’t much time, so I’ll say this quickly, and you can decide whether to shoot me afterward. My mother wrote to the Throne the morning you arrived. Not about you. Offering you. For a price. The empress, the tower, the dinner. That was in case he said no.” His voice was quite steady. “He didn’t say no. His answer came tonight, an hour before your bell. Three ships of the Home Fleet are on their way here, with a Lictor in command, and they’ll come out of our Lantern by morning. She was going to give you to them at breakfast.”

    Nobody said anything.

    “She’d have kept you if the price was wrong,” said Lucan. “She’d have sold you if it was right. She never minds much which. That’s what my mother is.” He let his hands drop, slowly. “I couldn’t stop her. I’ve never stopped her in my life. But I thought, if they were going to take you anyway, you should at least have what you came for first.”

    Rook stared at him.

    “Why?” she said.

    Lucan was quiet for a moment.

    “Because I watched you walk down that promenade,” he said, “with every ring in the crowd lighting up around you like candles, and the whole city turning to look, and you didn’t run. You just stood there.” He shrugged. “I’ve never in my life stood anywhere I didn’t want to be. I thought somebody like that ought to get to open her box.”

    Nes still hadn’t lowered the sidearm.

    “That’s very pretty,” she said. “Now tell us why you’re here.”

    “Because the Green Harbor’s locked,” said Lucan simply. “Every gate, every lift, every lock between this cellar and your ship answers to a Strand ring. And I happen to have one. Not for the clamps on your ship. She had those keyed to her own ring the morning you docked, and I can’t touch seven beads. But everything else.” He held up his hand. On it, the silver ring with its four red beads was glimmering, softly, fading and glimmering, the way it always did near Rook. “And because I’d like, just once, to do something my mother didn’t plan.”

    

    Ama left them at the top of the servants’ tunnel.

    She stopped where the tunnel split, one way back toward the Tower and the other down toward the harbor, and turned round, and held out her hand to Rook. There was something in it. A ring. A plain band of dull grey iron, without a bead in it, without a mark, without anything at all.

    “The Unbound carry these,” Ama said. “Plain iron. No blood in it. It doesn’t open anything.” She pressed it into Rook’s bloody glove. “If you ever need us, show it to someone carrying one like it. They’ll find me.”

    “You’re not coming?”

    “If they catch me with you, they’ll know what I am. And then they’ll start asking who else is.” Ama’s sharp face didn’t change. “There are people on this ring I’m not willing to spend. I have my own way off.” She hesitated. Then, quickly: “If you ever get to the Bastion before I do, my brother’s name is Ren. Ren Sorrel. Tell him I’m still trying.”

    Then she was gone, down the left-hand tunnel, with her lamp turned down to a red spark, and the dark closed behind her.

    Rook closed her hand round the iron ring and put it in the bodice of the dress, beside the warm sliver of glass.

    

    The tunnels to the harbor were full of guards.

    They heard the first ones before they had gone a hundred paces: boots, and voices, and the flash of lamps round a corner ahead. Lucan pulled them back into a side passage, and they waited, pressed flat against the cold stone, while a squad of Strand soldiers in green armor went jogging past the mouth of it. One of them shook his hand as he ran, and swore, and kept going. Every ring on Corona had been twitching for an hour. Rook watched them go. She could feel her heart in her cut hand.

    And she could feel something else.

    It took her a moment to understand what it was. It was small, and warm, and it was moving. A spark. No, more than one. A cluster of little sparks, like embers blown along in a draft, going away from her down the tunnel with the sound of the boots.

    The guards’ rings.

    She could feel them. Not see them. Feel them, the way she had felt the thousands of small minds asking her for something on the lock board at the top of the Spine, the way she had felt the hum of the Borrowed Hour’s heart through the deck. It had never happened before, not like this. All her life, rings had felt her coming. Now she could feel them back. The vault had done something to her. The great cold pull of it, and the gold racing out through the bones of the ring, and the deep singing note. It was as if something in her had been opened, down there in the dark, and not quite closed again.

    She shut her eyes.

    There. Ahead of them, and to the left, a cluster of sparks, standing still. Six, seven. Waiting. Behind them, the squad that had passed, going away, fading as they went. Beyond thirty paces or so, the sparks went out of reach, like lamps round a bend in a gallery.

    “Not that way,” she whispered, when Lucan started toward the main tunnel. “There are seven of them, round the next corner. Waiting.”

    Lucan looked at her. “How could you possibly—”

    “I don’t know. I can feel their rings.” She opened her eyes. “Is there another way?”

    Lucan looked at her a moment longer. Then he nodded, slowly, and turned the other way.

    They went up. Through a narrow service hatch, and a dripping pipe gallery, and out through a grating into the city itself, into the gardens along the green canal, under the great dark curve of the world.

    It was the strangest night Rook had ever known. The city was awake all around them. Lamps were coming on in window after window, all the way up the curve of the ring, until the whole far side of the sky was speckled with them. People were standing on bridges and balconies in their nightclothes, talking in frightened voices, a few of them holding their ringed hands up to the lamps. Somewhere a dog was barking and wouldn’t stop. And above it all, over the white dome of the bank across the canal, the bell was still ringing.

    They went through the gardens in the shadows of the trees, fast and low. Rook kept her eyes half shut. Sparks on the bridge ahead. They went under it, along the water’s edge. Sparks coming down the path. They waited in the bushes, Jory’s hand clamped on her arm, while a couple in long nightgowns went by above them, the man saying over and over, I tell you it went hot, it went hot as a stove. A cluster at the end of the garden, by the lift. Four. Not moving.

    “Guards,” she breathed. “At the lift. Four of them.”

    Lucan looked at the lift, a tall glass tube rising out of the gardens at the end of the canal, and at the four green-armored shapes standing in front of it. Then he looked at Rook. Then he straightened his coat, and brushed a leaf off his sleeve, and turned up his collar.

    “Wait here,” he said. “When I wave, walk. Don’t run. Look bored.”

    He strolled out of the trees.

    Rook watched him go across the lamplit path to the four guards with his hands in his pockets, as if he were out for a late walk and had only just noticed the commotion. She saw the guards straighten. She saw them salute. She saw Lucan say something, and laugh, and gesture at the bank, at the bell, at the whole ridiculous night, and say something else, sharper, and point back the way he had come. She saw the guards hesitate. Then two of them went, at a run, back along the canal. Then, after a moment and another sharp word, the other two went as well.

    Lucan turned and waved.

    They walked. Rook looked bored. She had no idea whether she was doing it right. The lift doors opened for Lucan’s ring with a soft chime, and they stepped inside, and the doors slid shut, and the glass tube dropped away beneath them toward the Green Harbor so fast that Rook’s stomach went up into her mouth.

    “What did you tell them?” said Jory, faintly.

    “That I’d seen the Hollow Girl running toward the Tower,” said Lucan, “and that if they didn’t go and help catch her, I would tell my mother they had let her get away.” He leaned back against the glass and closed his eyes. “It’s the first time I’ve ever used her name to do something she wouldn’t like. I feel quite sick.”

    

    The Green Harbor was full of soldiers.

    Rook felt them before the doors opened. Sparks. Dozens of them, as many as she could reach, a great glimmering swarm spread out beyond the doors, and more on the gallery above. And among them, high up, one that was not a spark at all, but a coal. Seven beads, burning steady and slow.

    The doors opened.

    The Borrowed Hour was where they had left her, squatting in her berth between the two gleaming yachts, with her four iron clamps closed tight over her landing struts. Her engines were running. Rook could hear them, a low grumbling roar, and see the orange glow under her stubby wings. Her ramp was up. Her single turret, the mostly decorative one, had turned to point at the gallery, and was trembling slightly, like a small dog facing a large one.

    Between the lift and the ship, there were forty paces of open white stone, and thirty soldiers in green armor.

    And on the gallery above, at the rail, in a long dark cloak thrown over a nightgown of grey silk, with Commander Marr at her side, stood the Archduchess Livia Strand.

    “Rook,” she said. Her low voice carried easily across the great white space. She did not need to raise it. She never needed to raise it. “You’ve been busy.”

    Rook stepped out of the lift.

    She didn’t know why she did it. She knew it was stupid. Her legs were shaking and her hand was bleeding and there were thirty rifles between her and her ship. But she stepped out anyway, into the open, and lifted her face to the gallery, and looked at the woman at the rail. All around her, on the hands of the soldiers, the rings lit up like a field of red sparks.

    “What was in the box?” said the Archduchess.

    Rook said nothing.

    “One box,” said the Archduchess. “One box in all my vault that my own keeper will not speak of. Fifty years he has kept that vault for my family, and tonight, with my guards at his door, he tells me it was never ours to ask about.” Her voice was soft, almost wondering. “And tonight a girl from a prison moon walked into my bank wearing my dress and opened it with her hand.”

    “It wasn’t yours,” said Rook. “It was never yours. It was mine.”

    The Archduchess considered her. Then she looked at the cut-off skirt, and the ruined glove, and smiled a little.

    “That dress was made for you, you know,” she said. “Forty seamstresses. A day and a night.”

    “Put it on Nes’s bill,” said Rook.

    Somebody on the floor of the harbor laughed, and turned it quickly into a cough.

    “Rook.” The Archduchess leaned on the rail. “In an hour, perhaps less, three ships of the Home Fleet will come out of my Lantern, with a Lictor at their head. If you are on this ring when they arrive, I will have no choice at all. Come up here. Give me your hand. And I will find a choice.”

    “You already found one,” said Rook. “You wrote to him the morning I got here.”

    The Archduchess was silent.

    Then her eyes moved, very slowly, from Rook’s face to the man standing just behind her, in the open door of the lift, in his long dark coat.

    “Lucan,” she said.

    “Mother.”

    “Come up here, please.”

    Lucan didn’t move.

    The Archduchess looked at him. Nothing changed in her face. Nothing at all. That was the worst of it. Rook had seen Mother Gant look at a bad debt exactly like that.

    “I see,” said the Archduchess softly. She turned her head a little. “Commander Marr.”

    “Archduchess.”

    “The girl is to be taken alive.”

    “And the others?”

    The Archduchess didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.

    Marr lifted one hand.

    

    Everything happened at once.

    Nes fired first. Rook didn’t see where; she only heard the flat crack of the old sidearm, and then a soldier near the lift went down clutching his leg, and then the Borrowed Hour’s turret opened up at the gallery in a long, stuttering, deafening roar, and chips of white stone came flying off the rail in a shower, and everyone up there threw themselves flat. Then Jory had Rook’s hand and they were running, all of them, across the forty paces of open stone toward the ship, through a storm of shouting and smoke and the sharp blue flashes of pulse rifles.

    “Not the girl!” Marr was shouting from the gallery. “Not the girl! Take her legs! Her legs!”

    Rook saw the soldier.

    He was kneeling behind a crate by the next berth, with his rifle at his shoulder, and the rifle was pointing at her. Low, at her hips, where it wouldn’t kill her. She saw the red spark of his ring flicker as she came close, and she saw his finger tighten, and she knew she couldn’t stop and couldn’t turn and couldn’t possibly get out of the way.

    Jory saw him too.

    He didn’t say anything. He didn’t shout. He simply let go of her hand, and stepped across in front of her, with his thin arms flung out, the way he might have stepped in front of her to stop her walking into a hole in a gallery floor.

    The rifle cracked.

    Jory spun half round and fell.

    Rook didn’t remember the next few seconds. She would try, later, and never manage it. There was only a white noise in her head, and her own voice screaming something, and then Nes was there, hauling Jory up over her shoulder like a sack of ore, and shouting at her, Go, go, the clamps, Rook, the clamps, and Rook was running again with her hands red and her face wet, toward the post beside the nearest clamp, where a lock plate glowed red with a tiny silver tower stamped in it.

    The cut had half closed already; they always did. She tore the glove off with her teeth, dragged Garrow’s knife along the same line, and slammed her palm on the plate.

    Open. All of them. Now.

    The plate drank.

    It pulled harder than she had ever felt anything pull. Harder than the board at the top of the Spine. Harder than the gold lane. It was as if the plate were tied to the whole great harbor, and the whole great harbor were tied to the bones of the ring, and they were all of them thirsty, and the cold came up her arm and into her chest and the edges of the world went grey and stayed grey.

    Clunk. Under the ship. Clunk. Clunk. Clunk.

    The four clamps sprang open.

    She pulled her hand away. She was on her knees beside the post, and she didn’t remember kneeling. The ramp of the Borrowed Hour was coming down, and Pell was in the opening, white-faced, screaming at them to come on, and Nes was staggering up it with Jory over her shoulder and blood all down her back that wasn’t hers.

    And beyond the ship, at the far end of the harbor, the great harbor gate was shut.

    Rook had come in through it. A long tunnel of white light. Now there was no light. There was only a wall: a great round iris of white metal, closed tight across the mouth of the tunnel, with a single lock plate beside it the size of a door.

    She looked at it, and knew she couldn’t.

    She knew it the way she knew her own name. If she put her hand on that plate, it would drink, and it would go on drinking, and it would not stop until there was nothing left of her to drink. She could feel it from here. It was waiting.

    She started to get up anyway.

    A hand came down on her shoulder.

    “No,” said Lucan Strand. “You’ve done enough tonight.”

    He was standing over her, with his long coat torn at the shoulder and a cut on his cheek, looking not at her but at the great white gate. Then he walked past her. He didn’t run. He walked, across the open floor of the harbor, through the smoke, with the pulse rifles cracking around him and not one of them, Rook saw, aimed anywhere near him. He walked all the way to the lock plate beside the gate, and lifted his hand, the one with the silver ring and its four red beads.

    “Lucan,” said the Archduchess, from the gallery.

    For the first time, she had raised her voice.

    The whole harbor heard it. The firing faltered. Marr’s soldiers looked up at the gallery, and then across at the young man standing by the gate, and their rifles drifted down.

    “Lucan, if you open that gate—”

    “I know, Mother,” said Lucan. He didn’t turn round. “I know.”

    He laid his ring against the plate.

    The plate chimed. Somewhere deep in the walls, something huge and slow began to turn. And the great white iris across the mouth of the tunnel shuddered, and split, and began to open, petal by petal, onto the long white tunnel and the dark beyond.

    Rook was on her feet, halfway up the ramp. She turned.

    “Come with us,” she shouted. “Lucan! Come with us!”

    He looked back at her across the harbor. He was smiling, the old easy smile, but his face was very white.

    “Somebody has to stay and be shouted at,” he called. “She’ll be very angry. And then she’ll be very angry for a very long time. And then one day she’ll need me for something, and she’ll stop.” He lifted his hand. “Go on, Hollow Girl. Go and open something.”

    On the gallery, the Archduchess had not moved.

    She stood at the shattered rail in her dark cloak, with Marr beside her and the soldiers waiting for her word. She looked down at her son by the open gate. She looked at the ugly little ship with its ramp coming up. And then, very slowly, she looked out through the opening iris, toward the dark beyond, where somewhere out past the edge of her city, three ships of the Home Fleet were coming.

    “Let them go, Commander,” she said.

    “Archduchess—”

    “There are three ships of the Throne coming out of my Lantern.” The low voice was perfectly calm again. “When they arrive, I would very much rather they found an empty harbor, and a foolish boy who fell in love with a pretty fugitive, than the Hollow Girl standing in the middle of my city with her hand on my locks. Let the Throne’s guns do the rest. They’ll be on her before she’s clear of my ring.” She turned away from the rail. Rook could not tell whether it was anger in her face, or arithmetic. “Let them go.”

    The ramp closed.

    The last thing Rook saw of Corona, through the narrowing gap, was Lucan Strand standing alone beside the great white gate, with his hand still raised.

    

    They came out of the tunnel into the dark with the engines screaming.

    Rook didn’t see it. She was already in the engine room, on her knees in front of the old cracked heart in its three steel bands, with the floor bucking under her and the porthole full of stars and, far off, coming fast, three long shapes as black as the gaps between them, with points of gold at their bows. She could hear Nes in the cockpit, swearing. She could hear Pell somewhere behind her, crying. And over the speaker, a voice she had never heard before, soft and very reasonable.

    “Borrowed Hour. This is Lictor Dray, commanding for the Throne. Cut your engines and stand by to be boarded. You will not be warned again.”

    Then something hit the ship, and the whole world rang like a gong.

    Quiet was kneeling beside her, with her long grey hands on Rook’s shoulders, and her vast dark eyes were full of something Rook had never seen in them before.

    “Child,” she said. “No. You have nothing left. The vault took it, and the harbor took the rest. If you give the heart what it wants now, I do not know that you will come back.”

    “Then I won’t,” said Rook. “Jory—”

    “Pell is with Jory. I am going back to him.” Quiet’s grip tightened. “Rook. Listen to me.”

    The ship rang again. Something on the wall sparked and went out.

    “If I don’t,” said Rook, “they take him. They take all of you.” She looked up into the Thren’s great dark eyes. “Somebody has to hold the door.”

    Quiet looked at her for a long moment. Then, very slowly, she let go.

    Rook put her bleeding hand on the heart of the Borrowed Hour.

    It woke at once. It had been waiting. She felt it come up out of the cracked glass to meet her the way Pell had run to the landing strut at the Knot, eager, anxious, glad, and it asked her the question it always asked.

    Where?

    She didn’t know. She didn’t know anywhere. Hollow. The Knot. Corona. Every place she knew had someone waiting at it with a rifle.

    Somewhere safe, she told it. Anywhere they aren’t. Anywhere. You choose.

    And the heart drank.

    It drank the way the plate in the harbor had drunk, deep and cold and endless, and the grey came in from the edges of the world and this time it didn’t stop at the edges. It came in and in. And somewhere in the middle of it, as everything else went away, she felt the old ship reach down into its own long memory, past the Knot and Hollow and Corona, past everything she had ever given it, down to somewhere old and quiet and dark that it had known a long time ago, before she was born.

    There, said the heart.

    Gold light bloomed in the porthole.

    Rook heard Nes give a great hoarse shout from the cockpit. She felt the ship leap forward under her like something let off a chain. And then she was lying on the floor of the engine room with her cheek against the cold steel and her hand fallen away from the heart, and the gold was everywhere, pearly and warm and humming, and the sound of the Lictor ships was gone.

    She lay there. She couldn’t move. She didn’t want to. The gold was very beautiful, and the steel was very cold, and the grey was very soft.

    From somewhere far away, out in the corridor, she heard Pell’s voice. It was high and thin and cracking, and it was saying the same thing over and over.

    “Quiet. Quiet. He’s stopped. Quiet, he’s stopped breathing. Jory’s stopped breathing—”

    And then the grey came the rest of the way in, and Rook didn’t hear anything at all.

  
    Chapter 24 — New Breather

    On Hollow, when somebody went down in the Breath and stopped breathing, and somebody else dragged them out and pressed on their chest until they started again, the whole gallery had a word for them.

    New breather.

    It wasn’t a joke, exactly. It was something closer to a blessing. Everyone on the shift gave the new breather a single air chit out of their own ration, the next morning, because a person ought to start a new life with something in their pocket. Rook had given four of them in her life. She had never been given one. She had always thought, privately, that she would rather die in the Breath than have the whole of Gallery Nine standing round her in a circle, holding out chits and looking at her with wet eyes.

    She thought of it now, before she was even properly awake, before she knew where she was. The word was just there, waiting for her, the way it waited at the top of the lift shaft for anyone who came up coughing.

    Then she remembered why, and sat up so fast that the bunk tilted.

    “Jory—”

    “Easy.” A hand pressed her back down. A hard, square, familiar hand, with split knuckles. “Easy, sweetheart. Lie still.”

    It was Nes. She was sitting on an upturned crate beside the bunk, in the narrow space behind the galley, with the curtain drawn back and a mug of something going cold in her other hand. She looked terrible. Her iron-grey hair was standing up on one side. There was dried blood on her shirt, a great dark stiff patch of it all down one shoulder, and she hadn’t changed it. Her eyes were red at the rims.

    “Jory,” said Rook again.

    Nes looked at her. And for one long, terrible moment, she didn’t say anything at all.

    Then she said, “He’s alive.”

    Rook lay back. She didn’t decide to. Her body simply let go, all at once, as if somebody had cut a rope.

    “He’s alive,” said Nes again, quieter. “Quiet brought him back. Don’t ask me how. I was holding the lamp and I still don’t know how. She had him on the galley table with his shirt cut off and the ship bucking like a mule coming into the lane, and she was pressing on his chest and breathing into him and talking to him in Thren the whole time, and then she was cutting, and Pell was being sick in the corner, and then Pell was lying on the bench with a tube in her arm giving him more blood than Quiet liked, and then—” She stopped. She rubbed her face with one hand. “And then he coughed. That’s all. He coughed, and Quiet sat down on the floor, and I don’t think she’s got up since.”

