
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            Praise for the Morganville Vampires series

            ‘A first-class storyteller’

Charlaine Harris, author of the True Blood series

            ‘Thrilling, sexy, and funny! These books are addictive. One of my very favourite vampire series’

Richelle Mead, author of the Vampire Academy series

            ‘We’d suggest dumping Stephenie Meyer’s vapid Twilight books and replacing them with these’

SFX Magazine

            ‘Ms Caine uses her dazzling storytelling skills to share the darkest chapter yet … An engrossing read that once begun is impossible to set down’

Darque Reviews

            ‘A fast-paced, page-turning read packed with wonderful characters and surprising plot twists. Rachel Caine is an engaging writer; readers will be completely absorbed in this chilling story, unable to put it down until the last page’

Flamingnet

            ‘If you love to read about characters with whom you can get deeply involved, Rachel Caine is so far a one hundred per cent sure bet to satisfy that need’

The Eternal Night

            ‘A rousing horror thriller that adds a new dimension to the vampire mythos … An electrifying, enthralling coming-of-age supernatural tale’

Midwest Book Review

            ‘A solid paranormal mystery and action plot line that will entertain adults as well as teenagers. The story line has several twists and turns that will keep readers of any age turning the pages’

LoveVampires

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Praise for Rachel Caine’s Weather Warden series

            ‘Murder, mayhem, magic, meteorology – and a fun read. You’ll never watch the Weather Channel the same way again’

Jim Butcher

            ‘The Weather Warden series is fun reading … more engaging than most TV’

Booklist

            ‘A fast-paced thrill ride [that] brings new meaning to stormy weather’

Locus

            ‘An appealing heroine, with a wry sense of humour that enlivens even the darkest encounters’

SF Site

            ‘Fans of fun, fast-paced urban fantasy will enjoy the ride’

SFRevu

            ‘Caine has cleverly combined the wisecracks, sexiness, and fashion savvy of chick lit with gritty action-movie violence and the cutting-edge magic of urban fantasy’

Romantic Times

            ‘A neat, stylish, and very witty addition to the genre, all wrapped up in a narrative voice to die for. Hugely entertaining’

SFcrowsnest

            ‘Caine’s prose crackles with energy, as does her fierce and loveable heroine’

Publishers Weekly

            ‘As swift, sassy and sexy as Laurell K. Hamilton! … With chick lit dialogue and rocket-propelled pacing, Rachel Caine takes the Weather Wardens to places the Weather Channel never imagined!’

Mary Jo Putney

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
                  
[image: ]
                  

               

            

            SWORD AND PEN

            VOLUME FIVE OF THE GREAT LIBRARY

            RACHEL CAINE

         

      

   


   
      
         

            EPHEMERA

         

         
      Text of a letter from Scholar Christopher Wolfe to Callum Brightwell. Available in the Archive.
    

         
            
        Mr and Mrs Brightwell,
      

            
        It is with the utmost regret and sorrow that I must inform you of the death of your son Brendan Brightwell upon this day in the city of Alexandria. I know that it cannot be a comfort for you in this moment of grief, but perhaps it will ease your heart in the future to know that Brendan’s courage in his final days and hours was exemplary, and inspired every one of us who had the pleasure of knowing him. He was at his brother’s side for the battle, and I assure you that Jess is alive, though laid just as low as you must be by this terrible loss. Jess was with him as he died, and Brendan’s passing was mercifully quick and painless.
      

            
        He was instrumental in the victory achieved today in Alexandria for the continued existence and protection of the ideals of the Great Library, and that is no small thing 
        
        to remember. Brendan’s loyalty to, and protection of, his brother was extraordinary, and we will always honour his memory.
      

            
        I pray to my gods and yours that Brendan’s soul finds peace, and that you may also do so with this difficult news.
      

            
        Funeral rites will be prepared for him, and once the immediate emergency is past, I will write to you to finalise these arrangements. We will welcome you to Alexandria for the honours the Great Library will give to your sons – both the dead, and the living.
      

            
        With all my heart, I grieve with you. And I make you this pledge: I will fight to preserve Jess’s life with every ounce of strength I possess. For though we believe that knowledge is all, still we value every life entrusted to our care.
      

            
        Scholar Christopher Wolfe
      

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            Jess

         

         Brendan was dead, and Jess’s world was broken. He’d never known a moment without his twin existing somewhere, a distant warmth on the horizon, but now … now he shivered, alone, with his dead brother held close against his chest.

         So much silence in the world now.

         He’s still warm, Jess thought, and he was; Brendan’s skin still felt alive, inhabited, but there was nothing inside him. No heartbeat. No presence.