    Rook couldn’t speak. She stared at the underside of the bunk above her.

    New breather, she thought.

    “He’s not out of it,” said Nes. “I won’t lie to you. That bolt went in low on his side and cooked what it touched, and Quiet says the burn’s the worst part. It’ll go bad, she says. In two days, maybe three. And she’s got nothing left to fight it with.” She took a breath. “But he’s breathing. He’s breathing on his own.”

    “I want to see him.”

    “You can’t stand up.”

    “I want to see him, Nes.”

    Nes looked at her for a moment. Then she put down her mug, and leaned over, and got an arm under Rook’s shoulders.

    

    Jory was lying on the bench in the galley, under every blanket on the ship.

    They had pushed the fold-down table back against the wall to make room. There was a bucket under it that Rook didn’t look at, and a tray of Quiet’s instruments, wiped clean and laid out in a neat row, and a smell of blood and burning and something sharp and green from one of the Thren’s jars. Quiet’s plant sat on the shelf above the stove, with its one white flower. Somebody had moved it there, out of the way, carefully.

    Jory’s face was the color of the grey prison cloth they used to wear. His lips were cracked. His hair was stuck to his forehead in dark spikes. There was a great thick pad of bandage strapped to his side, under the blankets, and his chest was going up and down, slowly, slowly, with a small catch in it every time, like a man climbing stairs.

    Rook sat down on the floor beside the bench, because her legs wouldn’t do anything else, and took his hand.

    It was hot. It was hot and dry and limp, and it was the hand that had forged travel papers for his little sister when he was sixteen, the hand that had held her ankles in the air shaft above Sallow’s office, the hand that had stolen a knife back from a guard with caterpillar eyebrows and slipped it to her as if it were nothing.

    “You idiot,” she whispered. “You stupid, stupid—”

    She couldn’t finish. She put her forehead down on the edge of the bench beside his hand, and stayed there.

    He had stepped in front of her. That was the thing she couldn’t get past. Not that he had been shot. People got shot. People got crushed, and gassed, and dropped down lift shafts; she had grown up chalking their names on a wall. But Jory Tenn, who was frightened of everything, who talked too much when he was scared and had nearly fainted at a blood draw and jumped at his own shadow in the galleries, had seen a rifle pointing at her, and let go of her hand, and stepped in front of it, without a word, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

    She had never asked him to. She would never have asked him to. And it hadn’t mattered at all.

    “He would have done it again,” said a soft voice above her. “Every time. You know that.”

    Quiet was sitting on the end of the bench, by Jory’s feet. Rook hadn’t seen her. The old Thren was folded up so small and so still in her moss-colored robe that she might have been a pile of cloth. Her long grey hands were lying in her lap, and they were shaking, very slightly, and her great dark eyes were dull with tiredness.

    “Thank you,” said Rook. Her voice cracked. “Quiet. Thank you.”

    “Thank Pell,” said Quiet. “She has a great deal of blood, and was very loud about giving it.” She looked at the boy on the bench. “His blood and hers agreed. I tested them, under the glass. It is a thing one must always test.”

    Rook looked up.

    “You could have used mine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with mine. It heals. You said it yourself, it heals faster than anything you’ve ever seen—”

    “No.”

    The word was so quiet, and so absolute, that Rook stopped.

    “You have none to give, child,” said Quiet. “The ship took it all. And even if you had, not yours. Not ever yours. I have seen what is in your blood, and I do not know what it would do inside another body. Nobody does.” She closed her eyes. “I will not find out on Jory.”

    

    Pell found her there, an hour later, and talked for twenty minutes without stopping.

    She had a strip of bandage tied round the crook of her elbow and a bruise coming up under it the size of a plum, and she was so pale that her freckles stood out like rust on a hull, and she would not sit down. She told Rook about the galley table. She told her about the tube, and how Quiet had made her squeeze a rubber ball over and over to keep the blood coming, and how she had squeezed it so hard she had burst it. She told her about the clamps, and how she had watched them spring open from the cockpit and screamed so loudly that Quiet had come running from the galley to see who was dying. She told her that she had been sick twice and was not ashamed of it.

    “And I talked to her the whole time,” said Pell. “The Hour. While Quiet was working on him. I don’t know why. I just sat on that bench with the tube in my arm and talked to her, out loud, I told her to hold steady, I told her he was ours and she had to hold steady for him, and Rook, I swear to you, I swear on my wrenches, the lane went smooth. The whole time Quiet was cutting. Like glass.” She wiped her nose on her sleeve. “You can tell me ships don’t listen. I don’t care. She listened.”

    “I believe you,” said Rook.

    “Do you?”

    “I’ve heard her.”

    Pell looked at her. Then she sat down, at last, on the floor beside Rook, with a thump, and leaned against her, shoulder to shoulder, and was quiet for almost a whole minute. It was the longest Rook had ever known her be quiet.

    “He told me about his sister,” Pell said at last. “On the Knot. Lisbet. He told me he was going to find her. He told me he was going to buy her a bird from the market, a green one, because she always wanted a green one.” Her voice wobbled. “He’s got to get better, Rook. He hasn’t bought the bird.”

    Rook put an arm round her. Pell put her face in Rook’s shoulder and cried, noisily and messily and without the slightest shame, the way Pell did everything. Rook held on.

    Over Pell’s head, on the bench, Jory went on breathing. Slowly. With the little catch in it, every time.

    

    “Where are we?” said Rook.

    She was in the cockpit, in the co-pilot’s seat, wrapped in Nes’s old coat. She had changed out of what was left of the green dress at last. It was lying folded on the shelf behind her, the silver threads glinting in the dim light of the console. Under the coat she was wearing her own trousers again, and her own boots, and Pell’s brown coat was hanging on the hook by the door where it belonged. She felt more like herself than she had in two days. She also felt as if somebody had poured her out of a jug and left her to dry.

    Outside, there was nothing.

    Not stars. Not quite. There were stars, far off, faint and few. But between them and the ship, all around, was a kind of glittering dark: a vast drifting cloud of ice and dust, catching the light of some distant, dim, reddish sun and scattering it into a fine cold haze. Shapes moved in it. Lumps of ice as big as houses, as big as the Spine, turning slowly. The Borrowed Hour hung among them with her engines dead and her lights low, like a rat gone still under a bunk.

    “The Cold Shoals,” said Nes.

    She was sitting in the pilot’s seat with her boots up on the console, looking out. She had a new mug of tea in her hands. She had still not changed her shirt.

    “I didn’t know it, at first,” she said. “When we came out of the gold. I sat here for a quarter of an hour with my hand on the stick, trying to work out where in all the dark she’d brought us. And then I saw that.” She pointed with her mug, out at a great slab of dirty white ice drifting past, with a long black streak across its face, like a scar. “I know that rock. I named it, once. I called it Old Crane’s Nose.”

    Rook waited.

    “Crane was my captain,” Nes said. “Before. When I was nineteen and stupid and had just run away from home with nothing but a bag and a very high opinion of myself. He found me trying to stow away on the wrong ship at a fuel depot, and he hauled me out by my collar, and gave me a cup of tea that tasted like a boot, and asked me if I could fly. I said yes. I couldn’t. He knew I couldn’t.” She smiled at the dark outside. “He taught me. On this ship. She was his, then. She was his for thirty years before she was mine.”

    “What happened to him?”

    “Cough,” said Nes. “Lung fever. The kind you can cure in a day, if you can get into a proper hospital. We were on a world where the hospitals only open their doors to a ring.” She shrugged. “He didn’t have a ring. I didn’t have one either. I sat with him in a charity ward for nine days, with the door of the real hospital across the street, lit up like a festival. Then I took his ship and went into business for myself.” She drank some of her tea. “I was twenty-two.”

    Rook didn’t say anything. She thought of a door across a street, lit up like a festival, that wouldn’t open for a man without a ring. She thought of Ama in the guest room in the Tower: nobody should have to kneel to anybody for a drop of blood to open their own front door.

    “He used to bring me here,” said Nes. “When things got hot. Nobody comes to the Shoals. Nothing to mine, nothing to steal, and the ice plays merry hell with every scanner ever made. You could hide a Leviathan in here, if you could fly it. We’d sit out here for a week sometimes, the two of us, with the engines off, playing cards and waiting for somebody to forget about us.” She was quiet a moment. “I haven’t been back since he died. I didn’t think she remembered.”

    “I asked her to take us somewhere safe,” said Rook. “I didn’t know anywhere. So I let her choose.”

    Nes turned her head and looked at her.

    “And she chose this,” she said softly.

    They sat for a while without talking. The great slow shapes of ice turned outside the glass.

    Then Nes put her mug down on the console. She took her boots off it. She turned her seat round, so that she was facing Rook, and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees.

    “I made you a promise,” she said. “Down in the vault. I said, whatever she said, you could fall apart about it later, and I’d hold your hand while you did.” She held out her hand. It was square and hard, with old scars across the back of it, and it was quite steady. “It’s later, sweetheart.”

    Rook looked at the hand.

    She didn’t mean to. She had been holding it since the vault. Since before the vault. Since a landing field on Hollow, and a big old man standing in a gap between two wrecks, and someone has to hold the door, girl. She had held it all the way across the Empire, and up a thousand steps, and through a harbor full of rifles, and she had thought that if she just kept holding it, if she just kept walking, it would stay where it was.

    She took Nes’s hand.

    And it all came out.

    All of it. The vault, and the voice in the glass, and not one drop of you is his, and Garrow saying the same words in the dark of the cell with her face in his big hands, all those years, without ever once telling her where he had got them. And Garrow on the landing field. And Garrow in the hold of a Lictor ship, somewhere, going to a prison made of ice, because of her. And the eleven dead on Hollow she had never even learned the names of. And the Morrow twin with his shovel. And Lucan Strand, alone by the great white gate with his hand still raised. And Jory, stepping in front of her, without a word.

    She cried the way she had not cried since she was a small child in Block Six, before she had learned that nobody on Hollow had the air to spare for it. She cried until she couldn’t breathe, and then she cried some more. And Nes Calder, smuggler, debtor, liar, and the worst tea-maker in the Empire, sat in the pilot’s seat of her old captain’s ship in the middle of the Cold Shoals, and held her hand, and didn’t say a single word, and didn’t let go.

    

    They played the glass again that evening, in the galley, with Jory breathing on the bench beside them.

    Rook hadn’t wanted to. But Pell had asked, very carefully, whether it would play for anyone else, and Rook had found that she didn’t know, and that she wanted to. So they sat round the little table, the four of them, with Quiet’s plant pushed to one side, and Rook took the dark sliver out of the pocket of her coat, where it had been since she changed, and laid it in the middle of the table.

    Nothing happened.

    Pell touched it, gingerly, with one finger. Nothing. Nes picked it up and turned it over and set it down. Nothing. Quiet only looked at it, and didn’t touch it at all.

    Rook picked it up.

    It woke at once, warm against the half-healed cut on her palm. It did not drink. It only knew her. And the pale, flickering light came up out of it into the air above the table, and the woman’s face came with it.

    It was the same. The same tired, kind face. The same soft, crackling voice. If you are seeing this. The same gaps, the same hiss of noise, the same face coming apart into specks and coming back. You were not born of him. Pell had both hands over her mouth. Nes sat very still. Quiet’s great eyes did not blink once.

    He keeps her. And if he ever finds you—

    The light broke apart, screeching, just as it had before.

    But this time, before it went out, the face came back once more, for less than a heartbeat. Torn. Broken. Further off than before, as if the woman had stepped back from whatever had been watching her. And this time, because she was not standing in the Deep Vault with her heart in her mouth and her whole life falling in on her, Rook saw what was behind her.

    A wall. Dark stone, rough and old. And set into the stone, just behind Maren’s shoulder, a small round lamp, glowing red.

    Then the light went out.

    Nobody moved for a while.

    “Did anyone else see that?” said Rook. “Behind her. At the end.”

    “A wall,” said Pell slowly. “And a little red light.”

    “It could be anywhere,” said Nes.

    “It could,” said Rook. She turned the dark glass over in her fingers. It was warm. It was always warm. “She was somewhere with stone walls and red lamps, and she was frightened, and she didn’t have long. And she said keeps.”

    They looked at her.

    “He keeps her,” said Rook. “Not kept. Keeps. As if it was still happening. As if it was going to go on happening after she’d gone.” She looked down at the glass. “Somebody. Somewhere. He’s got somebody, and he’s keeping her, and Maren knew about it, and it’s something to do with me.”

    “He,” said Nes quietly. “You know who she means by he. There’s only one he anybody means, in the Empire, when they talk like that.”

    “I know.”

    “And you were not born of him.” Nes leaned back. “Every soul from here to Zenith thinks you’re his. The rumors say it. The bounty as good as says it. That’s what treason means, on that poster. A daughter that wasn’t supposed to exist.” She frowned. “But if you’re not his. If you’re not his, then why in the name of every Lantern in the sky do the doors think you are?”

    Nobody answered that.

    Quiet spoke at last, very softly.

    “The key does not choose the lock,” she said. “But every lock remembers the key.” She was looking at the dark glass in Rook’s hand. “The doors do not think, child. They remember. The question is not why they open for you.” Her great eyes lifted to Rook’s face. “The question is who they opened for, before you.”

    The galley was very quiet. On the bench, Jory breathed, and caught, and breathed.

    Rook closed her hand round the glass.

    “I’m going to find out,” she said.

    “Find out what?” said Pell.

    “All of it. Who she is. The one he keeps. Who Maren was, and what she did, and why they killed her.” She looked round the table, at the three of them, at Jory on the bench. “I’ve been running since Hollow. Running and hiding and opening doors to get away from people, and every door I open, somebody else gets hurt. The eleven on the landing field. Pell in Gant’s airlock. Jory.” Her voice didn’t shake. She was a little surprised. “I’m done just running. If they’re going to chase me across the whole Empire anyway, I want to be running toward something.”

    “Toward what?” said Nes. “Where do you even start?”

    “Garrow,” said Rook.

    Nes went very still.

    “Maren knew,” said Rook. “And Maren’s dead. But Garrow knew Maren. Whatever Maren was so frightened of, Garrow was there. He’s known everything, the whole time, all my life, and he never told me, because he thought it would keep me safe.” She looked down at the glass in her hand. “He promised me. On a ship, under a sky. He said he’d tell me everything. I’m going to hold him to it.”

    “Rook.” Nes’s voice was very careful. “The Archduchess told you where they were taking him.”

    “The Bastion.”

    “Nobody breaks the Bastion, sweetheart. Nobody has ever broken the Bastion. It’s a prison cut into a moon of ice, four Lanterns from Zenith, with half the Throne’s fleet within a day’s jump of it. It isn’t a place you go. It’s a place you get sent, and don’t come back from.”

    “Nobody ever broke Hollow either,” said Rook.

    Nes opened her mouth. Then she shut it again.

    Quiet was looking at Rook with an expression Rook couldn’t read. It was not disapproval. It was something older and sadder than disapproval.

    “That,” said the old Thren softly, “is exactly what someone is hoping you will say.”

    Rook met her eyes.

    “I know,” she said. “I’m still going.”

    

    Jory woke in the middle of the night.

    Rook was there. She hadn’t left. She had been sitting on the floor beside the bench with her back against the wall and his hot hand in hers, drifting in and out of a thin grey sleep, when she felt his fingers move. She opened her eyes. He was looking at her. His eyes were glassy and too bright, and his lips were cracked, and he looked about twelve years old.

    “Rook,” he whispered.

    “Hello.”

    “Did we get away?”

    “We got away.”

    He closed his eyes again, and breathed, and caught. Then he opened them.

    “I got shot,” he said, as if he had only just remembered.

    “You got shot,” said Rook. “You stepped in front of a rifle, you absolute idiot, you stepped right in front of it, and you got shot, and then you stopped breathing in the middle of the lane, and Quiet had to bring you back.” Her voice had gone wobbly. She didn’t care. “You’re a new breather, Jory Tenn.”

    He looked at her for a long moment, puzzled. Then, slowly, something like a grin came up on his cracked mouth.

    “A new breather,” he said. “On Hollow, you get chits for that.”

    “I know.”

    “Everybody on the shift gives you one.”

    “I know.”

    “How many people are on this shift?”

    “Four,” said Rook. “Five, with the ship.”

    “Five chits.” Jory’s eyes drifted shut. “That’s not bad. That’s not bad at all.” His fingers tightened, very slightly, on hers. “Rook?”

    “Yes?”

    “I’d do it again,” he said, and fell asleep.

    Rook sat there for a long time afterward, with his hand in hers, in the dark of the galley, and listened to him breathe.

    

    Quiet woke her at the end of the night watch, with a hand on her shoulder.

    The old Thren had slept at last, a little. It hadn’t helped much. Her face was grey with tiredness, and her long hands were steady again, but only just. She knelt beside Rook and lifted the edge of the blanket over Jory’s side, very gently, so that Rook could see the bandage, and the skin around the edge of it.

    The skin was red. Angry red, and shiny, and hot to look at, spreading out from under the white pad in long streaks like the branches of a tree.

    “It has begun,” said Quiet. “Sooner than I told Nes.” She laid the blanket down. “We are not going to be fortunate.”

    “What does he need?”

    “Medicine. The fever-killers they make on the core worlds. A proper burn sealant. Clean dressings, and a great many of them, and a bed that does not move.” Quiet closed her eyes for a moment. “I packed my bag for an old woman’s garden, child. Not for a war.”

    “Then we get them.”

    “From where?” said Nes, from the doorway.

    She was standing there in the dim light of the corridor. She had changed her shirt, at last. She looked as if she hadn’t slept at all.

    “There’s nothing in the Shoals,” she said. “That’s the point of the Shoals. The nearest anything is Kestrel Station, two Lanterns on from the edge of the cloud. There’s a doctor there who sets bones for smugglers and doesn’t ask names. She’d have what he needs. She’d want paying.” Nes looked at the boy on the bench. “But that’s two Lanterns, Rook. Real Lanterns. The old-fashioned way. We can’t make a gold road to Kestrel, because the Hour’s never been there. And even if she had—”

    “Even if she had,” said Quiet, “you will not touch that heart again. Not for a week. Not for a day. You gave it everything in the harbor and more besides. If you bleed for it again now, I will be lifting you onto this table next, and I do not think I will be able to bring you back.”

    Rook looked at Jory.

    “Then we go the old-fashioned way,” she said.

    “Every Lantern in the Empire will have someone watching it,” said Nes. “You know that. After Corona? Every one.”

    “He can’t see where the gold road comes out,” said Rook. “He never could.”

    “No. So he’ll watch every road out of everywhere.”

    “Then we go fast.” Rook got up off the floor. Her legs held. Just. “How long to the first Lantern?”

    “Six hours to the edge of the cloud. The Lantern’s just past it.”

    “And Kestrel?”

    “Two jumps. A day, maybe a little more.” Nes looked at her. “And how are we paying this doctor? I’m broke. I was broke before I met you. Since I met you, I’ve been broke on a scale I didn’t know existed.”

    Rook went past her, into the cockpit, and came back with the folded green bodice from the shelf.

    She held it up. In the dim light of the corridor, the tiny silver threads woven all through it caught the light and glittered, like the frost on a window. Like the whole lit-up curve of a city at night.

    “Forty seamstresses,” she said. “A day and a night.”

    Nes stared at it.

    Then, for the first time since the harbor, she laughed. It was a cracked, exhausted sound, and it went on for some time, and when it was over she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

    “The bottom half was worth more,” she said.

    “I know,” said Rook. “I was there.”

    

    They came out of the edge of the Cold Shoals six hours later, into clean, open dark.

    The Lantern was waiting for them. Rook saw it from a long way off, from the co-pilot’s seat, with Nes beside her and Pell crammed in the doorway behind: a tall black spire, kilometers high, hanging alone against the stars, pulsing slow and white, slow and white, the way they always did. Like a heartbeat. Like a great patient eye opening and closing in the dark.

    “Scanner’s clear,” said Pell, from the doorway. Her voice was tight. “Nothing. Nobody. Not a ship for a hundred thousand kilometers in any direction. Not so much as a fuel barge.”

    “You’re sure?”

    “I’m sure. I’ve checked it four times. It’s empty.”

    Rook shut her eyes.

    She reached out, the way she had reached out in the tunnels under Corona. Feeling for sparks. For the small warm embers of rings, for the deeper glow of a ship’s heart, for anything at all. There was the Borrowed Hour, humming under her, tired and anxious and close. And beyond the hull, there was nothing. Not because nothing was there, she realized. Because she had nothing left to reach with.

    She opened her eyes.

    “I can’t feel anything,” she said. “I don’t know if that means anything.”

    Nes let out a long breath. She put her hands on the controls.

    “Then let’s go and see a doctor,” she said, and pushed the engines forward, and the old ship rolled toward the Lantern, toward the slow white pulse and the open lane and Kestrel Station on the other side of it, and the medicine, and the clean bed, and a boy who was going to get to buy his sister a green bird.

    The scanner stayed clear the whole way in.

    Rook would remember that afterward. She would remember how empty it had been. How quiet. How very, very carefully empty, the way a room is empty when somebody is standing just behind the door.

  
    Chapter 25 — The Snare

    Corvin did not go to Corona.

    Dray’s report reached him at the first Lantern out from Zenith, a few hours after midnight, while the Verity was still shaking the gold dust of the capital off her hull. It was short and calm, and Corvin could hear Dray’s soft, reasonable voice in every line.

    Arrived Corona at dawn. The Hollow Girl had already left the ring. Fled the Green Harbor in the smuggler’s ship and opened a gold lane at the mouth of the harbor tunnel, under our guns. Destination unknown. One of her party was shot in the harbor by a Strand soldier, a boy, believed badly hurt. The Archduchess is cooperating fully and deeply regrets the incident. Her son, who opened the harbor gate, is confined to the Tower by his mother’s order. I await your instructions.

    Corvin read it twice. Then he sat with the slate in his lap while the Lantern pulsed white outside the glass.

    Destination unknown.

    He had made that mistake once already. He had thrown the Knot away because it was obvious, and she had gone there anyway, because the girl had not chosen it. The ship had. As if the ship had simply turned around in the dark, he had thought then, the way a horse with an empty saddle will turn for its own stable.

    So where was the stable now?

    Not the Knot. She would never go back to the Knot. Not Hollow. Not Corona. The girl had been to three places in her life, and every one of them was full of people who wanted her. If she had asked the ship to take her somewhere safe, the ship would have had to choose for itself. And an old ship did not think the way a girl did.

    “Tolly,” he said into his collar. “When a core remembers a place. Which places does it remember best?”

    There was a pause on the line. He could almost hear the old engineer scratching his bald head.

    “The first ones,” said Tolly. “Same as old men. Ask my grandfather what he had for breakfast, he couldn’t tell you. Ask him about the girl he kissed when he was fifteen, he’ll talk till morning.” Another pause. “Why?”

    Corvin didn’t answer. He was already pulling up the files.

    Nes Calder’s were no use. He had read them all before, on Hollow, and they all said the Knot. So he went past her, into the old registry, and looked up the ship.

    The Borrowed Hour was older than he was. Much older. For the last twenty-odd years she had belonged to Calder. Before that, for thirty years, she had belonged to a man named Elias Crane: a small-time smuggler with a long record and no warrant, dead of lung fever in a charity ward on a world Corvin had never heard of. Calder had been his crew. When he died, she had simply taken the ship and kept flying it.

    Crane’s file was thin and old and very dull. Corvin read every word of it.

    He found it on the third page. Then he found it again, and again. Twelve times in thirty years, a customs cutter or a Lictor patrol had chased Elias Crane across the edge of some quiet system, and twelve times the report had ended the same way.

    Pursuit abandoned at the edge of the Cold Shoals. The smuggler is believed to have gone to ground in the ice again.

    Corvin pulled up the map.

    The Cold Shoals were a cloud of ice and dust the size of a solar system, hanging off the end of a dim red star a long way from anywhere. Nothing lived there. Nothing was mined there. The ice played havoc with every scanner ever built, which was why a smuggler would love it, and there was only one Lantern within a day’s flight of its edge. One door in. One door out.

    He sat back.

    It was a guess. He knew it was a guess. If he was wrong, she would be gone, somewhere else in the dark, and he would have wasted a day he did not have. But he thought of the old ship turning in the night toward the place it had been happiest, and he found he didn’t think he was wrong.

    He sent orders to Dray. Three ships of the Home Fleet, three Lanterns: the ones nearest Corona that any smuggler’s ship might use. Watch every road. Then he turned the Verity toward the Shoals.

    Before the jump, he took out the other message, the one he had begun on the long spiral stair down from the observatory, and read it again.

    Majesty. The High Mother knew things about the Knot that I put in no report.

    He had written it four times now. He had not sent it. Every Lantern post on the long road between here and Zenith passed through a dozen hands, and Dray had a slate, and Dray had a mother who was not a mother. Corvin looked at the message for a long time.

    Then he put it away, unsent, and gave the order to jump.

    

    The Lantern at the edge of the Shoals was the loneliest thing Corvin had ever seen.

    It stood by itself in the dark, a black spire kilometers high, pulsing slow and white, with nothing around it for a hundred thousand kilometers but a faint red sun and, behind it, filling half the sky, the vast glittering haze of the ice. No station. No beacon buoys. No traffic. Just the old Maker tower, beating like a heart, the way it had been beating since long before there were people to see it.

    The Verity came out of the white beside it, and Tolly came up on the speaker almost at once.

    “She’s pulling,” he said. His voice had gone strange. “Not hard. Not like on Hollow. But she’s pulling, Lictor-Prime. Into the ice. That way.” A pause. “She can smell something in there.”

    “Can you follow it?”

    “Into that? Not a chance. Not for a day, not for a week. The ice would eat her scanners and then it would eat her.” Tolly hesitated. “But she’s in there. Whatever it is. The old girl’s sure of it.”

    Then she would have to come out. And there was only one door.

    Corvin went down to the core room.

    It was hot, as it always was, and full of the deep, slow hum of the great black sphere in its cradle, with the golden veins pulsing under its skin. Tolly was standing on the catwalk with his burn-scarred hands on the rail. He watched Corvin come down the ladder, and his eyes went to the black ring, and stayed there.

    “Is it true, then?” the old man said quietly. “What they say about those?”

    “I don’t know what they say about them.”

    “That they open more than doors.”

    Corvin didn’t answer. He climbed up onto the catwalk, to the place where a plate of smooth dark glass was set into the cradle, an arm’s length from the core itself, and laid his hand on it, flat, with the black ring touching the glass.

    The core shied.

    He felt it. A flinch, under his palm, deep inside the black sphere, the way a horse flinches when a stranger lays a hand on its neck. Then, slowly, unwillingly, it went still, and it listened.

    And through it, out past the hull, out past the golden veins and the steel and the cold dark, he felt the Lantern.

    It was enormous. That was the first thing. He had flown through Lanterns all his adult life and never once felt one, and now that he did, it was like standing at the foot of a cliff in the dark and feeling the cold come off the rock. Vast, and slow, and very old, and not interested in him at all. Not until the ring touched it.

    Then it turned its attention toward him. Just a little. The way a mountain might notice an ant.

    Close, Corvin told it. Open for no one. Not until I say.

    The black ring went hot. His heart stumbled, once, as if something had reached into his chest and squeezed. Then it was over, and he was standing on the catwalk with his hand on the glass and sweat running down his back, and the core was humming its slow hum, and nothing had changed.

    “Well?” said Tolly.

    Corvin looked at the screen on the wall. The Lantern hung there in the dark, beating white. Slow and white. Slow and white. Exactly as before.

    “She’s still shining,” said Tolly slowly, looking at it. Then he put his hand flat on the rail and stood still, listening to something Corvin couldn’t hear. “But she’s stopped listening. Hasn’t she? She’ll shine all night for anyone who wants to look at her. But she won’t open.”

    “No.”

    The old man looked at him, and then at the ring, and then back at the core.

    “The old girl doesn’t like that ring,” he said. “Just so you know.”

    

    They hid the Verity in the Lantern’s shadow.

    It was the only shadow there was: a long cone of dark on the far side of the great black spire, where the dim red sun couldn’t reach. The pilot slid them into it a hundred meters from the Lantern’s skin, and then Corvin had her shut everything down. Engines. Lights. Heat. Everything but the air and the scanners, and the scanners only listening, not looking. From anywhere outside, the Verity would be nothing but a cold black shape against a cold black tower.

    Then they waited.

    It got very cold. The crew wore their coats on the bridge, and their breath smoked in the dim red emergency light. Hour after hour, the Lantern beat its slow white beat above them, and the ice glittered in the far dark, and nothing came out of it.

    Corvin didn’t sleep. He sat in his chair with the stone bird in his hand and thought about a boy he had never met, with a burn bolt low in his body, lying somewhere in that ice. A day and a half. More, by now. He knew what a burn bolt did. He had seen it often enough. The burn sealed the wound, so that it didn’t bleed much, at first. Then, a day or two later, it went bad from the inside.

    He thought about the girl, on her knees in front of the heart of that ugly little ship, bleeding to open a road out of Corona with three ships of the Home Fleet on top of her.

    And he thought about a smuggler named Crane, dying in a charity ward with the door of a real hospital lit up across the street, and the girl he had taught to fly sitting beside him for nine days with no ring on her hand.

    That had been in the file too.

    Nineteen hours after they came out of the white, the scanner chimed.

    “Contact,” said the pilot. She sat up so fast her coat slid off her shoulders. “Coming out of the ice. One ship. Small.” She leaned in. Then she breathed out, softly. “Lictor-Prime. It’s her. It’s the Borrowed Hour.”

    Corvin put the stone bird away in the pocket over his heart.

    “Let her come,” he said. “All the way in. Nobody moves until I say.”

    

    The white didn’t come.

    Rook had never been through a Lantern in her life. Every road she had ever taken had been a gold one. But Nes had flown through a thousand of them, and on the way out of the ice, between swallows of cold tea, she had told Rook what it would be like: the moment when the ship nosed up close to the great black spire and the pulse of white seemed to stop, and swell, and fold round you like a hand closing, and the stars went out. Rook had been waiting for it. They all had. Nes had the engines pushed forward and her jaw set, and Pell was in the doorway saying come on, come on, come on under her breath, and the Lantern was so close now that it filled the whole of the cockpit glass, a wall of black going up and up and out of sight, beating white.

    And the white went on beating.

    Slow. Steady. Just the same as before. And the Borrowed Hour slid along under it, close enough to see the strange smooth ridges in its skin, and nothing happened at all.

    “Nes,” said Pell.

    “I know.”

    “Nes, she’s not—”

    “I know.” Nes pulled the ship round in a long, tight curve and brought her back in again. Closer this time. So close Rook flinched. The Lantern beat, and beat, and did not open. “Come on, you old stone,” Nes said through her teeth. “Come on. You’ve never once said no to me. Not once in twenty years. Come on.”

    “Lanterns don’t do that,” said Pell. Her voice had gone very high. “They don’t. They can’t. Every Lantern takes every ship, that’s the whole point of them, that’s the first thing they teach you, they don’t —”

    “This one does,” said Rook.

    She didn’t know how she knew. She couldn’t feel anything. She had tried, back at the edge of the ice, and there had been nothing there to feel with. But she knew. The way you knew, on Hollow, a second before the roof came down. The way the air changed.

    Something moved in the Lantern’s shadow.

    It came out of the dark on the far side of the spire, slow and smooth and silent, like a shadow coming loose from a wall. Lights came on along its flanks, one after another, gold and white. Black hull. Gold trim. A long sharp nose and a sunburst on its side as tall as a house. Rook had seen it once before, on a landing field on Hollow, coming down out of the sky with its engines screaming, while the whole world burned.

    “The Verity,” said Nes. She said it quietly. “Oh, sweetheart. It’s him.”

    The console crackled.

    The screen above it lit up, and a face came onto it. Rook had seen that face too. Lean and pale and tired, with dark hair cropped short and dark, steady eyes, and a mouth that didn’t look as if it smiled often. The last time she had seen it, she had been slamming his own ship’s ramp into it.

    “Captain Calder,” said Lictor-Prime Corvin Hale. “The Lantern is closed. It will stay closed until I open it. There is nowhere for you to go. Cut your engines, please.”

    Nes shut him off with one finger. Then she slammed the stick over, hard, and the Borrowed Hour came round on her tail with a scream from every bolt in her body, and ran for the ice.

    She got perhaps a kilometer.

    Something hit the hull with a sound like a door being kicked. Then another. Then a third, and the whole ship jerked, as if something had grabbed her by the tail, and Rook was thrown sideways against the bulkhead. Through the side glass she saw a cable, black and thin and humming, running back from the hull to the gleaming shape of the Verity. Then she saw the others. Three of them. Four. Lines shot from the Lictor ship, with fat black heads that had clamped onto the Hour’s skin like fists.

    “Grapples!” Pell was shouting. “They’ve got snare lines on us, Nes, four of them, five—”

    Nes pushed the engines all the way forward. The Borrowed Hour roared and shook and strained against the lines, and for a moment Rook thought something would have to break, the cables or the ship. Then the lines began to shorten, and the ice began to slide away from them, and the Verity began to grow in the glass.

    Rook was already running.

    

    The engine room was hot and dark and full of the heart’s anxious, rising hum. Rook threw herself down in front of it on her knees and dragged Garrow’s knife out of her boot.

    “No.”

    Quiet was in the doorway. She had come from the galley, from Jory. There was blood on her long grey hands.

    “I have to,” Rook said. “I have to open the Lantern. If I don’t—”

    “You cannot. You have nothing.”

    “I have enough.”

    She drew the blade across the old half-healed cut on her palm, and it opened, and she put her hand on the heart of the Borrowed Hour.

    It came up to meet her at once, frightened and eager. Where? And she reached past it, past the steel and the cold and the humming snare lines, out toward the great black tower beating in the dark, and she said, with everything she had: Open.

    The heart drank.

    It was like falling. There was no cold pull this time, no long slow draining. There was simply nothing there to pull, and the heart reached for it anyway, and the floor went out from under her. Through the porthole, very far off, she saw the white pulse of the Lantern stutter. Swell. Flicker gold, once, at the edges, like an eye trying to open in its sleep.

    Then the dark came up from the floor and took her.

    She came back with her cheek on the steel and Quiet’s hands under her arms, dragging her away from the heart. Her hand had come off the glass. She couldn’t feel her fingers. She couldn’t feel much of anything.

    “Not today,” Quiet was saying, over and over, softly, in a voice Rook had never heard her use. “Not today, child. Not today.”

    Through the porthole, the Lantern beat on, slow and white, exactly as before.

    

    Every lock on the Borrowed Hour answered to Rook. It had been that way since Hollow, since the night she had first put her hand on the old ship’s heart, and the Lictors found it out quickly. Rook heard them, as Pell and Nes half carried her up the corridor toward the galley: a heavy thud on the outside of the airlock as the boarding tube locked on, and then voices, and then a long pause.

    Then a sound like frying fat, and a line of white-hot light began to crawl round the edge of the airlock door.

    “They’re cutting,” said Pell. “They’re cutting her. Oh, you—oh, I’ll kill them—”

    “Ten minutes,” said Nes, watching the line of light. “Maybe less. They’ve done this before.” She pushed Rook down onto the floor of the corridor with her back against the galley door, and crouched in front of her, and took her face in one hard hand. “Rook. Look at me. Can you hold a rifle?”

    “Yes.”

    “Can you fire one?”

    Rook thought about it.

    “Yes,” she said.

    Nes looked at her for one more second. Then she got up and went into the cabin behind the cockpit, and came back with the long black hunter’s rifle Rook had taken on the Knot, the one with the little crown plate on its grip that answered to nobody now but her. She put it into Rook’s hands.

    “Then shoot anything in black that comes through that door,” she said. “Legs, if you can. I don’t want to have to explain to anyone why I let you kill a Lictor.” She checked her own old sidearm. “Pell. Flares.”

    Pell already had them: a fat orange flare gun from the emergency locker, and a wrench as long as her arm in her other hand. Her face was white under her freckles and her eyes were blazing.

    Behind Rook, through the galley door, she could hear Jory breathing. Fast and shallow. Too fast. And Quiet’s low voice, talking to him in Thren.

    The white line of light reached the bottom of the airlock door, and went round the corner, and started back up the other side.

    Rook got the rifle up onto her knees. It was heavy. Her arms shook. She braced her back against the door and laid her cheek against the cold stock the way she had once seen a wardsman do on the wall above the yard, and pointed the long black barrel down the corridor at the airlock, and waited.

    The light met itself at the top.

    The door fell in.

    It came down flat onto the corridor floor with a crash that shook the whole ship, and smoke came pouring through the hole, and out of the smoke came a shape in black armor, low and fast, with a rifle at its shoulder. Then another behind it.

    Pell fired the flare.

    It went down the corridor in a blinding orange streak and burst against the first Lictor’s chest, and the whole corridor turned to fire and noise and red light. The Lictor reeled back with one arm over his visor. Rook saw the second one come past him, swinging his rifle round toward the galley door. Toward her. Toward Jory behind her.

    She fired.

    The rifle bucked against her shoulder so hard it knocked her head back against the door. The bolt went down the corridor in a crack of blue light and took the second Lictor in the leg, just above the knee, where the armor joined. He went down with a shout. Nes fired twice, over Rook’s head, and the first Lictor spun and dropped, clutching his shoulder.

    Then a third came through, low behind the smoke at the end of the corridor, and the air was full of blue light and the smell of burning, and Rook was firing again, and again, not even aiming anymore, just firing at the black shapes in the smoke, with her ears ringing and her eyes streaming and Nes’s voice somewhere above her, swearing, swearing—

    “Hold!”

    The voice came from the speaker in the corridor ceiling. It was not loud. It didn’t need to be.

    The black shapes stopped.

    They didn’t fall back. They just stopped, crouched and sprawled in the smoke at the far end of the corridor, with their rifles up and pointing, and waited. Rook kept her rifle on them. Her hands were shaking so hard that the barrel was drawing little circles in the air.

    “Captain Calder,” said the voice. “Rook.”

    It was him.

    “Your forger,” said Corvin Hale, “was shot in the harbor on Corona. A burn bolt, at close range, low in the body. Lictor Dray found the blood on the stones. That was a day and a half ago.” A small pause. “If he’s still alive, he’s burning up by now. The burn has gone bad, and the fever has started, and he’ll be dead by tomorrow night. Your doctor knows it. Ask her.”

    Rook didn’t move. She didn’t look round. But behind her, through the door, the fast shallow breathing went on and on.

    “I have a surgeon on this ship,” said the voice. “And everything she needs. Here is what I’m offering. Once. The girl comes with me, and the boy. The boy goes straight to my surgeon. Captain Calder and the mechanic and the doctor take their ship and go, and nobody follows them. I will open the Lantern for them myself.”

    “Lictors don’t make deals,” said Nes, loudly, to the ceiling.

    “No,” said the voice. “This one does.”

    

    The screen in the galley showed his face.

    They gathered round it, the four of them, with the smoke still drifting in from the corridor and Jory on the bench under every blanket on the ship, burning up. Corvin Hale looked out at them from the glass. He had taken his helmet off. His face was very still.

    “He’s lying,” said Pell. “He’s lying, he’s a Lictor, they always lie—”

    “Quiet,” said Nes. Her voice was rough. “You tell me.”

    The old Thren had come to stand in front of the screen. She stood there for a long time, tall and still, with her great dark eyes fixed on the face behind the glass. Rook had seen her look at people like that before. At Lucan on the Knot. At the Archduchess across a dinner table. At Rook herself, the first day, as if she were reading something written on the inside of her skin.

    “He means it,” said Quiet at last.

    Nobody spoke.

    “He means every word,” said Quiet softly. “I do not think he knows why he means it. I think it frightens him a little. But he means it.”

    Rook looked at Jory.

    His face on the pillow was grey and wet. His lips were cracked open. The red streaks had crawled up out of the bandage and across his ribs in the night, and she could see them now, even in the dim light, like the branches of some terrible tree. He was muttering something, over and over, too low to hear. She bent down close.

    “—green one,” Jory was saying. “She always wanted. A green one —”

    Rook straightened up.

    “No,” said Nes.

    “Nes.”

    “No. No, I won’t, I won’t do it, you don’t get to—” Nes’s voice cracked straight down the middle. “I am not flying away and leaving you on a Lictor ship, Rook. I’m not. I left Crane in that ward. I sat there for nine days and then I left him. I’m not doing it again. Not to you. Do you hear me?”

    “He’ll die,” said Rook.

    Nes opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

    “He’ll die,” Rook said again, quietly. “Tomorrow night. You heard him. And Quiet heard him. And you know she’s right.” She looked at the old Thren. Quiet didn’t look away. “There isn’t a road out of here, Nes. Not today. I tried. And if we fight, they’ll cut their way in, and they’ll take me anyway, and they’ll take all of you too, and Jory will die on the floor in the middle of it.” She swallowed. “Somebody has to —”

    “Don’t,” said Nes. “Don’t you dare say it.”

    Rook didn’t.

    She went to the bench, and knelt down, and got her arms under Jory, blankets and all. He was very light. He had always been light. Light as a little bird, Big Ulf used to say, every time he picked Jory up and threw him over his shoulder. Pell made a small broken sound and came and took his feet.

    On the screen, Corvin Hale hadn’t moved.