         He was dimly aware that things were happening around him, that the bloody sands of the arena were full of people running, fighting, screaming, shouting. He didn’t care. Not now.

         Let the world burn.

         A shadow fell over him, and Jess looked up. It was Anubis, a giant automaton god gleaming with gold. The jackal’s black head blotted out the sun. It felt like the end of the world.

         And then Anubis thrust his spear forward, and it plunged into Jess’s chest. It held him there, pinned, and suddenly Brendan’s body was gone, and Jess was alone and skewered on the spear … but it didn’t hurt. He felt weightless.

         Anubis leant closer and said, Wake up.

         When he opened his eyes, he was lying in darkness on a soft mattress, covered by a blanket that smelt of spice and roses. Out the window to his left, the moon floated in a boat of clouds. Jess’s heart felt heavy and strange in his chest.

         He could still feel the sticky blood on his hands, even though he knew they were clean. He’d washed Brendan’s blood away. No, he hadn’t. Thomas had brought a bowl of water and rinsed the gore away; he hadn’t done anything for himself. Hadn’t been able to. His friends had helped him here, into a strange house and a strange bed. He knew he should be grateful for that, but right now all he felt was empty, and deeply wrong. This was a world he didn’t know, one in which he was the only surviving Brightwell son. Half a twin.

         He’d have taken large bets that Brendan would have been the one to survive everything and come through stronger. And his brother would have bet even more on it. The world seemed so quiet without him.

         Then you’ll just have to be louder, you moping idiot. He could almost hear his brother saying that with his usual cocky smirk. God knows, you always acted like you wished you’d been an only child.

         ‘No, I didn’t,’ he said out loud, though he instantly knew it for a lie and was ashamed of it, then even more ashamed when a voice came out of the darkness near the far corner.

         ‘Awake, Brightwell? About time.’ There was a rustle of cloth, and a dim greenish glow started to kindle, then brighten. The glow lamp sat next to Scholar Christopher Wolfe, who looked like death, and also like he’d bite the head off the first person to say he looked tired. In short, his usual sunny disposition. ‘Dreams?’

         ‘No,’ Jess lied. He tried to slow down his still-pounding heart. ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘We drew lots as to who would be your nursemaid this evening and I lost.’ Wolfe rose to his feet. He’d changed into black Scholar’s robes, a liquidly flowing silk that made him seem part of the shadows except for the grey in his shoulder-length hair and his pale skin. He paused at Jess’s bedside and looked at him with cool assessment. ‘You lost someone precious to you. I understand. But we don’t have time to indulge your grief. There’s work to be done, and fewer of us now to do it.’

         Jess felt no impulse to care. ‘I’m surprised you think I’m useful.’

         ‘Self-pity doesn’t become you, boy. I’ll be leaving now. The world doesn’t stop because the one you loved is no longer in it.’

         Jess almost snapped, What do you know about it? but he stopped himself. Wolfe had lost many people. He’d seen his own mother die. He understood. So Jess swallowed his irrational anger and said, ‘Where are you going?’ Not we. He hadn’t yet decided whether staying in this bed would be his best idea.

         ‘The office of the Archivist,’ Wolfe said. ‘You’ve been there. I could use help in locating his secure records.’

         The office. Jess blinked and saw the place, a magnificent space with automaton gods standing silent guard in alcoves. The view of the Alexandrian harbour dominating the windows. A peaceful place. He wondered if they’d managed to scrub the dead assistant’s blood out of the floor yet. The Archivist had ordered her killed just to punish him. And Brendan.

         Brendan. The last time he’d been in that office, Brendan had been with him.

         Jess swallowed against a wave of disorientation and nausea and sat upright. Someone – Thomas, again – had helped him out of his bloody clothes and into clean ones. An informal High Garda uniform, the sort soldiers wore at leisure in the barracks. Soft as pyjamas. It would do. He swung his legs out of bed and paused there, breathing deeply. He felt … unwell. Not a specific pain he could land on, just a general malaise, an ache that threaded through every muscle and every nerve. Shock, he supposed. Or just the accumulated stress of the past few days.

         It might even be grief. Did grief hurt this way? Like sickness?

         ‘Up.’ Wolfe’s voice was unexpectedly kind. Warm. ‘I know how difficult that is. But there is no other way but onward.’

         Jess nodded and stood up. He found his boots – neatly placed at the foot of the bed – and slid them on. His High Garda weapons belt was nearby, with his sidearm still in place. Heavy and lethal, and he felt a bit of comfort as it settled on his hip. We’re at war. It felt like he’d always been at war – his family had always warred with the Great Library, and then he’d fought for a place inside it. Then he’d fought to preserve the dream of the Great Library. And for the first time he wondered what peace would really feel like.