    “All right,” Rook said to him. “All right. We’re coming out.”

    

    They said goodbye in the corridor, with the Lictors waiting at the end of it in the smoke.

    There wasn’t time to do it properly. There was never time. Pell hugged her so hard her ribs creaked, and cried into her hair, and said something about the bird, and the wrenches, and the Hour missing her, and didn’t make sense, and didn’t let go until Nes pulled her off. Quiet laid one long four-fingered hand on Rook’s head, lightly, the way she might have touched a leaf.

    “Eat,” she said. “Sleep. Do not bleed for anything, child. Not for a week. Not for anyone.”

    “I’ll try.”

    “You will not,” said Quiet. “But I have said it.”

    And Nes didn’t say anything at all. She just stood there in the smoke with her sidearm hanging from her hand, and her face as grey as her hair, and looked at Rook. Then she reached out and pulled Rook’s head against her shoulder, hard, the way you would hold a child in a crowd, and held it there.

    “Find me,” Rook said into her coat.

    “Every road out of everywhere,” said Nes. Her voice was a wreck. “Every one, sweetheart. Every single one.”

    Then she let go.

    Two of the Verity’s crew came forward and took Jory from Rook’s arms, carefully, onto a stretcher, and went away with him at a run down the boarding tube. Rook let them take him. She laid the hunter’s rifle down on the floor of the corridor. Then she walked the rest of the way to the broken airlock on her own legs, and stepped over the fallen door, and went through.

    On the far side, at the mouth of the tube, there was a second door, the Hour’s inner hatch, standing open. Rook turned round in it.

    Nes was there, at the end of the corridor. Pell. Quiet. The three of them, in the smoke.

    Rook put her bleeding hand flat on the plate beside the hatch.

    Shut, she told it. And don’t open. Not for them. Not for anyone. Not until they’re safe.

    It hardly drank at all. It was a small door. The hatch slid shut between them, slowly, and the last thing Rook saw through its little round window was Nes’s hand, coming up flat against the glass on the other side.

    Then the lock chimed, and the light on the plate turned gold, and Rook turned round and walked down the boarding tube toward the Lictors without looking back.

    

    He was waiting for her at the end of it.

    He stood a little apart from the others, in the bright white light of the Verity’s airlock, with his helmet under his arm. Up close, he looked older than she remembered. Tired. He looked at her face, and then at her bleeding hand, and then at the knife in her boot.

    He held out his hand.

    Rook looked at it for a while. Then she bent down and drew Garrow’s knife out of her boot and laid it, hilt first, across his palm.

    He looked down at it. At the plain black sheath, and the worn cord hilt, and the pommel with its crest ground almost smooth, all but one small curve of a sunburst at the edge. Something moved in his face. Then it was gone, and he closed his hand round it.

    “The Lantern,” said Rook.

    “Come with me.”

    He took her down himself. Not to a cell. Down ladders and along narrow gleaming corridors to a room at the bottom of the ship, hot and humming and full of golden light, where a great black sphere hung in a cradle of steel, ringed by a catwalk. A small round bald man with burn-scarred hands was standing on the catwalk, and as Rook came down the ladder behind the Lictor-Prime, the old man turned round, and his mouth fell open.

    The sphere was singing.

    Rook felt it before she heard it. A great, rising, joyful note, so deep it was almost below hearing, coming up out of the black glass the moment her foot touched the floor. The golden veins under its skin brightened, all at once, and began to race. The whole room seemed to lean toward her, the way the bones of Corona had leaned.

    “Well,” said the old man, in a hushed voice. “Well, I’ll be—”

    “Tolly,” said the Lictor-Prime.

    The old man shut his mouth.

    Corvin Hale climbed up onto the catwalk, to a smooth dark plate set into the cradle, and laid his hand on it. Rook saw the ring on his finger touch the glass. Not the gold one. Another one, beside it: a band of black, with a thin thread of red running all the way round it like a vein.

    The singing faltered.

    It didn’t stop. But it changed, under the black ring, the way the mess hall on Hollow went quiet when a wardsman walked in. Something flinched. Then the room went still.

    On a screen on the wall, Rook watched the Lantern.

    For a moment nothing happened. Then the slow white pulse swelled, and kept swelling, and held, bright and wide and open, the way it had never been all night. And at the edge of the screen, a small battered ship with a scorched wing and six colors of patching on her hull, cut loose now from every snare line, turned slowly round, and nosed toward the light.

    Rook watched her go.

    She watched the Borrowed Hour slide into the white, smaller and smaller, until there was nothing left of her but a dark speck against the glare. Then the white folded shut behind her like a hand closing, and the speck was gone, and the Lantern beat on alone in the dark. Slow and white. Slow and white.

    Rook found that her face was wet. She didn’t wipe it.

    “If he dies,” she said, without looking round, “I’ll open every airlock on this ship.”

    “If he dies,” said Corvin Hale, behind her, “I won’t try to stop you.”

    She turned.

    He had come down off the catwalk. He was standing at the foot of the ladder with Garrow’s knife still in his hand, looking at her with an expression she couldn’t read at all.

    “He asked me to give you a message,” he said.

    Rook stared at him.

    “Who?”

    “Garrow,” said the Lictor-Prime.

  
    Part Three — The Lictor

    Order is mercy.


    — Carved above the door of the Oathhouse


  
    Chapter 26 — Prisoner

    “He’s alive,” said the Lictor-Prime. “He’s in the Bastion. I took him there myself.”

    Rook didn’t move. The core of the Verity was still humming behind her, low and uneasy under the black ring’s weight. The Lantern on the screen beat on, empty, where the Borrowed Hour had been.

    “What did he say?” she said. Her voice came out wrong. “You said he gave you a message. What did he—”

    The speaker on the wall clicked.

    “Lictor-Prime.” A woman’s voice, flat and fast. “Med bay. The boy’s heart has stopped.”

    Rook was up the ladder before she knew she had moved.

    She didn’t know the way. It didn’t matter. She ran, along gleaming corridors and round corners, with Lictors shouting behind her and someone’s boots pounding after her, following the sound of the alarm, and then a door slid open in front of her and she was in a white room full of light, with a glass wall down the middle of it, and on the other side of the glass, on a high narrow bed, was Jory.

    They had cut the blankets off him. He looked so small. There was a tall grey-haired woman leaning over him with her sleeves pushed up past her elbows and two flat silver paddles in her hands, and as Rook hit the glass with both palms, the woman put the paddles down on Jory’s chest and said something short and sharp, and Jory’s whole body jumped on the bed, the way a man jumps when a blasting charge goes off too close under his feet.

    The woman looked at a screen. She said something else.

    She put the paddles down again.

    Jory jumped again.

    Rook was saying his name. She was saying it over and over against the glass, and pounding on it with the flat of her hand, and someone had her by the arms from behind and was pulling her back, and she was fighting them, and she didn’t care.

    “Let her be,” said a voice behind her. “Let her watch.”

    The hands let go.

    On the other side of the glass, the grey-haired woman was looking at the screen. Her face didn’t change at all. Then she put the paddles down on the tray beside her, carefully, and picked up something else, and bent over Jory’s side, and began to work.

    Rook slid down the glass until she was sitting on the floor. She didn’t look away. She didn’t look away for four hours.

    

    “He’ll live.”

    The grey-haired woman stood over her, pulling off a pair of thin gloves that were red to the wrist. She was older than Rook had thought, with a long, lined, bony face, all jaw, and a voice like a drawer being slammed. Her name was Lenning, somebody said. She was the ship’s medic.

    “I had to cut a great deal of him away,” said Lenning. “The burn went deeper than your Thren could have known without the proper instruments. She did well with what she had. Tell her I said so, if you ever see her again.” She dropped the gloves in a bin. “His heart stopped twice. It won’t stop again. I’ve got enough fever-killer in him to cure a small city, and the infection’s already turning. He’ll be weak for a long time. He may not run again the way he used to. But he’ll live.”

    Rook looked up at her.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    “Don’t thank me. Thank him.” The medic jerked her chin at the door, where the Lictor-Prime was standing. “He told me if the boy died I’d be explaining it to him personally. I’ve served on this ship nine years, and I’ve never once heard him threaten anybody.” She looked down at Rook, without much sympathy and without much unkindness either. “Go and sleep, girl. You look worse than he does.”

    

    They searched her outside the hold.

    A woman Lictor with a scar through one eyebrow did it, fast and thorough and not unkind, while two of the deck crew stood by with rifles. She found the dark sliver of glass in the pocket of Nes’s old coat, and turned it over, and frowned at it, and gave it to the Lictor-Prime. She took the coat. She found nothing else, because there was nothing else to find, except a plain band of grey iron that Rook had slipped onto her own finger in the corridor of the Borrowed Hour, before she walked out of the airlock.

    The woman Lictor looked at it.

    “No bead,” she said. “No blood. Nothing.” She shrugged. “Keep your trinket.”

    Then they put Rook in a cell.

    It was in the hold, two decks below the bridge. It had bars instead of a door, and a steel cot bolted to the wall, and a thin grey blanket, and a bucket, and a small round light in the ceiling that never went out. It was smaller than the cell in Block Six. It was cleaner. It smelled of disinfectant and cold metal and, very faintly, under all that, of something else.

    Rook sat down on the cot.

    She knew that smell. She would have known it anywhere. Stone dust, and old sweat, and the cheap black soap they gave you in the bathhouse on Hollow, and something that was just him.

    She turned round and looked at the wall above the cot.

    It was there. Low down, at about the height where a big man’s hand would rest if he sat on the edge of the cot with his face to the wall, someone had scratched into the grey paint with a fingernail, or the edge of a spoon. It was very small. Rough wings. A tail. A head that was barely a head, as if whoever had made it had stopped there on purpose, and left it unfinished.

    A bird.

    Rook put her finger on it.

    He never finishes the heads, she had said to Jory once, when they were children, holding up one of the little stone birds that came out of Garrow’s pockets. Why doesn’t he ever finish the heads? And Garrow, who she had thought was asleep, had said from the cot without opening his eyes: Because a bird ought to choose its own face, girl. When it’s ready.

    She lay down on the cot with her finger still on the scratched wing, and her face to the wall, and slept for twelve hours without moving.

    

    The old engineer brought her food.

    He came down the ladder on his own, puffing a little, with a tray: a bowl of something hot, and a heel of bread, and a mug of tea that was better than anything Nes had ever made. He slid it through the slot under the bars and then didn’t go away. He stood outside the cell with his round burn-scarred hands in his pockets, looking at her the way Pell looked at an engine that was making a new noise.

    “Tolly,” he said. “Master Engineer. We met. Sort of.”

    “You were the one on the catwalk.”

    “That’s me.” He rocked on his heels. “She sang, you know. When you came in. You heard her.”

    Rook said nothing. She was eating. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until the bowl was in her hands.

    “She hasn’t sung like that since the day she came out of the yard,” said Tolly. “Forty years I’ve had my hands on her. Never once. On Hollow, she was pulling so hard after you I thought she’d crack. And after you jumped, she sulked. Sulked for days. Wouldn’t talk to me.” He shook his bald head slowly. “And then you come down that ladder, and she sings like a girl at a wedding.”

    Rook put the bowl down.

    “Ships aren’t alive,” she said. “Are they?”

    Tolly looked at her for a while.

    “I don’t know, miss,” he said at last. “I’ve been asking that since I was fourteen. Nobody’s ever been able to tell me.” He took a hand out of his pocket and laid it flat on the steel wall beside the bars, gently, as if he were laying it on an animal’s flank. “But she knows you. I can tell you that much. She knows you like she’s been waiting for you all her life.”

    He went away up the ladder. He had left an extra heel of bread on the tray. Rook didn’t think it was an accident.

    Through the soles of her feet, through the steel, she could feel the ship humming. She could feel it better than she had last night. Not much. A little. Like warmth coming back into cold fingers. The whole long body of the Verity, purring away around her in the dark, and somewhere beneath her, in the very bottom of it, the great slow golden heart, turned toward her like a face toward a fire.

    She put her hand flat on the wall, the way Tolly had. The hum came up into her palm.

    She took it away again, quickly. Quiet had said a week.

    

    He came that night.

    He came down the ladder alone, without his armor, in a plain black uniform with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, and there was a folded paper in his hand. He pulled a crate across the floor of the hold and sat down on it, just outside the bars, with his elbows on his knees. It was the way, Rook thought, that you would sit with someone you had come to talk to and not to guard.

    He had sat like that with Garrow. She was suddenly sure of it.

    “Your forger is awake,” he said. “He asked for you. He asked whether he had been shot or had dreamed it. Lenning told him he’d been shot, and he said, Good, I’d hate to have dreamed all that pain for nothing.” Something moved at the corner of his mouth. “Then he went back to sleep.”

    Rook let out a breath she felt she had been holding since the harbor.

    “That’s Jory,” she said.

    “I gathered.”

    They sat for a moment. The light in the ceiling hummed.

    “We reach Zenith in three days,” said the Lictor-Prime. “Four Lanterns. I thought you should know.”

    “Why?”

    He didn’t answer that. He looked down at the paper in his hands instead.

    “The old man,” he said. “On Vigil, at the Bastion, when I left him. He said: She’ll come for me. I said I knew. And he said: Then tell her not to. If you find her before she finds me. Tell her the old man said she’s to go somewhere with a sky, and stay there.” He looked up. “She won’t listen. She never has. But tell her.”

    Rook stared at him.

    Then, to her horror, she laughed. It came out of her before she could stop it, a cracked, wet, ugly sound, and she put both hands over her face, and went on laughing, and somewhere in the middle of it the laughing turned into something else, and she bent forward on the cot with her hands over her face and couldn’t stop.

    The Lictor-Prime didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. He didn’t look away, either. He just sat on his crate on the other side of the bars and waited, the way Garrow used to wait at the end of a bad shift, until it was over.

    “That’s him,” Rook said at last, into her hands. “That’s him exactly. Somewhere with a sky. He’s in a prison made of ice, and he’s telling me where to go.” She wiped her face with the heel of her hand. “Was he hurt?”

    “No.”

    “Cold?”

    The Lictor-Prime was quiet for a moment.

    “I gave him a coat,” he said.

    Rook looked at him properly then. For the first time. At the plain black uniform, and the rolled-up sleeves, and the healing red mark round one finger of his right hand that she had first seen on Hollow, and the tired dark eyes. He was turning something over and over in the fingers of his right hand as he sat there, without seeming to know he was doing it. Something small and grey.

    Rook’s breath stopped.

    “Where did you get that?” she said.

    His fingers went still.

    He looked down at it as if he had forgotten it was there. Then, slowly, he opened his hand.

    A little bird of grey stone. Rough wings, worn smooth. A tail. A head that was barely a head.

    “He never finishes the heads,” Rook said. Her voice had gone very small. “He says a bird ought to choose its own face. When it’s ready.” She looked up at him. “Where did you get it?”

    For a long time, she thought he wasn’t going to answer.

    “Thessaly,” he said at last. “A long time ago. There was a fire. There was a boy in a granary loft, and the boy’s mother was dead, and the roof was coming down. A Lictor came up the ladder through the smoke and carried him out.” He closed his hand on the bird again. “He was humming. Three nights later, in the camp, he made the boy this.”

    “He hums,” Rook said. “When he carves. He doesn’t know he’s doing it. He doesn’t even know it’s a tune.”

    “It isn’t,” said the Lictor-Prime. “It never was.”

    They looked at each other through the bars.

    “He didn’t tell you,” said Rook slowly. “Did he? That it was him.”

    “He said, Not here.” The Lictor-Prime looked up, past her, at the ceiling, and Rook followed his eyes and saw nothing there but the round light. “I think he meant there were too many ears.”

    “He never tells anyone anything,” said Rook. “He never told me anything. Twenty-four years.” She laughed again, a little, without any breath behind it. “He told me never to touch a lock. He told me never to let anyone take my blood. He told me never to go near the Wall. That was all he ever told me. Three promises.” She looked at the bird in his fist. “I broke two of them in about four days. The third one I’d broken before he even made me promise.”

    “I know,” said the Lictor-Prime. “I was there for some of it.”

    He held out the paper.

    “He asked me to get these, too,” he said. “On the Verity, in the hold, the first night. He said someone should know them who wasn’t on Hollow.”

    Rook took it through the bars. She unfolded it.

    Ebbe Morrow. 17.

    She read the first name, and then she couldn’t read any more for a while.

    She read them all in the end. She read them slowly, one at a time, in the small round light. Ebbe, who sang. Kai Brightwater, who had stolen her bread every day for a year when she was eight, until she broke his nose, after which he had been her friend for sixteen years and never once stolen anything from her again. Old Bettany Ashe, who taught the little ones their numbers on the floor of the mess hall with a burnt stick. Sami Orly, who was nineteen and had wanted to be a pilot, and had never seen a ship close up in his life except the ones that brought the prisoners in. Dree, who never said anything to anyone, and had walked out of his cell on the night of the open doors with a smile on his face that Rook had never seen there before.

    Eleven.

    She folded the paper up again, carefully, along its creases. She didn’t give it back.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    “Thank him,” said the Lictor-Prime. “He asked.”

    “You didn’t have to.”

    “No.” He was quiet for a moment. “I find that I do a great many things lately that I don’t have to.”

    

    “Why are you doing this?” Rook said.

    It had gone very late. Somewhere in the ship, a bell had rung for the night watch, and the hum of the engines had dropped to something lower and slower. The Lictor-Prime was still sitting on his crate.

    “Doing what?”

    “This.” She waved a hand at the crate, the paper, the bars. “The coat. The names. Opening the Lantern for Nes. Sitting there like you’re visiting somebody instead of guarding them. You’re taking me to Zenith. You’re taking me to him. You know what he wants. And you’re sitting there being—” She couldn’t find the word. “Kind.”

    He looked at her for a while.

    “I am a Lictor,” he said. “I was raised in the Oathhouse on Zenith from the age of six. It takes children nobody wants. Foundlings, orphans, children from burned worlds. It feeds them, and teaches them, and gives them a purpose. It gave me mine.” His voice was quite steady. “Above the door of the Oathhouse, there are three words carved in letters a meter high. Order is mercy. I walked under them every day for fifteen years. I believe them. I have seen what happens when the order breaks. I have stood in the fire.”

    “So have I,” said Rook.

    He said nothing.

    “Hollow takes children nobody wants, too,” said Rook. “Children born to prisoners. It feeds them, a bit. It teaches them to mine. It gives them a number.” She held up her hand, with the iron ring on it. “Mine was four-four-seven-one. That was my purpose. Four-four-seven-one, Block Six, Gallery Nine, make your quota, don’t volunteer. That was the order.” She leaned forward. “On Hollow, when the order breaks, we chalk the names on a wall. Thirty-two of them, the week before the Wall opened. Thirty-two, Lictor-Prime. In one week. In the order.”

    “Thessaly burned,” he said. His voice was low. “Do you know why? The farmers rose against the levy. They burned the levy houses. They burned the granaries. Children died in those fires. My mother died in them. The Lictors came, and the burning stopped. That was the order. That was the mercy.”

    “Why did they rise?”

    “Because they were hungry.”

    “Why were they hungry?”

    He hesitated. “It was a bad year. The harvest failed. And the levy was due.”

    “And did the levy still get paid?” said Rook softly. “The year the harvest failed. Did the grain still go to the levy houses? Who set the levy? Who sent Lictors to Thessaly when the farmers got hungry, instead of sending them bread?”

    The Lictor-Prime didn’t move at all. But something in his face had gone still, the way Garrow’s face went still when she asked him a question he had decided not to answer. Only it wasn’t like that, quite. Garrow’s stillness was a door shut. This was something else.

    This was somebody hearing a question for the first time.

    “The old man said that,” he said at last, quietly. “On this ship. In this cell. Almost those words.”

    “Then he was right,” said Rook. “He usually is. It’s very annoying.”

    For a moment she thought he might actually smile. He didn’t. But it was close.

    

    He got up to go. He was at the foot of the ladder when she said it.

    “You want to know what I am.”

    He stopped.

    “Everybody does,” said Rook. “The warden. The Archduchess. Mother Gant. The Throne. Everybody wants to know what I am and what I’m for. So do I.” She held out her hand through the bars. “Give me the glass back. And I’ll show you what I know.”

    He stood at the foot of the ladder for a long time, with his back half turned.

    Then he came back, and took the dark sliver of glass out of his pocket, and put it into her palm.

    It woke at once. It was warm, the way it was always warm. It did not drink. The pale light came up out of it into the air between them, wavering and full of flaws, and the woman’s face came with it, and Rook watched the Lictor-Prime’s face instead of hers.

    If you are seeing this, then you’ve opened the box. And that means Garrow kept his promise—

    His eyes widened, just slightly, at the name.