         His hair was a spiky mess; he ran his fingers through it and ignored it when it refused to comply. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’m ready.’

         Wolfe could have said anything to that; Jess expected something dismissive and caustic. But Wolfe just put his hand on Jess’s shoulder, nodded, and led the way.

         The house, Jess thought, must have belonged to a Scholar – there was a cluster of black-robed Scholars around a wide table in the main room, anxiously chattering in Greek, which must have been the only language they had in common. A tall man with skin so dark it took on cobalt tones; a small, elegant young Chinese woman; another man, middle-aged and comfortably round, with distinctively Slavic features. There must have been a dozen of them, and Jess recognised only two of them immediately. None of his friends were here, which came as a vague surprise.

         All the talk stopped when Wolfe approached the table. No question that he held authority here. ‘We’re going to the Archivist’s office,’ he said. ‘Thoughts?’ His Greek was, of course, excellent; he’d grown up speaking it here in Alexandria. Jess wasn’t as comfortable, but he was more than passable.

         ‘Traps,’ the young Chinese woman said. ‘The Archivist was very fond of them. He certainly would have many waiting there, in case he lost his hold on power. Is there any word on where he is—’

         ‘No,’ Wolfe said. ‘We assume he has loyalists who’ll do anything to protect him. Our advantage is that the less savoury elements of this city are firmly on our side, and without criminals to smuggle him out past the walls, he’s trapped here. With us.’

         ‘Or we’re trapped with him,’ said one of the Scholars – Jess wasn’t sure which.

         That earned a sharp look from Wolfe, and Jess knew the man could cut a person to ribbons with a single glance. ‘Don’t think he’s all-powerful. Without the apathy and passive consent of Scholars and High Garda, the Archivist would never have felt free to murder as he liked,’ Wolfe said. ‘We’ve taken that from him. Don’t grant him more power than he ever earned.’

         ‘Easy for you to say, Scholar.’ That grumble was from the Slav, whose Greek was only lightly accented.

         ‘You think so?’ Wolfe’s voice had gone sharp and dry, his face the colour of exposed bone. ‘Easy. For me. Search the Archives. I was erased by him, like hundreds of others you’ve never even noticed missing. None of this is easy. Nor should it be. Killing a god-king ought to be difficult.’

         It hit Jess with a jolt that the Archivist had another title: Pharaoh of Alexandria. The god-king. And no doubt the bitter old man took that deification quite seriously. But we will kill him. Somehow.

         For Brendan, if for nothing else.

         ‘Look for pressure plates under the floor,’ the Chinese scholar said. ‘He took most of his cues from the great inventor Heron, who built so many wonders of this place. The Archivist took his lessons seriously; his traps will be ingenious, but also quite conventional. He may also have a specific command you’ll need to give to freeze the automata, should they be triggered for defence. I have no idea where you’d find that, but it should be your immediate priority.’ She hesitated. ‘Perhaps … you should let the High Garda do this, Scholar.’

         ‘Because their lives are less valuable than mine?’ Wolfe shot back, and she looked down. ‘No. I know what I’m looking for. They may not. I know the old bastard better than any High Garda could. He was my mentor, for a good portion of our lives. I know how he thinks.’

         Jess tried to imagine that; Wolfe, having the same relationship with the evil bastard Archivist that Jess had with Wolfe. He couldn’t bring it into focus. For one thing, he couldn’t imagine Wolfe as a young man. He abandoned the effort as a bad idea, and as he looked around, he spotted someone standing in the doorway, watching the discussion.

         Dario Santiago.

         Not his very favourite person in the world, but Jess felt much more comfortable about the Spaniard than he had before; they’d been enemies, cautious allies, friends, enemies again, but through all of that, Dario had been present. There was something comforting about that now, in this silent new world that lacked his brother. Jess walked over to join him. The young man had his arms crossed; he’d changed clothes, too, into a posh velvet jacket and silk shirt and finely tailored trousers. He looked rich and entitled, just as he was. But Dario had never pretended to humility.

         ‘Brightwell.’ Dario nodded.

         Jess nodded back. ‘Santiago.’

         They both watched the Scholars arguing for a moment. Odd, Jess thought, that though Dario was entitled to wear the black robes, he didn’t have them on. He wondered if that had significance, or if it was just because Dario didn’t want to take away from the cut of his jacket.

         Dario finally said, ‘All right, then?’ He rocked a little back and forth on his heels, as if tempted to move away from the question. Or from Jess. But he stayed put.

         ‘All right,’ Jess affirmed. He wasn’t, but Dario knew that already, and this was Dario’s way of showing some kind of empathy. It wasn’t much, but from someone like him it was a fair attempt. ‘Where’s Khalila?’