    —Maren. My name is Maren—

    You were not born of him. Do you understand? Whatever they tell you. Whatever you feel, when the doors open for you. You are not his. Not one drop of you is his.

    He had gone pale. She could see it, even in the bad light of the cell. He stood with his hands at his sides, quite still, and watched the tired, frightened woman in the light, and Rook saw the words go into him one at a time, like nails.

    He keeps her. He keeps her. And if he ever finds you—

    The screech. The storm of white specks. So sorry. The dark.

    Silence, in the hold. The round light humming.

    “Maren,” said the Lictor-Prime, at last. His voice sounded strange. “Who was she?”

    “Maren Ost. Her name was in a pouch Garrow kept sealed with wax for twenty-four years. Someone on the Knot found it for me in the old death rolls.” Rook turned the glass over in her fingers. “She was executed on Zenith twenty-three years ago. The charge was sealed. That’s all anybody could tell me. I’ve watched this five times. I don’t know who he is, or who she is, or why Maren was so frightened, or why she said sorry. All I know is a woman I never met wanted me to know I wasn’t his. And that Garrow took me to Hollow because of her. And that she was somewhere with stone walls when she made it, and she didn’t have long.” She frowned at the glass. “And there was a lamp.”

    He looked up.

    “A lamp?”

    “At the end. Right at the end, when it breaks up, her face comes back for half a heartbeat. You can see the wall behind her. Rough stone. Old. And there’s a little round lamp set into the stone, just by her shoulder.” Rook shrugged. “A red one.”

    The Lictor-Prime said nothing.

    “Do you want to see it?”

    He didn’t answer. So she lifted the glass again, and the light came up, and the woman’s face, and the voice, and the long crackling hiss. She held it out toward the bars, toward him, so that he could see. He keeps her. The screech. The storm of specks. And then, for less than a heartbeat, the broken face, further off, and behind it, the rough dark stone, and the small round lamp, glowing red.

    Then dark.

    Rook looked up.

    The Lictor-Prime of the Undying Throne was standing very still in the middle of the hold. His face had gone the color of the grey prison cloth on Hollow. His right hand had closed into a fist so tight that the knuckles stood out white, and Rook realized that the little stone bird was still inside it.

    “What?” she said. “What is it?”

    He didn’t answer.

    He turned, and went to the ladder, and climbed it, fast, without looking back. The hatch at the top banged shut behind him. Rook heard his boots go away along the deck above, quick and uneven, as if he didn’t quite know where he was going.

    She sat on the cot with the warm glass in her hand and stared at the empty ladder.

    She had seen him on a landing field on Hollow, with the whole world on fire around him, and he had not been afraid. She had seen him on a screen at the edge of the Cold Shoals, with his snare lines on her ship, and he had not been afraid.

    He was afraid now.

  
    Chapter 27 — Maren Ost

    Corvin had seen those lamps before.

    He sat on the edge of his bunk in the dark of his cabin, with the door locked and the stone bird still in his fist, and saw them again. Small round lamps, set into rough dark stone. Glowing red. Going down and down a narrow stair behind an iron door, beside the last gate of the Undying Palace, on the night all this began, while eight figures in grey robes and red hoods went down into the dark with their silver cases swinging.

    He had stood at the top of that stair for perhaps five seconds. He had never forgotten it.

    Ask him what’s at the bottom, the old man had said.

    He keeps her, the woman in the glass had said.

    He opened his hand and looked at the bird.

    It could be anywhere. That was what the smuggler would have said. There were red lamps in a thousand cellars on a thousand worlds. There was rough dark stone everywhere. A frightened woman with a few minutes to spare could have made that recording in any one of them, and it was nothing, it was a coincidence, and a Lictor-Prime of the Undying Throne did not build a heresy out of a lamp.

    He sat there for a long time.

    Then he got up, and turned on the light, and pulled his slate across the desk.

    

    The death rolls of Zenith were not secret. Any Lictor could read them. He found her in a minute.

    OST, MAREN. Executed, Zenith. Charge: sealed. By order of the Throne.

    Twenty-three years ago. A single line, between a baker who had died of a fever and a clerk who had fallen from a balcony. Corvin laid his finger on the word sealed, and the slate asked him for his warrant, and he touched his old ring to the glass.

    REFUSED, said the slate. THIS RECORD IS CLOSED BY THE THRONE.

    He sat back.

    He had known it would say that. There were not many records closed by the Throne itself. Only a ring of the first rank could open them, and in all his years as Lictor-Prime, Corvin had never once needed to try. He had never wanted to.

    He looked down at his other hand. At the plain black band beside the gold one, with its thread of red, beating its slow, patient beat against his finger.

    It will open any door my blood opens.

    I will open no door he has closed.

    That was the fourth line of the oath. Corvin had said it every morning of his life since he was fifteen. He had said it on the cold stone floor of the Oathhouse with the banners hanging down, and on the bridges of a dozen ships, and in the hold of this one, with a chained old man saying it with him through the bars, low and slow, the old way. I will open no door he has closed. I will close no door he has opened. It was not a hard line to keep. He had never in his life wanted to open a door the Throne had closed.

    And then one night, the old man had said, I opened a door he’d closed. I’m not sorry. I want you to know that.

    Corvin sat with his hand over the slate.

    Then he touched the black ring to the glass.

    The slate went dark. For a moment he thought it had refused him after all. Then a thin red line ran round the edge of the screen, the way gold light ran round a door when the girl opened it, and the word sealed dissolved, and the record came up.

    

    It was very short.

    OST, MAREN.

    Sister of the Order of Bloodletters. Ninth Circle.

    Served: the Inner Vault, beneath the Palace. Fourteen years.

    Charge: heresy. Did speak against the sacred blood, in the hearing of her sisters, and would not recant.

    Judged by: the High Mother of the Order.

    Sentence: death. Carried out at dawn in the yard below the last gate. Remains given to the Order.

    Next of kin: none.

    And under that, in a smaller hand, as if somebody had added it later:

    The condemned was known to keep company with a Lictor of the Inner Vault watch, VENN, Garrow, who died in the line of duty the winter before. No further inquiry was thought necessary.

    There was a picture.

    It was small and grainy and very old, the kind they took of every Bloodletter on the day she took her vows. A woman of perhaps twenty-five, with a plain, kind, serious face, looking straight out of the slate with her chin a little lifted, as if someone had told her to look proud and she was doing her best. She wore the long grey robe of the Order. Her hood was drawn up, deep red, framing her face.

    It was the woman in the glass. Younger, and not yet tired. But her.

    And the hood was red. Corvin had seen the woman in the glass, an hour ago, in the hold, with a plain grey hood drawn up over her hair and a darker edge showing at its rim that the flickering light turned almost black. It had not been black. It had been red. The red hood of a Bloodletter, worn underneath a plain grey cloak, by a woman who did not want to be known for one.

    He sat still and made himself think it through, one step at a time, the way they had taught him in the Oathhouse. Facts first. Then what the facts meant. Then, last of all, what you were going to do about it.

    Maren Ost had been a Bloodletter. She had served in the Inner Vault, beneath the palace, for fourteen years.

    Garrow Venn had been a Lictor of the Inner Vault watch. The record said they had known each other.

    Garrow Venn had died in the line of duty, twenty-four years ago, in the winter. Three weeks after that, a dead man had walked off a prison ship onto Hollow with Garrow Venn’s face, and soon afterward, a baby girl had been entered in the Hollow records as born to an inmate who had died in childbirth. No mother’s name. Of sixty-one births in the Hollow records, the only one with the mother’s name left blank.

    A year after that, Maren Ost had been executed for heresy, and her record had been closed by the Throne. She had been judged by the High Mother of her Order. By Corisande. The same small, straight-backed old woman who had stood at his elbow among the statues three nights ago, and asked him, so lightly, whether anyone had drawn the girl’s blood, and what color her eyes were.

    Before she died, she had made a recording in a room with rough stone walls and a small red lamp, and sealed it in a box at Corona that only one blood in the Empire could open, and sent the key with Garrow Venn to the end of the Empire.

    If you are seeing this, she had said. I don’t know what they’ve called you. I wanted to call you—

    Corvin put the slate down.

    He knew what that sounded like. Anyone would. It sounded like a mother.

    A Bloodletter of the Inner Vault, and a Lictor of the Inner Vault watch, and a child. And a girl whose blood opened every door in the Empire, and a woman in a red hood saying, over and over, as if it were the most important thing she had ever said: You were not born of him. Not one drop of you is his.

    And he keeps her.

    That was where it stopped. That was where his mind came up against something and would not go on. He sat at the desk with his hands flat on either side of the slate and tried to make it go on, and it would not. He keeps her. Who? Where? At the bottom of a stair lit with red lamps, beneath the palace, where the Bloodletters went down in the night with their silver cases swinging empty—

    He found that he had stood up.

    He found that his hand had gone, without his telling it to, to the black ring, and that he was holding it between his finger and thumb, and that it was warm, and beating, and that for the first time since the Emperor had slid it onto his finger, he wanted very badly to take it off.

    He let go of it.

    Then he sat down again, and turned the slate off, and sat in the dark until the bell rang for the morning watch.

    

    The boy was awake when Corvin went down to the med bay.

    He was propped up on the high narrow bed with three pillows behind him and tubes in both arms, and he was the color of old dishwater, and he was talking. Corvin could hear him from the corridor. He was telling Lenning, in great detail, about a forged travel pass he had once made for a man who wanted to visit his sister on a world that didn’t exist.

    “—and it worked,” the boy was saying weakly. “That was the beautiful part. He got all the way to the Lantern before anybody noticed. They had to look it up. Nobody had ever thought to look it up before, because nobody had ever been mad enough to—”

    He saw Corvin in the doorway, and stopped.

    Lenning looked round. Then she looked at Corvin’s face, and picked up her tray, and went out without a word.

    The boy watched him come in. He had very bright, very frightened eyes, and he was trying hard to hide the fright, and not managing.

    “You’re him,” he said. “The one from the field. The one she knocked flat with your own ramp.”

    “Yes.”

    “You took her.”

    “Yes.”

    “She came, though,” said the boy. “Didn’t she? She came for me.” His voice wobbled. “Lenning told me. She said Rook walked off the ship with me on a stretcher, on her own legs, and shut the door on the others with her hand so they couldn’t follow.”

    “Yes.”

    The boy looked at him.

    “Are you going to give her to him?” he said.

    Corvin stood at the foot of the bed with his hands behind his back, the way he would have stood on a parade ground.

    “Yes,” he said.

    The boy didn’t say anything. He just looked at Corvin, with his grey face and his bright eyes and the tubes in his arms. Then he turned his head away on the pillow and looked at the wall.

    “Then I hope you never sleep again,” he said. “Not one night. Not for the rest of your life.”

    Corvin stood there a moment longer. Then he went out.

    He did not tell the boy that he had not slept last night. It did not seem like the kind of thing that would help.

    

    Dray’s ships were waiting at the second Lantern, as he had ordered.

    There were three of them: long black hulls with gold at their bows, Home Fleet warships, each one twice the Verity’s size and a great deal less beautiful. They hung in a neat line beside the Lantern with their running lights burning, and as the Verity came out of the white, all three of them dipped their noses to her, very correctly, the way the fleet always did to the Lictor-Prime.

    Dray came across in a shuttle within the hour.

    He brought three Lictors with him. Corvin met them in the airlock. They came through in full black armor with their helmets under their arms, three men he knew from the Oathhouse: Harl, and Pascoe, and a young one called Wen who had only taken the oath last spring. All three of them saluted him. All three of them, he saw, glanced at his hand, and at the black ring on it, and then carefully away.

    Dray came last.

    He looked exactly the same. He always did. The same neat cropped fair hair, the same handsome, pleasant face, the same soft, reasonable voice. He touched two fingers to his heart and bowed his head.

    “Lictor-Prime,” he said. “My congratulations. The Shoals. I would never have thought of the Shoals.”

    “No,” said Corvin.

    Dray smiled a little. His eyes went to the black ring too. They stayed there longer than the others’ had.

    “Four,” he said softly. “I had heard there were only three.”

    “Now there are four.”

    “So I see.” Dray lifted his eyes. “The Archduchess sends her compliments, by the way. She was all courtesy, once my guns were at her harbor mouth. She has had her son locked in his rooms, and she wished me to tell you that she hopes the Lictor-Prime will remember her kindly, when the girl is safe on Zenith.” He smiled. “I said I would pass it on. I understand you have the girl.”

    “I have the girl.”

    “And the boy.”

    “And the boy.”

    “And the smuggler,” said Dray, in exactly the same voice. “And the mechanic. And the Thren doctor. I understand they’re gone, Lictor-Prime. I understand you opened the Lantern for them yourself.” He tilted his head. “The Lanterns keep records, you know. That one opened once two days ago, on your ring, for a ship that wasn’t yours.”

    Corvin looked at him.

    “I made a trade,” he said. “The girl came aboard of her own will. Without a fight, and without a drop of her blood spilled on my deck. In return, three smugglers who are of no interest to the Throne went free.” He let the words sit for a moment. “If you think the Throne would rather I had cut my way into that ship and dragged her out bleeding, you are welcome to tell him so.”

    “Oh, I will,” said Dray pleasantly. “I tell him everything. It’s my duty.” He bowed his head again. “Shall I go down and see her? I confess I’m curious. I’ve chased her a very long way.”

    “No one goes down to the hold but me.”

    “Of course.” Dray didn’t seem at all put out. “Of course, Lictor-Prime. Your prisoner.”

    He turned to give an order to his men. As he did, his coat swung open, and Corvin saw what was hanging at his belt, beside his sidearm, in a loop of black leather.

    A slim silver case. No longer than a hand. Polished bright, with a small sunburst stamped in its lid.

    Corvin had seen cases like that before. He had seen eight of them, on the night all this began, swinging empty in the hands of eight grey-robed figures going down a narrow stair.

    “What is that?” he said.

    Dray looked down at it. Then he looked up, and his face was perfectly calm and open.

    “Medical supplies,” he said. “From the High Mother. She was very concerned when she heard the boy had been hurt. She sent a few things for his comfort.” A small pause. “And for the girl’s. In case.”

    “His Majesty’s orders,” said Corvin, “are that no one draws her blood.”

    “Who said anything about blood?” Dray smiled. “Lictor-Prime. You’re very tired. I can see it. I’ll take the night watch on the hold, if you like. You should sleep.”

    “My own Lictors have the hold.”

    “Two of your own Lictors have holes in them, I hear. From the smuggler’s girl and her rifle.” Dray’s voice was gentle. “That leaves you short, with two days to Zenith. Mine are fresh.” He bowed. “But of course. It’s your ship.”

    He went away down the corridor with his three Lictors behind him, toward the quarters that had been made ready for them. Corvin stood in the airlock and watched them go.

    Then he went to the bridge.

    “The relay,” he said to the pilot. “Has Lictor Dray sent anything since he came aboard?”

    She looked at her board.

    “Two packets, Lictor-Prime. Both sealed. Both on his own ring.” She frowned at the screen. “One to the Throne. One to a private code. I don’t know it.”

    “Does it have a name?”

    The pilot looked again. Then she looked up at him, a little puzzled.

    “It just says Mother,” she said.

    

    The Throne’s message came an hour later, while the Verity was turning toward the Lantern for the next jump.

    It came on Corvin’s ring. Not the gold one. The black one. It went warm on his finger, and then hot, and when he looked down at his slate, the words were already there, in the small gold letters of the Throne, under the sunburst.

    He read them standing in the middle of his cabin.

    CORVIN.

    LAST NIGHT, WITH MY RING, YOU OPENED THE CLOSED RECORD OF A DEAD WOMAN NAMED MAREN OST.

    BRING THE GIRL TO ME YOURSELF. AND THEN YOU WILL TELL ME WHY.

    That was all. Not a word about the Lantern at the edge of the Shoals, which the same ring had closed and opened again two days ago, for a smuggler’s ship that was not his. Dray would have seen to it that the Throne knew about that. The Throne had let it pass. It had not let this.

    Corvin read it again. Then a third time. Then he set the slate down on his desk, carefully, as if it might break, and looked at his hand.

    The black ring sat on his finger beside the old gold one, plain and dark, with its thin red thread running all the way round it like a vein. Warm, the way nightglass was always warm. Beating its slow pulse that was not quite his own.

    It is not a gift, the Emperor had said, sliding it onto his finger with cool, steady fingers. It is a weight. You will feel it.

    He had thought it was a key.

    It opened any door the Throne’s blood opened. Any ship. Any gate. Any record. He had understood that. What he had not understood, until this moment, standing in his cabin with the Lantern swelling white outside the porthole, was that a key the Throne gave you was also the Throne’s eye. Every door he opened with it, the Emperor would know. Every door. Every time.

    He thought of the old man in the cell, looking up past him at the little round listening plates in the ceiling of the blue corridor. Don’t ask me that, son. Not here.

    He had not understood that either. Not really. Not until now.

    The Verity gathered herself under his feet and leaped for the Lantern, and the white came up over the porthole and swallowed the stars. Two days to Zenith.

    

    He took the night watch on the hold himself.

    He told the pilot to log it as a routine change of duty. He told his two wounded Lictors to sleep. He told nobody else anything at all. He went down the ladder at the turn of the watch with a flask of Tolly’s tea and his sidearm on his hip, and pulled the crate back across the floor to the bars, and sat down on it, and leaned his back against the cold steel of the bulkhead.

    She wasn’t asleep.

    She was sitting on the cot with her knees drawn up and her back against the wall, under the little scratched bird, with the folded paper of names in her hands. She looked at him for a while without saying anything. Her face was better than it had been in the airlock. Not much. A little color had come back into it.

    “You look like Jory,” she said at last, “after a blood draw.”

    “I’ve been told.”

    “You found something.” It wasn’t a question. “Last night. When you saw the lamp.”

    “Yes.”

    “Tell me.”

    He opened his mouth. And then he found that he was looking up, past her, at the round light in the ceiling of the hold. At the steel walls. At his own hand, resting on his knee, with the black ring on it, warm and dark and beating. He did not know what it heard. He did not know what it told. A day ago he would have said it was only a ring.

    “Not here,” he said.

    The girl went still.

    “That’s what he says,” she said. “That’s exactly what he says. Not here.”

    “I know.” Corvin rubbed his eyes. “I’m beginning to understand why.”

    She looked at him for a long moment, with those strange, clear grey eyes, the color of rain on a window. He had the oddest feeling, under that look, that he was being read, the way the old Thren on the smuggler’s ship had read him through a screen.

    “Something’s changed,” she said slowly. “Up there. Since this morning.” She tilted her head, as if she were listening. “There are new ones. Rings. Four of them, on the deck above, near the front of the ship. One of them feels harder than the others, like a coin left out on the ice.” She frowned. “And next to that one, there’s something else. Something cold. It isn’t a ring at all.”

    Corvin stared at her.

    “You can feel them,” he said. “From here.”

    “A little. It’s coming back. Since the vault.” She shrugged, as if it were nothing. As if it were a thing anyone could do. “Yours is the strangest. The black one. It doesn’t feel like a ring at all. It feels like a heartbeat.” She looked at his hand. “Whose is it?”

    He didn’t answer. He didn’t trust himself to.

    “The hard one,” he said instead. “That’s a man named Dray. He came aboard today. He was on Hollow, with me, and at the Knot, and on Corona, with three ships, trying to blow your little smuggler’s ship out of the sky.” Corvin kept his voice level. “If anyone but me comes down that ladder tonight, or any night between here and Zenith, you shout. As loud as you can. Do you understand?”

    “Why?”

    “Because I’m asking you to.”

    She looked at him a moment longer.

    “Is that a Lictor thing?” she said. “Asking?”

    “No,” said Corvin. “It isn’t.”

    “And the cold thing?” she said. “Next to him?”

    Corvin thought of a slim silver case in a loop of black leather.

    “A present,” he said. “From an old woman who asked me what color your eyes are.”

    The girl stared at him. “Why would anybody want to know that?”

    “I don’t know,” said Corvin. It was the truest thing he had said to anyone in days.

    She didn’t say anything else. After a while, she lay down on the cot, on her side, with her face toward the bars instead of the wall, and the folded paper of names held against her chest. She didn’t close her eyes for a long time. Neither did he.

    Above them, on the deck overhead, Dray and his Lictors had gone to their bunks hours ago. The girl could feel them there, Corvin supposed: four small sparks in the dark, lying still.

    And beside the hardest of them, in a loop of black leather, there was a small silver case, sent by the High Mother of the Bloodletters, for the girl’s comfort.

    In case.

  
    Chapter 28 — The Heart of Verity

    The High Mother called at the second hour of the night watch.

    Rook was half asleep on the cot when the speaker in the ceiling clicked. She heard the pilot’s voice, low and careful, the way people spoke when they didn’t want to be the one saying it.

    “Lictor-Prime. Priority call on the private relay. It’s—” A pause. “It’s the High Mother, sir. From Zenith. She says it can’t wait.”

    The Lictor-Prime didn’t move at first. He was sitting on his crate outside the bars, the way he had sat all last night, and all of this one so far, with his back against the bulkhead and his sidearm on his hip. He had been very quiet. Rook had been watching him not sleep.

    He looked at her now.

    “The relay room is on the bridge deck,” he said. “I’ll be ten minutes. Perhaps fifteen. She likes to talk.” He got up. “Royce will be at the top of the ladder. Nobody comes down. Nobody.”

    “And if they do?”

    “Then you shout,” he said. “And I’ll come.”

    He went up the ladder. Rook heard him speak to someone at the top, a woman’s voice answering, short and firm. Then his boots going away along the deck above, fast.

    She sat up on the cot and put her back against the wall, under the little scratched bird, and closed her eyes.

    It had come back. Not all of it. But in three days of sleeping and eating Tolly’s soup, the strange new sense the vault had left in her had crept back into her the way feeling creeps back into a numb hand, and now, when she shut her eyes, she could feel the Verity around her like a great warm room in the dark. The heart, far below. The rings, here and there, small sparks scattered through the ship, much further off than she had ever been able to feel them before, as if the ship were carrying them to her the way a gallery carries voices. One at the top of the ladder: Royce. Two in the med bay end of the ship, faint, asleep. One going away from her fast, toward the bow, that didn’t feel like a spark at all. A heartbeat. His.

    And four more, on the deck above. Near the front. Lying still.

    They had been lying still all night.

    They weren’t now. Not all of them. Three sparks, moving, coming aft along the deck above her. And beside the hardest of them, the cold thing that was not a ring.

    Rook opened her eyes.

    

    She heard it a minute later, through the hatch. Voices, at the top of the ladder. Royce’s, sharp: The Lictor-Prime’s orders— And a softer one, very calm and very reasonable, that Rook had heard once before through a speaker in the dark outside Corona. Then a thud, and a grunt, and a sound like a sack of ore hitting a floor.

    Then nothing.

    Then boots, coming down the ladder.

    Rook stood up.

    She shouted. She shouted as loud as she could, the way she would have shouted down a gallery on Hollow when the roof started to go: “LICTOR-PRIME! THEY’RE HERE! THEY’RE—”

    “Oh, you can shout,” said Lictor Dray pleasantly, stepping off the bottom rung. “By all means. The relay room is sealed for privacy, and the High Mother has a great deal to say to him tonight. She is very thorough.”

    He looked exactly the way he had sounded. A neat, handsome man with cropped fair hair and pale eyebrows and a face as pleasant and empty as a plate. He was not in armor. He wore a plain black uniform like the Lictor-Prime’s, and on the belt of it, in a loop of black leather, there was a slim silver case no longer than a hand.

    Rook could feel it from across the hold. Cold. Not the cold of ice. The cold of something that had been made to keep other things cold.

    Two more men came down the ladder behind him. Big, in black, without helmets. One of them was rubbing his knuckles.

    “Harl,” said Dray, without looking round. “Pascoe. Mind her hands. She bites, I’m told.”

    He came up to the bars and looked at her through them for a while, the way the tally men at the weigh scales on Hollow looked at a lump of nightglass before they wrote down what it was worth.

    “So you’re the Hollow Girl,” he said. “You’re smaller than I thought.”

    Rook said nothing.

    Dray touched his ring to the plate beside the bars. It chimed. The bars slid back.

    Rook backed up until her shoulders hit the wall.

    “Please don’t be frightened,” said Dray. “Nobody is going to hurt you. His Majesty would be very angry.” He unclipped the silver case from his belt, and opened it, and Rook saw the inside: a bed of black cloth, and nested in it, a long thin needle on a coil of clear tube, and a small glass flask with frost on its sides, and beside the flask, a tiny syringe already full of something clear as water. “The High Mother asks a very small thing. A little of your blood. That’s all. For her physicians. So that she can be sure.”

    “Sure of what?”

    Dray smiled.

    “That you are what everyone thinks you are,” he said. “And then you can sleep.” He touched the little syringe with one finger, gently. “All the way to Zenith. You won’t feel a thing.”

    Never let anyone take your blood.

    Garrow, across the bunks in Block Six, holding both her hands in his. The third promise.

    The two big men came for her.

    She fought them. She fought the way Garrow had taught her, low and close and never fair, so you’ll never need it, and for a few seconds it was almost enough. She got a knee into one of them and an elbow into the other’s throat and her teeth into somebody’s wrist, and somebody swore, and somebody hit her across the face so hard that the hold went white. Then they had her. One on each arm, pinning her against the wall, with her feet off the floor.

    Dray came in close.

    He took her left arm, almost tenderly, and turned it over, and pushed up her sleeve. His fingers were cool and dry. He found the place in the crook of her elbow where the vein ran blue under the skin, and he pressed it with his thumb, and smiled.

    “There,” he said. “Just a little pinch.”

    The needle went in.

    It was nothing. A sting. Less than the knife. But Rook felt it go into her like a drill bit into rock, and she watched, with her heart slamming and her breath coming in sobs, as the dark red went climbing up the clear coil of tube and down into the frosted flask in Dray’s hand, and pooled there, and rose.

    Never let anyone take your blood.

    Sallow, in the infirmary on Hollow, with his little glass vial. The warden, holding her blood up to the light. Hollow rewards initiative.

    The flask was half full.

    Dray watched it fill. His face had changed. It was still pleasant. But underneath the pleasantness there was something bright and greedy, like a man watching gold come up out of a seam.

    “Remarkable,” he said softly. “It doesn’t look like anything at all. Does it? Just blood.”

    Rook stopped fighting.

    She let her whole body go loose between the two big men, all at once, the way you let go on a rope when you want the man at the other end to fall over. Harl’s grip slipped. Just for a moment. Just enough. She tore her arm out of his hand and swung it, with the needle still in it and the tube tearing loose, and hit Dray’s wrist as hard as she had ever hit anything in her life.

    The flask flew out of his fingers.

    It turned over once in the air, glittering with frost, and hit the steel deck, and burst.

    Her blood went everywhere. Across the floor of the cell, across the grey deck plates, across Dray’s polished boots. Dark and bright and smoking a little in the cold where it had been kept.

    And the Verity drank it.

    

    She felt the ship wake.

    It came up through the soles of her bare feet and into her bones, all at once, like a great breath being taken. The deck under her blood went warm. Then gold. Thin bright threads of light raced out across the plates from every splash and spatter of red, branching and branching, under the floor, up the walls, along the bars, across the ceiling, until the whole hold was lit with veins of gold, and the hum of the ship rose under them into a note. On her other arm, Pascoe’s hand jerked away as if the wall had bitten him.

    It knew her.

    That was the thing she would remember afterward. It knew her. It had tasted her blood once before, on a landing field on Hollow, when she had slapped her bleeding palm on a lock plate at the foot of this ship’s ramp and slammed it shut in the Lictor-Prime’s face. And it had been waiting for her ever since. Sulking, Tolly had said. Pulling after her. Singing when she came aboard. It had been waiting for her the way the Wall in Gallery Nine had waited, for longer than anyone could remember, for one particular hand.

    Help me, Rook told it.

    Every light on the ship went out.

    In the sudden absolute dark, the gold threads in the walls were the only light there was. Rook heard Dray shout. She heard one of the big men grunt in surprise as his hands closed on nothing, because she was already gone, ducking low between them, out through the open bars of the cell, toward the ladder. Her bare feet found the rungs. The gold ran up them ahead of her, lighting the way.

    The hatch, she told the ship. Open it. Then shut it behind me. Shut it, and don’t open it for them.

    The hatch at the top of the ladder swung open.

    She went through it. Behind her, below her, she heard boots hit the bottom rung, and Dray’s voice, not pleasant anymore, shouting Stop her— and then the hatch came down over his voice like a lid on a pot, and the lock sealed with a great flat clang, and the gold ran round the edge of it, once, and held.

    Rook knelt on the deck beside the hatch in the dark, gasping.

    There was someone lying beside her. A woman, in black, with a scar through one eyebrow, curled on her side with her eyes shut. Royce. Rook put her hand on her neck, the way Quiet would have done, and felt the pulse there, slow and steady. Just knocked down. Not dead.

    Below her, through the hatch, through the steel, she could feel them. Three sparks in the dark of the hold. Dray, and Harl, and Pascoe. Hammering on the hatch. Shouting. Trying their rings on the plate, again and again, and the plate refusing them, again and again. Dray’s spark was hot now, flaring and fading as he jammed it against the lock. And Rook knew, the way she knew her own name, that if they got that hatch open before she reached the heart of this ship, they would never let her near it again.

    She thought of thin air.

    Every child on Hollow knew thin air. The last week of every month, when the chits ran low and the dome scrubbers were turned down to save the ration, the air in the blocks went thin and stale and sweet, and you moved slowly, and you didn’t talk much, and you slept a great deal. Rook had breathed it every month of her life. She knew exactly how thin it could get before a big man went to sleep. She knew exactly how much thinner it could get before he didn’t wake up.

    She put her hand flat on the warm gold deck.

    The air in the hold, she told the ship. Make it thin. Like the end of the month. Thinner. Until they sleep.

    Not more than that.

    The ship understood. She felt it understand. Somewhere below her, a vent sighed open, and the air in the hold began, very slowly, to go.

    The hammering on the hatch went on for a while. Then it got slower. Then it stopped. Rook knelt there with her hand on the deck and felt the three sparks below her drift, and sink, and go still, one after another, like men nodding off at the end of a double shift.

    Stop, she said. Now hold it there.

    The vent sighed shut.

    She got up. Her legs were shaking. Her arm was bleeding where the needle had torn out, a thin dark line running down to her wrist and dripping off her fingers onto the deck, and every drop of it, where it fell, lit up gold.

    She went to find the heart.

    

    It was at the bottom of the ship, where she had seen it before. She didn’t need to remember the way. The gold showed her. It ran ahead of her along the dark corridors, under the deck plates, along the walls, down ladders, like a lamp carried by someone who knew she was coming. Twice she heard voices in the dark, crew woken by the blackout and calling to each other, and twice the gold led her round them, through a side door, down a different ladder. The ship was hiding her. She could feel it doing it. It was enjoying itself.

    The door to the core room stood open.

    The old engineer was on the catwalk, in the dark, with a lamp in his hand, and the great black sphere in its cradle was blazing behind him like a sun. Every golden vein in it was lit. The whole room hummed with a single deep, joyful, enormous note, so loud that Rook could feel it in her teeth.

    Tolly turned round. He looked at her: barefoot, with her face swelling where she had been hit and her arm running blood. Then he looked at the core.

    Then, slowly, he stepped aside.

    “Go on, miss,” he said. His voice was rough. “She’s been calling you all night. I haven’t been able to make her stop.”

    Rook climbed up onto the catwalk.

    There was the plate, the smooth dark glass set into the cradle, where she had seen the Lictor-Prime lay his black ring. She put her bleeding arm on it, the whole length of the inside of her forearm, from the wrist to the torn place in her elbow, and pressed down.

    And the Verity opened to her.

    It was nothing like the Borrowed Hour. The old ship’s heart had been small and cracked and anxious, like a frightened animal in a box. This was huge. This was a great bright hall, full of light and singing, with a hundred doors in it, and every door stood open. She could feel the whole ship at once. Every corridor. Every deck. The engines, quiet now in the lane, like held breath. The air, moving through the ship in slow cold rivers. The hold, sealed, three small sparks lying still in the thin dark. The med bay, where two more sparks slept, and beside them, very small and very warm and with no spark at all, a boy breathing. And outside the hull, all round them, the white. The pearly, endless, humming white of the lane, carrying them toward the last Lantern before Zenith.

    Where? said the ship.

    It said it the way the Hour’s heart had said it, but it was a different voice. Deeper. Stronger. Glad.

    And through it all, coming toward her fast along the corridors, a heartbeat.

    

    He came into the core room at a run, with his sidearm in his hand.

    He stopped in the doorway. The light from the core fell across him, gold and enormous, and Rook saw his face clearly for the first time since the hold, and she saw him see her. Barefoot on the catwalk. Her arm flat on the plate. The blood. Her face.

    Tolly said, “Lictor-Prime—”

    “Be quiet, Tolly.”

    The Lictor-Prime came forward, slowly, to the foot of the catwalk, and stopped there, looking up at her. He didn’t lift the sidearm. He didn’t lower it, either.

    “Dray,” he said.

    “In the hold.” Rook’s voice came out strange. It was hard to talk with the whole ship singing in her ears. “Asleep. They all are. I took the air down. Not too far.” She lifted her chin. “They’ll wake up with headaches.”

    His eyes went to her arm.

    “He drew your blood.”

    “He tried. He had a flask. And a little needle full of something, for after. So I’d sleep all the way to Zenith.” Rook heard her voice shake, and hated it. “Your old woman wanted to be sure. That’s what he said. That I was what everyone thinks I am.”

    Something went across the Lictor-Prime’s face. She had seen him afraid in the hold, two nights ago. This wasn’t fear. It was something colder, and harder, and very much angrier.

    He climbed up onto the catwalk.

    He came along it toward her, step by step, until he was standing on the other side of the plate, an arm’s length away. Then, slowly, without taking his eyes off her face, he lifted his right hand, the one with the black ring on it, and laid it flat on the glass beside her arm.

    The core screamed.

    Not a sound. Not really. A great shudder that went through the whole room, through the catwalk, through the soles of her feet, as if something huge had flinched away from a hot iron. The golden light jumped and flickered. And under her arm, through the glass, Rook felt the ship turn its whole attention on the black ring, and on the heartbeat inside it, and say, as clearly as anything had ever been said to her in her life:

    No.

    The Lictor-Prime snatched his hand back. He was white. He looked down at the black ring on his finger, and Rook saw that it was smoking very faintly, and that the skin around it had gone red.

    “She won’t,” said Tolly, from the foot of the catwalk. His voice was hushed. “Not for that. Not anymore.”

    For a long moment, nobody moved. The core sang. The white beat against the hull.

    “If you do this,” said the Lictor-Prime at last, very quietly, “he will burn something.”

    “He’ll burn something anyway,” said Rook. “Won’t he? He told you. I could see it on you, on the screen at the Shoals. You looked like somebody who’d been told to burn a world.”

    He didn’t answer.

    “You can shoot me,” said Rook. “You’re close enough. You wouldn’t miss.”

    “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t.”

    He was still holding the sidearm. It was pointing at the catwalk, at her feet, at nothing. He looked down at it as if he had forgotten it was there. And Rook watched him stand there in the gold light with the gun in his hand and the burned ring on his finger and his whole life written on his face, and she knew that she would think about this moment for a long time afterward, and that she would never be sure what she had seen.

    He didn’t lift the gun.

    He didn’t put it away, either.

    “Where will you go?” he said.

    “Away from Zenith.”

    “The shuttles have no cores. They can’t jump. You’ll be adrift wherever you come out. You and the boy.” His voice was very level. “He can barely stand.”

    “Better adrift,” said Rook, “than wherever that lamp was.”

    The Lictor-Prime went completely still.

    She hadn’t meant to say it. It had come out of her the way the laugh had come out of her in the cell, before she could stop it. That lamp. She didn’t even know why she had said it, except that it had been in his face, in the hold, when he saw it: a place. A real place, that he knew. She had seen it there, the way you see a crack in a gallery roof before it goes. And she saw it there now.

    “Yes,” he said, at last, so quietly she barely heard him over the singing of the core. “I think it might be.”

    

    The Verity came out of the white at the last Lantern before Zenith with every light on the ship still dark.

    Rook felt it happen through the plate. The lane thinned and drew back like a curtain, and the stars came out, and there it was ahead of them, at the very edge of what the ship could feel: a great warm blaze, far off, like the glow of a furnace through a crack in a door. Zenith. One jump away. The red heart of the whole map.

    She didn’t look at it for long.

    Not there, she told the ship. Turn round. Go back into the white. Somewhere else.

    Where?

    She didn’t know. She had never known. She had been to four places in her whole life, and every one of them had someone waiting at it.

    Somewhere nobody goes, she said. You choose.

    The ship turned. She felt it turn, the whole long black body of it swinging round in the dark under her arm, the engines waking, the great slow white pulse of the Lantern swelling ahead of them again. And she felt it reach into its own memory, the way the Hour had reached, and turn over forty years of Lanterns and lanes and worlds, and stop on one. A place it had been once, a long time ago, and hadn’t liked. A place where it had felt something, out in the dark, that it hadn’t understood, and had wanted to get away from.

    There, said the ship. Nobody goes there.

    The white closed round them.

    It took almost no blood at all. That was the strange thing. A Lantern was a door, and the ship already knew the way through it, and all Rook had done was ask. It was the asking that cost. The holding on. Every moment her arm lay on that plate, she could feel the ship drinking, not hard, not much, but steadily, the way a candle drinks wax. And she could feel herself getting smaller.

    She held on.

    When the white drew back again, the Lictor-Prime was standing at the screen on the wall of the core room, looking at what was outside. He didn’t say anything for a long time.

    Rook looked too.

    There was a star out there, but it was dim, and red, and very far away, and it gave almost no light. And between it and them, all round them, filling the dark in every direction as far as the screen could show, there were shapes.

    Long shapes. Black. Kilometers long. Hanging still in the dark, with the dim red light lying along their edges. Some of them were whole, or nearly. Most of them were broken: snapped in half, torn open, split down their lengths like rock after a blast, with great curved ribs standing out of them against the stars. They were made of the same black glass as the heart of the ship, and the Wall in Gallery Nine, and the bones under Corona. And none of them were humming. Rook reached out to them, without meaning to, and felt nothing there. Nothing at all. A great cold silence, like the inside of a lift shaft after the cage has gone.

    “The Drift,” said the Lictor-Prime. His voice was strange. “Where the last great war ended. Where the Throne’s Leviathans broke the ones that fought against it.” He didn’t look away from the screen. “Lictor ships don’t come here if they can help it. Nobody comes here. It’s bad luck.”

    “Good,” said Rook.

    

    She didn’t remember the walk to the med bay very clearly afterward. She remembered taking her arm off the plate, and the core crying out after her, a long, low, falling note that went right through her like grief. She remembered telling it, I’ll come back. I don’t know when. But I will. She remembered the Lictor-Prime walking behind her through the dark corridors, three paces back, not speaking, with his gun in its holster now and the gold threads in the walls lighting their way.

    She remembered Lenning.

    The medic was standing in the door of the med bay, in the dark, in her nightclothes, with a lamp. Behind her, Jory was sitting up on the edge of his high narrow bed, grey-faced, with his bare feet dangling and a blanket round his shoulders, and his eyes went to Rook the moment she came into the light, and his whole face changed.

    “You’re bleeding,” he said. “Rook, you’re bleeding, what did they —”

    “Can he walk?” said Rook to Lenning.

    The medic looked at her for a long moment. She looked past her, at the Lictor-Prime, standing in the corridor with his hands at his sides. Whatever she saw in his face, she didn’t say.

    “A little,” she said. “Not far. Not fast.” She turned, and went to a cupboard, and came back with a fat canvas bag, and held it out. “Dressings. Fever-killer, enough for ten days. A burn sealant. He needs his side cleaned and the dressing changed every day, and he needs to drink, and he needs to eat even when he doesn’t want to.” She pushed the bag into Rook’s arms. “And so do you, by the look of you.”

    “Thank you.”

    “Don’t,” said Lenning. “I didn’t give you anything. You took it.” She looked at the Lictor-Prime again. “Didn’t she, sir.”

    He didn’t answer.

    Rook got Jory’s arm over her shoulders. He was very light. He was always light. He leaned on her and they went out together into the corridor, slowly, and the Lictor-Prime stepped back to let them pass, and then walked behind them again, three paces back, all the way to the shuttle bay.

    The shuttle was a small, blunt, gleaming thing, sitting on its cradle in the dark with its ramp down. The gold ran into it ahead of them. Rook got Jory up the ramp and into a seat, and buckled him in, and put the canvas bag in his lap. Then she went back to the top of the ramp, and turned.

    The Lictor-Prime was standing at the bottom of it.

    He had Garrow’s knife in his hand.

    He must have had it on his belt all this time. She hadn’t noticed. He was holding it out to her, hilt first, the way she had given it to him in the airlock at the Shoals. The plain black sheath. The worn cord hilt. The one small curve of sunburst left at the edge of the pommel.

    “It’s his,” he said. “Not mine.”

    Rook came down the ramp and took it.

    They stood there for a moment at the foot of the ramp in the dark, a step apart, with the gold light from the walls lying across both of them.

    “He’ll ask you,” said Rook. “Won’t he? The Emperor. How I got away.”

    “Yes.”

    “What will you tell him?”

    The Lictor-Prime looked at her for a long time.

    “I don’t know yet,” he said.

    Rook went back up the ramp. At the top, before she went in, she reached out and laid her bleeding hand flat on the wall of the bay beside the cradle, and felt the ship come up to meet her one last time, sad and anxious and glad all at once.

    When we’re gone, she told it, sleep. All of you. The lights and the engines and the guns. Sleep until tomorrow. And then wake up, and take him home.

    The ship didn’t want to. She felt it not want to. Then, slowly, it said yes.

    The hatch closed. The shuttle shook. The great doors of the bay slid open onto the dark and the red star and the shapes of the dead giants hanging against it, and the shuttle dropped out of its cradle and fell away from the Verity into the Drift.

    Rook went forward and sat down in the pilot’s seat, because it faced the screen, and looked back at the screen.

    Behind them, the Verity hung against the stars, long and black and gold. As Rook watched, the faint gold glow at her ports went out, one after another, from the bow to the stern, like lamps being put out along a gallery.

    Then she was dark, and still, and the shuttle was alone among the dead.

    Rook didn’t remember falling asleep. She only remembered Jory’s voice, a long time later, close to her ear, and his cold thin hand shaking her shoulder.

    “Rook,” he was saying. “Rook. Wake up. There’s a light out there.”

  
    Chapter 29 — The First Lie

    The Verity slept for nineteen hours.

    Corvin spent them in the dark. There was nothing else to do. The engines were dead, and the lights, and the screens, and the guns. The air still moved, slow and cold, through the vents, because the girl had not told it to stop. Everything else was asleep. When he laid his hand on the great black sphere in the core room, it was warm, the way nightglass was always warm, and under the warmth he could feel the slow, deep, contented pulse of something that was dreaming and did not intend to wake up until it was ready.

    He did not lay the black ring on it. The skin of his finger was still red where it had burned.

    “She’s not broken,” said Tolly, beside him, in the light of the one lamp they had. The old man’s voice was hushed, the way people speak in a room where someone is sleeping. “She’s just doing what she was told. I never saw anything like it. Forty years, and she never once did what she was told unless she felt like it.” He patted the cradle. “She felt like it.”

    Corvin said nothing.

    He went up to the shuttle bay, later, with the lamp, and stood in front of the empty cradle where the port shuttle had been. The great doors were shut again. Through the little window in them he could see the Drift, the dim red star, the long black shapes of the dead hanging against it. Nothing moved out there. Nothing at all.

    He had had the gun in his hand.

    He would think about that for a long time. He was the best shot of his year in the Oathhouse. He had been standing an arm’s length from her, on a narrow catwalk, with her arm flat on a plate and her whole body shaking with what it was costing her, and he had not lifted the gun. He told himself, standing in front of the empty cradle, that it was because the ship would have stopped him. That the core had already said no. That a Lictor did not shoot a prisoner the Throne wanted alive.

    All of that was true. None of it was the reason.

    He didn’t know what the reason was. He was afraid that he did.

    

    Dray and his two Lictors spent most of the nineteen hours in the hold.

    The hatch would not open for them. It would not open for anyone. Corvin tried his old ring on the plate, and then, after a long moment, the black one, and the plate stayed dark and cold under both of them, as if they were not there at all. The girl had told it to stay shut, and it was staying shut.

    “We’ll have to cut it,” said Tolly.

    “Yes,” said Corvin.

    He did not say now. He went and sat with Royce in the med bay, instead, while Lenning stitched the split in her scalp where Harl had hit her, and Royce told him through her teeth what had happened at the top of the ladder. Then he went to the bridge and wrote his report. Then he went down to the galley and ate something, slowly, without tasting it.

    Then he told Tolly to start cutting.

    Dray came up through the hole in the hatch late in the afternoon watch, grey-faced, with one wrist strapped up where the girl had struck it and the pleasant look gone entirely from his face. He stood in the corridor with Harl and Pascoe swaying behind him, and blinked in the lamplight, and looked at Corvin.

    “You were in no hurry,” he said.

    “No.”

    “The girl—”

    “Gone,” said Corvin. “Seventeen hours ago. With the boy, in my port shuttle. My ship has been asleep since, on her order.” He held out his hand. “The case, Lictor Dray.”

    Dray looked at the hand.

    “The High Mother’s—”

    “His Majesty’s orders were that no one draws her blood. You drew it. You struck a Lictor of my ship to do it. You did it in my hold, against my order, while I was kept talking on the relay by the woman who sent you.” Corvin’s voice was quite level. He found that he did not need to raise it. “The case.”

    For a moment, he thought Dray might refuse. Something moved in the pale eyes, quick and calculating. They went to the black ring. They went, Corvin saw, to the red burned skin around it.

    Then Dray unclipped the silver case from his belt and laid it in Corvin’s palm.

    “You’ll want to be careful with that,” he said softly. “It belongs to the Order. The High Mother doesn’t like her things to go astray.”

    “Then she shouldn’t lend them out,” said Corvin. “Go to your quarters, Lictor Dray. Stay there until Zenith.”

    

    Lenning tested the little syringe an hour later, by lamplight, under the glass, while Corvin watched.

    She didn’t say anything for a while. She put a drop on a slide, and looked at it, and put a drop in a vial of something, and looked at that, and then sat back on her stool and pulled her glasses off and rubbed her eyes.

    “Well?” said Corvin.

    “It’s a sleeping draught.” Lenning didn’t look at him. “A good one. Fast. The kind we use before surgery.” She put her glasses back on. “There’s enough in there to make a big man sleep for a day and a half.” A pause. “Or a small woman not wake up at all. It depends on how much of it you give her. And how fast.”

    The med bay was very quiet.

    “Could it have been an accident?” said Corvin. “A mistake in the measure?”

    Lenning looked at him then.

    “I’ve been a medic for thirty years, sir,” she said. “Nobody fills a syringe that full by mistake.”

    

    The Verity woke in the nineteenth hour.

    She did it all at once, the way a sleeper wakes who has decided it is time: one moment dark and silent, the next moment every light along every corridor blazing, every screen flickering, the engines coughing and catching and settling into their hum. Tolly, in the core room, let out a whoop that Corvin heard three decks away.

    They searched the Drift for ten hours.

    It was hopeless, and Corvin had known it would be. Every Lictor shuttle carried a beacon in its belly, and the port shuttle’s should have been calling to them from the moment the Verity woke. It was silent. “She’ll have told it to hush,” said Tolly, and didn’t sound surprised. The Drift was the size of a solar system, and every cubic kilometer of it was full of dead nightglass, broken and silent and drifting, and the dead glass played havoc with every scanner on the ship. A shuttle that didn’t want to be found could hide behind any one of ten thousand hulks. They went slowly, through the long red twilight among the dead Leviathans, with the screens full of static and the pilot’s hands tight on the controls. Some of the hulks were so big that it took an hour to pass them. Their great broken ribs went by outside the windows like the walls of a canyon. Nobody on the bridge spoke above a whisper.

    In the sixth hour, Tolly called up from the core room.

    “Lictor-Prime.” His voice was odd. “Whatever that big one is, off the port bow. The broken one. Can we not go any closer to it?”

    Corvin looked at the screen. It was the biggest hulk they had passed: a Leviathan so vast that the Verity could have flown through the holes in its sides, split almost from end to end and drifting in two halves through the red dark.

    “Why?”

    “She doesn’t like it.” A pause. “She was like this the last time we came here, forty years ago, when I was new on her crew. Shivering. Pulling away. I never knew why.” Another pause, longer. “The others are dead, sir. All of them. You can feel it. That one doesn’t feel dead. That one feels like something in a dark room, holding its breath.”

    Corvin looked at the screen. The great split hulk hung there in the red dark, black from end to end, and nothing about it moved.

    “Note it,” he said to the pilot. Then, after a moment: “No. Don’t.”

    They went on.

    In the ninth hour, the ship found it for them.

    The pilot felt it first. She took her hands off the board, slowly, as if it had grown hot under them, and turned in her seat and looked at Corvin.

    “Sir,” she said. “I’m not doing that.”

    The Verity was turning. Slowly, of her own accord, with nobody’s hands on her, she was swinging her long black nose to port, away from the course they had laid, toward a hulk none of them had looked at twice.

    Corvin felt it through the soles of his boots. Not the shiver Tolly had called up about. The opposite. A long, slow, eager lean, like a horse that smells its own stable.

    “Let her,” he said.

    It was a long way from the great one Tolly hadn’t liked: a Leviathan bent almost double by some terrible blow a thousand years ago, with its back broken and its ribs standing out of the break like the teeth of a comb. The Verity went straight to it, and slowed, and stopped. And there, tucked up against it in the dark between two ribs, with its lights off and its hatch standing open to space, was the shuttle.

    Corvin went across himself, in a suit, with a lamp.

    It was empty.

    The seats were empty. The little cabin was empty. The canvas bag Lenning had given the girl was gone, and the blanket the boy had been wrapped in, and the boy, and the girl. There was nothing left but a smear of dried blood on the arm of the pilot’s seat, and on the floor by the hatch, very faintly, in the frost that had formed there when the air went out, the scuffed marks of boots. More than two pairs. Bigger than a girl’s. Bigger than a boy’s.

    Someone had come for them.

    Corvin stood in the empty shuttle, in the dark, inside the ribs of a dead giant, and looked out through the open hatch at the Drift. At the ten thousand hulks hanging in the red dark. At the silence that every Lictor in the Empire had been taught, since he was a boy, to call bad luck, and to stay away from.

    Nobody comes here, he had told her.

    Somebody did.

    He stood there a while longer. Then he went back across to the Verity, and took off his suit, and went to the bridge, and stood behind the pilot’s chair.

    The ship was still pulling.

    He had felt it the moment he came back aboard: the same long, slow, eager lean, through the deck, through the soles of his boots, as if the whole hull were straining toward something. Not toward the shuttle now. Past it. Along the broken back of the dead giant, toward the black shadow under the next great rib, where the screens showed nothing at all.

    Corvin did not look at the screens.

    “Log it,” he said. “Ten hours’ search of the Drift. No trace of the prisoners or the shuttle. Set course for Zenith.”

    The pilot’s hands went still on the board.

    She didn’t turn round. She had been on the bridge when he came back across. She had seen the shuttle on the screen, tucked between the ribs of the dead ship. She had seen him go to it.

    “No trace, sir,” she said, after a moment.

    “No trace.”

    She logged it.

    When she laid in the course for Zenith, the Verity fought her.

    It was not much. A shudder in the deck. A long, low, unhappy note under the hum of the engines, and the ship’s nose swinging back, and back again, toward the shadow under the rib, every time the pilot brought it round.

    “She doesn’t want to go, sir,” said the pilot quietly.

    “I know,” said Corvin. “Take her anyway.”

    It took a long time. But at last, slowly, the Verity turned her back on the dead giant, and on whatever was hiding in its shadow, and went.

    

    It was night on Zenith when he reached it, as it was always night on Zenith when the Throne wanted to see him.

    The message was waiting on the Lictors’ terrace. His Majesty will see the Lictor-Prime at once. He went up through the palace in his travel-stained uniform, past the long gallery of statues and the fountain where the water fell upward, past the iron door, without looking at it, and up the spiral stair through the dark heart of the tower, round and round, to the plain wooden door at the top.

    The Emperor was not at the table.

    He was standing at the great curved window of the observatory, barefoot, in his grey robe, with his back to the room and his hands folded behind him, looking down at the shining city. The map glowed behind him, unwatched, all its threads of gold and its thousand small lights. Corvin saw, as he crossed the room, that two of the lights were brighter than the others. One very close to Zenith itself, at the last Lantern on the road, where the girl had taken his ship. And one, much fainter, deep in a dark and empty region where there were almost no threads at all. The Drift.

    Corvin knelt.

    “Get up,” said Aurel, without turning. “Tell me.”

    Corvin told him.

    He told him about the High Mother on the relay, talking softly and endlessly about nothing for a quarter of an hour. He told him about Royce at the top of the ladder, and the hold, and the needle, and the flask on the floor, and the blood. He told him about the lights going out. About the core, and the girl on the catwalk with her arm on the plate. About the black ring, and the core saying no.

    He took the silver case out of his coat and held it out, open, so that the Emperor could see the needle on its coil of tube, and the empty place where the flask had been, and the little syringe, full and clear.

    “Lenning tested it,” he said. “It’s a sleeping draught. There was enough in it to kill her.”

    The Emperor turned round.

    He looked at the case. He did not take it. His face did not change at all. And yet Corvin, standing three paces away, felt the room go cold, the way it had gone cold once before, on the night he had asked what was at the bottom of the stair. Only this time it was not aimed at him.

    “Lictor Dray,” said the Emperor at last, very softly.

    “Is confined to his quarters on my ship, Majesty.”

    “Let him out.”

    Corvin stared.

    “He carries her messages,” said Aurel. “He has carried them for years, I expect. Let him carry them where I can read them.” He reached out, then, and closed the lid of the silver case with one finger, gently, and pushed it back toward Corvin. “Keep that. And leave the High Mother to me.”

    It was not a request.

    “Yes, Majesty.”

    The Emperor turned back to the window.

    “And then she took your ship,” he said, “and went to the Drift.”

    “Yes, Majesty.”

    “And put your ship to sleep, and took a shuttle, and the boy, and went out among the dead. And you searched for her.”

    “For ten hours, Majesty.”

    “And?”

    Corvin looked at the Emperor’s back. At the plain grey robe, and the ash-blond hair curling at the neck, and the bare feet on the cold glass.

    He thought of an empty shuttle in the dark between the ribs of a dead giant, with its hatch open to space, and boot marks in the frost.

    “We found nothing, Majesty,” he said.

    It was very easy. That was what stayed with him afterward. He had thought, if he ever came to it, that it would be like stepping off a cliff. It wasn’t. The words came out of him in his own voice, level and quiet and respectful, exactly as all his other words had come out of him in this room for twelve years. His heart did not even beat faster. He stood there with the lie in the air between them and waited, and nothing happened at all.

    The Emperor was silent for a while.

    “The Drift is very large,” he said at last.

    “Yes, Majesty.”

    “And very dead.” Aurel’s voice was thoughtful. “Nothing lives there. Nothing has lived there for a thousand years. I made very sure of that.” He was quiet a moment. “She will need water, and air, and somewhere to go. She will come out again. They always come out again.”

    He turned round.

    “Now,” he said. “Maren Ost.”

    

    Corvin had known it was coming. He had known it all the way back from the Drift, and he had still not decided what he would say. He found, standing there, that he had decided after all. Somewhere in the dark of the sleeping ship, or in the empty shuttle, or on the bridge with the pilot’s hands going still on the board, it had been decided for him.

    “The old man carried her name,” he said. “For twenty-four years, in a pouch sealed with wax. He gave it to the girl, on Hollow, before I took him. She told me the name, on the Verity, when I questioned her.” He kept his eyes on the Emperor’s face. “I wanted to know who she was. Why a dead man would carry a dead woman’s name for half his life. So I opened her record.”

    “With my ring.”

    “With your ring, Majesty.”

    “And what did you learn?”

    “That she was a Bloodletter. That she served in the Inner Vault. That she knew the old man there.” Corvin paused. “That she was executed for heresy, a year after he disappeared.”

    “That is all true,” said the Emperor. “I remember her.”

    Corvin waited.

    “A quiet woman,” said Aurel. He had turned his face a little toward the window again, and the light of the city lay along it, soft and gold. “Very good at her work. Very gentle. She wept at the end, they told me. Not for herself. I asked whom she was weeping for, and nobody could tell me.” He was silent a moment. “I have wondered, once or twice since. Not often. I have a great many people to wonder about.”

    He looked back at Corvin.

    “And the box,” he said.

    Corvin said nothing.

    “The girl went a long way to open a box in Livia’s vault, Corvin. Across half my Empire, with every hunter in it on her heels. Into Strand’s own city. Under Strand’s own bank. She rang a bell there that I heard from here.” The kind honey-colored eyes rested on his face. “A box sealed twenty-four years ago, by a dead woman, for a child she could not have known would ever come. What was in it?”

    If you are seeing this. The tired face in the pale light. You were not born of him. The red lamp behind her shoulder.

    He keeps her.

    “I don’t know, Majesty,” said Corvin. “She wouldn’t show me.”

    The Emperor looked at him.

    He looked at him for a long time. Corvin stood under that look, in the cold light of the map, with the black ring warm on his finger and the stone bird in the pocket over his heart and the silver case in his hand, and didn’t move, and didn’t look away, and didn’t let anything at all into his face. He had stood like that before a thousand times, on parade grounds, in throne rooms, in front of men who wanted to kill him. He had never once had to stand like that in front of this man.

    At last, Aurel smiled. It was a small smile, and tired, and almost fond.

    “No,” he said. “I don’t suppose she would.”

    He turned back to the window.

    “Then we will ask the old man,” he said. “He knew Maren Ost. He carried her name. He carried a child to the end of my Empire for her, I think, and sat on it for twenty-four years, like a hen on an egg.” His voice was quite gentle. “He knows what was in that box, Corvin. He has always known. And he loves you, I think. In his way. He carried you down a ladder once, on Thessaly.”

    Corvin felt the floor of the observatory tilt very slightly under his feet.

    “The listening plates at the Bastion are very good,” said the Emperor mildly. “They are mine, after all.” He did not turn round. “Go back to Vigil. Sit with him. Bring him his coat. Ask him what was in the box. He may tell you. He may not. You have seven days.”

    “And then, Majesty?”

    “And then,” said the Emperor, “I will ask him myself. Downstairs.”

    

    Corvin went out through the plain wooden door and down the long spiral stair in the dark.

    He went down it slowly. Round and round. He could hear his own boots on the old stone, and his own breath, and, very faintly, far below, the bell of the city ringing the hour. For a while he thought of nothing at all. Then he thought of an old man in a blue cell, writing eleven names in the frost with one finger, and looking up at the ceiling, and saying, so gently: Don’t ask me that, son. Not here.

    The old man had known. He had known the plates were listening. He had known that every word they said in that corridor would come here, to this room, to that window. And he had still said son.

    Corvin stopped on the stair, in the dark, and put his hand flat against the cold stone of the wall, and stood there.

    He had lied to the Throne.

    Twice. To its face. In that room, under that map, with the black ring on his finger. He had lied about the shuttle, and he had lied about the box, and his voice had not shaken once, and his heart had not beaten faster, and the Emperor had looked at him for a long, long time and smiled.

    And Corvin did not know, standing there on the dark stair with his hand on the wall, which frightened him more: that he had done it so easily, or that he could not tell whether the Emperor had believed him.

    Above him, at the top of the stair, behind the plain wooden door, he heard the Emperor begin to hum.

    It was not a tune. It was a low, soft, wandering sound, going up and down without any shape to it at all. The sound a man makes when his hands are busy and his mind is somewhere else.

    Corvin had heard it before. In a burning granary on Thessaly, with his cheek against a breastplate and the smoke coming up through the floor. In the last cell of the Bastion, through the iron, in the cold.

    He had never once, in twelve years, heard it here.

    The listening plates at the Bastion are very good.

  
    Chapter 30 — The Carcass

    There was a light out there.

    Rook saw it as soon as she got her eyes open. A single small point of white, far off, low on the screen, in the black flank of one of the dead giants. It blinked twice. Then it went out.

    She waited. Jory waited beside her, wrapped in his blanket, with his thin face close to the glass. Nothing happened. The dead shapes hung in the red dark. The shuttle drifted on among them, slowly, turning a little, with its engines off and its lights low.

    “I saw it,” said Jory. “Rook, I swear. Three times. While you were asleep.”

    “I believe you.”

    “It’s been more than a day.” He said it carefully, the way he said things when he had been counting. “I checked the air. The gauge says a day left. Maybe a bit more, if you stop breathing so much.” He tried to smile. “You breathe a lot. You always have. It’s very inconsiderate.”

    Rook tried to sit up, and the cabin went sideways, and she sat back down again.

    A day and a night. She didn’t remember them. She remembered the Verity’s lights going out behind them like lamps along a gallery, and then nothing, a long grey nothing, with Jory’s voice in it sometimes, and cold water at her mouth, and once, very far off, a sound like singing that she thought must have been a dream. She looked down at her arm. The torn place in the crook of her elbow had closed into a thin pink line. Her palm, with its ten pale scars, lay open in her lap. It was shaking.

    “You changed your dressing,” she said. “Didn’t you? On your own.”

    “Twice. Lenning said every day.” Jory looked smug, and grey, and very young. “It was disgusting. I was very brave. You’d have been proud of me.”

    She put her hand over his on the blanket, and they sat there together and watched the dark.

    The light came again.

    Closer this time. Moving. A small white point sliding out from behind the edge of the nearest hulk, and growing, and becoming two lights, and then a shape behind them: something squat and ugly and patched, with a pair of great clawed arms folded against its belly, like the grab-arms on the ore loaders in the deep galleries.

    The console crackled.

    “Small ship.” An old man’s voice, rough as gravel. “You’re flying a Lictor shuttle with no Lictors in it, in the one place in the Empire no Lictor comes. That’s either very clever or very stupid. Show me your faces, or I’ll leave you for the dead.”

    Rook found the switch for the screen. Her fingers were clumsy. A face came onto it: very old, very brown, very wrinkled, with one eye and a black patch over the other, and a ragged grey beard, and round his neck, on a loop of dirty string, a plain band of dull grey iron.

    He looked at her, and at Jory, for a long moment.

    Rook held up her hand to the screen, the one with the iron ring on it.

    “Ama Sorrel,” she said. Her voice came out cracked and small. “She told me if I ever needed her, to show this to someone carrying one like it. She said you’d find her.”

    The old man stared at the ring.

    Then he leaned back in his chair, and rubbed his face with one hand, and said something under his breath that Rook was almost sure was a very bad word.

    “Hold still,” he said. “Both of you. We’re coming over.”

    

    They came across in suits, three of them, with a line between the two ships, and they didn’t waste time. The old man’s name was Fennick. The other two were younger, a broad silent woman and a lanky boy with a shaved head, and between them they got Jory into a spare suit and Rook into another and hauled them both across the line on a pulley, swinging over the dark like sacks of ore on a winch, into the tug’s little airlock.

    The old man came last. He stood for a moment in the open hatch of the shuttle, looking round its empty cabin.

    “We’re not taking it?” said the lanky boy.

    “Lictor shuttles talk,” said Fennick. “Every one of them has a little voice in its belly that tells the black-and-golds where it’s gone. We leave it here.” He looked at Rook through the visor of his suit, and his one eye was sharp. “If your Lictor wants it back, he can come and fetch it.”

    Rook didn’t say he’s not my Lictor. She didn’t have the breath. Through the little round window of the airlock, a few minutes later, she watched the tug’s great claws unfold and take hold of the empty shuttle, gently, and tuck it away into the dark between two broken ribs of the nearest hulk, where nobody passing would see it.

    The tug was called the Magpie. It was a salvage tug, older than Fennick, and it smelled of oil and boiled cabbage and wet boots, and Rook thought it was the most beautiful ship she had ever been in. They put Jory in a hammock in the hold, and put a blanket round Rook in the cockpit, and gave her something hot in a tin mug that wasn’t tea, exactly, but wasn’t anything else either.

    She had drunk half of it when the lanky boy at the back of the cockpit said, very quietly, “Fennick.”

    Fennick looked up at the screen. Then he said the very bad word again, out loud this time, and his hands moved on the board, quick and sure, and every light in the cockpit went out.

    Something was coming round the end of the broken hulk.

    It came slowly, out of the red dark: long and black and gold, with every port along its side lit and two great white search beams reaching out ahead of it, sweeping across the dead ribs one by one, the way the wardsmen’s lamps swept the bunks in Block Six after lock-in.

    The Verity.

    She was awake. She was looking.

    “Hold on to something,” breathed Fennick, and the Magpie slid backward, very gently, into the black shadow under the hulk’s broken back, behind the next great rib. He shut down her engines. Then her fans. Then everything. The hum of the tug died away to nothing, and in the silence Rook could hear Jory breathing in his hammock in the hold, and her own heart, and the faint tick, tick of the hull cooling round them.

    “Dead glass,” Fennick whispered. “Their eyes are no good out here. Long as we don’t move and don’t shine, we’re one more piece of the wreck.” His hand stayed on the throttle. “And if those lights come round this rib, we run. And she’s a lot faster than we are.”

    Rook didn’t answer. She couldn’t take her eyes off the screen.

    She had never seen the Verity like this: awake, and lit from end to end, and hunting. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, and the most frightening.

    The search beams swept along the hulk, and found the shuttle in its dark place between the ribs, and stopped.

    The Verity slowed. Stopped. Hung there in the red dark, a few hundred meters away, so close that Rook could see the gold veins glowing under the black of her hull, faint and warm, like the veins in the Wall in Gallery Nine.

    A small figure came out of her side, in a suit, with a lamp. It crossed the gap alone, slowly, on a line, and went in through the open hatch of the shuttle. Rook watched the lamp move about inside the little cabin. Then it stopped moving.

    For a long time, nothing happened.

    Then the figure came and stood in the open hatch, with the lamp in its hand, and looked out at the Drift.

    Rook couldn’t see its face. She didn’t need to. She knew the way he held himself. She had watched him through the bars of a cell for three days. He stood there, looking out, and it seemed to her that he was looking straight at the shadow where the Magpie lay. She knew he couldn’t be. She held her breath anyway.

    Then he turned, and went back across the gap, and the Verity took him in.

    Rook let out her breath.

    And then she felt it.

    She had thought there was nothing left in her. She had been empty for a day and a night. But this wasn’t a ring, small and cold and far off. It was something huge, and warm, and it was reaching for her. Across the gap. Through the dead glass and the Magpie’s cold hull and the blanket round her shoulders, hopeful and hurt and glad, the way it had reached for her the first time she came aboard it, singing.

    The Verity knew she was there.

    On the screen, the long black ship began to turn. Not away. Toward them. Its search beams swung off the shuttle and came along the broken back of the hulk, rib by rib, toward the shadow where they hid.

    “Why’s she turning?” whispered the lanky boy. “Fennick, why’s she—”

    “Hush, Wick.”

    Rook knew why.

    No, she told it. She had no blood to tell it with, and she didn’t know if it could hear her without. She told it anyway, with everything she had. No. Go away. Please. I told you. Take him home.

    The beams came on, sliding along the dead glass, closer and closer, until the edge of the great rib that hid them was lit up white, so bright that Rook could see every crack in it.

    They stopped.

    For a long moment the Verity hung there, half turned toward them, with its beams lying still across the dead glass, and Rook could feel it straining, the whole great warm weight of it leaning toward her through the dark.

    Then, slowly, unwillingly, it turned away.

    It turned the way Jory used to turn away from the bread line on the days the bread ran out: a little at a time, and looking back. Its beams swung off the hulk and out into the dark. Its engines brightened. And then it was going, smaller and smaller, out among the dead, until it was only a spark of gold in the red, and then not even that.

    Nobody in the cockpit said anything. Rook found that her hands were shaking so hard that the tin mug rattled against her teeth.

    “Well,” said Fennick at last. He took his hand off the throttle and rubbed his face. “Fifty years I’ve been flying the Drift. Either that’s the luckiest thing I ever saw, or it wasn’t luck.” He looked at her sideways, with his one eye. “Which was it?”

    “I don’t know,” said Rook.

    It was the truth. She didn’t know whether the ship had listened to her, or to him.

    “We saw your Lictor come out of the Lantern,” said Fennick, later, when the lights were on again and the tug was moving. “Yesterday. A cutter, black and gold, all on its own, running dark, with nothing showing but a sort of gold glow at her ports. Then a shuttle dropped out of her, and the glow went out, port by port, bow to stern. Never seen anything like it.” He glanced at her. “The shuttle went off among the dead. And we sat behind old Broken-Back for a whole day, watching, and arguing.”

    “Arguing about what?”

    “Whether it was a trick.” He shrugged. “The Throne’s tried tricks before. Sent us things to take home. Little gifts, with little voices in them.” His one eye went to her hand on the mug, the one with the ten scars. “Then Gully here said, That’s a shuttle with two dying people in it, and if it’s a trick, it’s a stupid one. And I said, Where would two dying people get a Lictor shuttle? And she said, Only one person I ever heard of who could.”

    The broad silent woman, in the seat behind them, said nothing at all.

    “You’re her,” said Fennick. “Aren’t you? The Hollow Girl.”

    Rook looked down at the mug.

    “My name’s Rook,” she said.

    Fennick looked at her for a moment longer. Then he nodded, as if that settled something.

    “Rook, then,” he said. “Drink that, and sleep. It’s a long way home.”

    

    Home was the biggest of the dead.

    Rook saw it come up on the screen out of the red dark, and kept seeing it, and kept seeing it, until it filled the screen from edge to edge and still went on beyond it. It was a Leviathan. She knew that without being told. It was made of the same black glass as all the others. But it was so big that her eyes refused it. The Verity would have been a splinter beside it. The whole of the Spine on Hollow could have stood up inside it with room to spare.

    It had been broken. Something had hit it, a long time ago, so hard that it had split it almost from end to end, and the two halves hung side by side in the dark, a kilometer apart, still joined at the far end by a great tangle of twisted ribs, like a bone snapped and not quite through.

    And in the gap between them, there were lights.

    Not one. Hundreds. Thousands. Small and warm and yellow, strung along the inner faces of the broken halves in long looping lines, like the lamps of the Knot, like the lit-up curve of Corona at night, only smaller and dimmer and stranger, hanging in the dark between the walls of a dead giant’s body.

    “We call it the Carcass,” said Fennick. “Some of the children call it home. It was a warship, once. It fought for the wrong side in the last great war, and the Throne’s ships broke its back, and it’s been lying here dead for a thousand years.” He turned the Magpie in toward the gap. “Nobody comes to the Drift. Bad luck. That’s what the Lictors say.” His one eye glinted. “We like a bit of bad luck. It keeps the neighbors away. And when black-and-gold does come through, the whole Carcass puts its lamps out, every one, and holds its breath until it’s gone. They were out all day, for your Lictor.”

    They flew in between the walls.

    It was like flying into a gallery. That was the only way Rook could think of it. A gallery a kilometer wide, with walls of black glass that went up and up out of sight on either side, and across the gap between them, at every level, there were bridges. Cables. Walkways of welded scrap, swaying a little. Platforms bolted to the great curved ribs, with huts on them, and tents, and lines of washing, and lamps. Long troughs of green growing things, gardens, under strings of bright white light. A market, on a platform bigger than the Long Wall mess hall, crowded with people. Children, running along a rail with nothing under it but the dark, laughing.

    People had made a city inside the body of a dead god.

    Rook stared at it with her face pressed to the glass, and felt something she had no word for.

    The Magpie docked on a platform halfway up, under a sign painted on a sheet of scrap in big crooked letters: WIPE YOUR BOOTS. And the first thing Rook saw when the ramp went down, before the people, before the lamps, before anything else, was the door at the back of the platform.

    It was a door into the black glass of the ship. A big one, round and heavy and old, Maker-made. And there was nothing over it but a curtain. A patched brown curtain, hanging from a rail, drawn halfway back. The great round door itself stood open behind it, and someone had wedged it open with a block of welded iron so that it could never close again. And beside it, where there should have been a lock plate, there was only a ragged round hole in the glass, with the edges filed smooth.

    Rook couldn’t stop looking at the hole.

    “We cut them off,” said Fennick, beside her. He said it quietly. “Every lock in the Carcass. First thing anyone did, when they came here, was cut the locks off. Every one.” He pulled his iron ring out of his collar on its string and turned it over in his fingers. “There isn’t a door in this whole ship you need anybody’s blood to open.”

    Rook shut her eyes.

    And felt nothing.

    No sparks. Not one. She reached out the way she had in the tunnels under Corona, and on the Verity, and there was nothing there. Thousands of people, all round her, above her and below her, laughing and talking and cooking and working, and not one of them was wearing a ring that held a single drop of anybody’s blood. For as far as she could feel, there was only the dark, and the warmth of people, and, very faintly, under everything, so deep and so far off that she could barely feel it at all, something else.

    A hum. In the walls. In the black glass of the dead ship. So faint it was almost not there. Like a voice heard through a mountain.

    She opened her eyes.

    “You took your time,” said Ama Sorrel.

    

    She was standing at the foot of the ramp with her arms folded, in a plain dark coat, with her hair cropped close and the burn scar on her neck bare to the lamplight. She looked exactly the way she had looked in the old kitchens under Corona, sharp and narrow and unsurprised, except that she was smiling. It didn’t suit her face. It was the best thing Rook had seen in days.

    Rook came down the ramp. Her legs gave out at the bottom. Ama caught her by the elbows, without fuss, and held her up.

    “I heard Hale had you,” she said. “Everybody heard. It was all over the Lantern posts. The Hollow Girl taken at the Cold Shoals. We thought that was the end of it.” She looked at Rook’s face, at the bruise, and the scarred palm, and the blood on her sleeve. “What did you do?”

    “Took his ship.”

    Ama was quiet for a moment.

    “Of course you did,” she said.

    They took Jory away to the Carcass’s doctor, a huge, bald, cheerful man called Abelard who smelled of boiled herbs and talked to Jory the whole way down the platform as if they had known each other for years. Rook tried to go with him. Ama stopped her, with one hand on her arm.

    “He’ll be safe,” she said. “Nobody here is going to lock him in anywhere. There isn’t anywhere to lock him.” She looked at Rook. “You need a bath, and a bed, and about a week of sleep. You can have the bath and the bed. The week will have to wait.”

    “Why?”

    “Because Teodor wants to see you.” Ama’s face did something complicated. “And because your captain walked into an Unbound drinking hole on Kestrel Station two days ago, with a mechanic and an old Thren and a ship with a hole in its airlock, and asked for Ama Sorrel by name. Loudly. With a sidearm on the table.” She shook her head. “I sent word an hour ago. They’re on their way.”

    Rook stared at her.

    Then she sat down on the bottom of the Magpie’s ramp, in the lamplight, under the crooked sign that said WIPE YOUR BOOTS, and put her face in her hands, and laughed until she cried.

    

    Teodor was waiting for her in the heart of the dead ship.

    Ama took her there that evening, after the bath and the bed and four hours of sleep that felt like four minutes. They went through the curtained door, and along a corridor of black glass so wide that people had set up a market in it, and down a great curving ramp lit with strings of lamps, deeper and deeper into the body of the Carcass, until the noise of the city faded behind them and there was only the hum.

    Rook could feel it better here. It came up through her boots. Faint. So faint. But there.

    The ramp ended in a room.

    It was round, and enormous, and very dark, and in the middle of it, in a cradle of black glass ribs as tall as a building, there was a sphere.

    It was the heart of the Leviathan. Rook knew it the moment she saw it. It was like the heart of the Borrowed Hour, and the heart of the Verity, but so much bigger that the comparison was foolish: a great dark ball of nightglass the size of a house, hanging in its cradle in the gloom. And it was broken. A crack ran right through it, from top to bottom, wide enough to walk into, and through the crack Rook could see the inside of it, black and glassy and still. There were no golden veins under its skin. There was no light in it at all.

    In front of it, on an upturned crate, a man was sitting with a knife in one hand and an apple in the other, peeling it in one long curling strip.

    He looked up when they came in.

    “Ama,” he said. “You found her.” And then, to Rook, with a smile that went all the way up into his eyes: “Or she found us. Come in. Sit. Are you hungry? Of course you are. Nobody who comes here isn’t.” He held out the apple, half peeled. “Here. Don’t argue. It’s the last one until the next run to Kestrel, and I’m giving it to you, so you’ll have to like me a little.”

    Rook took it.

    He was tall, and lean, and perhaps fifty, with close-cropped silver hair and a short silver beard and a long, lined, humorous face, the kind of face that looked as if it laughed a great deal and had paid for it. His clothes were plain and patched. His voice was warm and low and easy, the voice of a man who had talked a great many people into a great many things. And his left hand, holding the knife, had only three fingers. The last two were gone, cleanly, at the knuckle.

    He saw her look.

    “Three beads,” he said cheerfully, and held up the hand. “I was Warranted, once. A very long time ago, on a very rich world, in a very old House. When I left, I didn’t wait for the ring to fade. I took the finger with it.” He wiggled the stump. “The second finger was an accident. I like to tell people it wasn’t. It makes me sound more serious than I am.”

    Ama snorted.

    “Teodor Vask,” he said, and put his good hand on his heart, and bowed a little from the crate. “Welcome to the Carcass, Rook of Hollow. Ama says you don’t like being called the Hollow Girl.”

    “I don’t.”

    “Then I won’t.” He wiped his knife clean on his knee. “Sit, sit. You look like you’ll fall down otherwise.”

    Rook sat on another crate. She bit into the apple. It was cold and sweet and sharp, and it made her think of the market on the Knot, and Jory with juice running down his chin, and she had to look away for a moment.

    Vask didn’t say anything. He let her eat. He let her look round the vast dark room, and at the great broken heart in its cradle, and at the crack running through it. He watched her the whole time, with his kind, lined, laughing face. And Rook, who had been watched by a great many people in the last few weeks, found that she couldn’t tell at all what he was thinking.

    There was a shelf beside his crate, bolted to one of the black ribs. On it was a big glass jar, the kind they kept pickled eggs in, in the mess on Hollow. It was full of rings. Hundreds of them. Gold and silver, thick and thin, with beads and without. Every one of them dark.

    “People leave them,” said Vask, following her eyes. “When they come here. Nobody asks them to. They just take them off, the first night, and put them in the jar.” He shrugged. “Some of them cry. Some of them laugh. One old woman, a duchess’s cook, I think, she sang. I keep them because nobody could think what else to do with them.” He smiled. “There’s a lot of Warranted blood in that jar. The Throne would be very cross.”

    “Dead blood,” said Rook.

    Vask looked at her.

    “Yes,” he said, more quietly. “Dead blood. Every drop.”

    

    “You know where your old man is,” said Vask.

    It was later. The apple was gone. Ama had brought tea, real tea, and Rook was holding the mug in both hands for the warmth of it.

    “The Bastion.”

    “The Bastion.” Vask nodded slowly. “On the ice moon Vigil, four Lanterns out from Zenith. The Throne has spent the last week making very sure that every dockside bar from here to the Rim knows it. Every Lantern post. Every gossip. The old Lictor who stole the Hollow Girl is in the Bastion, in the deepest cell.” He turned his tea mug slowly in his three-fingered hand. “Do you know why?”

    “Because he wants me to come.”

    “Because he wants you to come.” Vask smiled. “It’s not even a very clever trap. It doesn’t need to be. He knows you love the old man. Everyone knows. And love is a road, Rook. You can always tell where someone will go, if you know who they love.”

    Rook said nothing. She was thinking of a big man in a prison made of ice, with a borrowed coat round his shoulders.

    Tell her the old man said she’s to go somewhere with a sky, and stay there.

    “I know it’s a trap,” she said.

    “Good. Most people don’t, until it closes.” Vask set his mug down on the floor. “And do you know what you do with a trap, Rook of Hollow? When you know it’s there, and you know what’s in it, and you know you’re going in anyway?”

    “Walk round it?”

    “You spring it,” said Vask. “With something bigger than the trap.”

    He got up off his crate.

    He was taller than she had thought, standing. He walked across the dark floor of the great round room to the cradle of black ribs, and stood at the foot of it, looking up at the broken heart of the Leviathan, at the great dark crack running through it from top to bottom. Then he laid his hand on the cold black glass of the cradle, the three-fingered one, gently, the way she had laid her own hand on the wall of the Verity’s shuttle bay.

    As he did it, Rook leaned forward on her crate to see, and saw something.

    Deep inside the crack, far down in the dark heart of the dead ship, so faint and so brief that afterward she was never sure she had seen it at all: a single glimmer of gold. One thread. There and gone. The way a dead lamp in the deep galleries flickers, just once, when the power comes back down the line.

    It wasn’t Vask’s hand that had done it. Vask had no ring. Vask had no blood in him that any door would answer to.

    It had glimmered when she leaned toward it.

    Vask turned his head. He was looking at her, and his face was still kind, and still warm, and still lined with laughter. But his eyes had gone very bright. And Rook knew, the way she had known on the balcony of the Tower with the Archduchess’s long pale fingers resting a finger’s width from her glove, that he had seen it too.

    “She died fighting the Throne,” said Teodor Vask softly. “This one. A thousand years ago. She was the last of them, the last Leviathan that wouldn’t kneel, and the Throne’s ships broke her back here in the Drift, and she has been lying here dead ever since.” He turned back to the broken heart. “There are twelve of her sisters still flying. Every one of them belongs to him. Every one of them answers to his blood.”

    He was quiet for a moment.

    “Or,” he said, “to yours.”

    The great dark room was very still. Far above them, very faintly, Rook could hear the city: voices, and laughter, and somewhere a child singing.

    She put down her tea.

    She had spent her whole life on Hollow learning that nothing was free. Not air, not water, not bread, not a kind word. Not a door. Mother Gant had taught her the rest of it, with her sugared almonds and her airlock, and the Archduchess had taught her the last of it on a balcony under a blue world.

    “What do you want?” said Rook.

    Teodor Vask smiled at her over his shoulder, in the dark, in front of the broken heart of a dead god.

    “Not much,” he said. “Only a Leviathan.”
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