         ‘With Scholar Murasaki,’ he said. ‘They’re helping to organise a full Scholars’ Conclave. Word is we’ll elect a new Archivist today. Tomorrow at the latest. We need an unquestioned leader if we intend to hold Alexandria independent; the nations sending their ships are all too eager to help.’ He shook his head. ‘They’re cloaking conquest as rescue, you know. Their strategy is to sweep in and claim Alexandria as a protectorate. Once they do that, they’ll pull us apart and squabble over the bones.’

         ‘We can’t let that happen,’ Jess said.

         ‘No. Hence the election of a new Archivist.’

         Jess felt the impulse to smile. Didn’t. ‘And you’re not in the running? I’m astonished.’

         ‘Shut up, scrubber.’

         ‘Touchy, Your Royalness, very touchy.’

         There was something comforting about the casual insults; it felt like home. One constant in this life: he and Dario would always be slightly uneasy friends. Maybe that was a very good thing. He trusted Dario … to a point. And of course Dario felt the same about him.

         ‘Your cousin’s ships are in that fleet,’ Jess said. ‘I don’t suppose you’re feeling some family loyalty today?’

         ‘If you’re asking if I’m going to betray the Great Library to the Kingdom of Spain, then no. I won’t,’ Dario said. ‘But I don’t want to fight my cousin, either. Not just because I like him. Because he’s a good king, but he’s also clever and ruthless. He’ll win, unless we make the cost of winning unacceptably high. And I’m not altogether certain what he’d consider too high.’

         My brother already died for this, Jess thought. The price is already too high. But he didn’t say it. He swallowed against a sudden tightness in his throat and said, ‘Where are the others?’

         ‘Glain and Santi are organising the city’s defences. Thomas … God knows, most likely off tinkering with one of his lethal toys – not that it isn’t worthwhile. Morgan is with Eskander at the Iron Tower; they’re getting the Obscurists in line.’

         ‘And what are you doing that’s useful?’

         ‘Nothing,’ Dario said. ‘You?’

         ‘Same, at the moment. Want to come with us to the Archivist’s office?’

         ‘Is it dangerous?’

         ‘Very.’

         Dario’s grin was bright enough to blot out Brendan’s absence, for just a moment. ‘Excellent. I’m as useless as a chocolate frying pan at the moment.’

         ‘In that jacket?’

         ‘Well, it is a very fine jacket, to be sure. But not useful.’ Dario’s smile faded. He looked at Jess, straight on. ‘I really am sorry about Brendan.’

         Jess nodded. ‘I know.’

         ‘Then let’s get on with it.’

         First Wolfe, now Dario. There was something comforting about their harsh briskness today. Thomas would be different, as would Khalila and Morgan; they’d offer him the chance to let his grief loose. But Wolfe and Dario believed in pushing through, and just now that seemed right to him. Eventually he’d need to confront his demons, but for now, he was content to run from them.

         Wolfe joined them, took in Dario’s presence without comment, and simply swept on. Jess shrugged to Dario and they both followed.

         Off to defy death.

         Seemed like a decent way to start the day.

         The sunrise was cool and glorious, reflecting in chips of vivid orange and red on the harbour’s churning waters; the massed fleet of warships that had assembled out in the open sea still floated a good distance away. The Lighthouse had sounded a warning, and it was well known – at least by legend – that the harbour’s defences were incredibly lethal. None of the assembled nations had decided yet to test them.

         They would, eventually. And Jess wondered how they were ever going to defeat such a navy. The Great Library had ships of its own, but not so many, and certainly if it came to that kind of a fight, they’d lose.

         Dario was right. The trick was to make the cost too high for anyone to dare make an effort.

         The residential district of Alexandria where they walked had a street that led directly to the hub of the city: the Serapeum, a giant pyramid that rose almost as high as the Lighthouse. The golden capstone on top of it caught the morning light and blazed it back. As the sun rose, it bathed the white marble sides in warmth. From where they walked, Jess could see the Scholar Steps, where the names of Scholars who’d fallen in service to the Library were inscribed. He’d never have his name there, of course; he wasn’t a Scholar or likely to become one. But if there was any justice left in the world, surely one day Wolfe would have that honour. And Thomas. And Khalila.

         Dario would no doubt believe he’d deserve it, and he might even be right.

         ‘Jess,’ Wolfe said. ‘Heron’s inventions. You’re familiar with them, I would assume.’

         ‘Which ones? He had thousands. He was the da Vinci of the ancient world.’

         ‘The lethal ones.’

         ‘Well, I know as much as anyone, I suppose. Except Thomas, of course. He’d probably give you a two-hour lecture about it, and tell you how to improve them.’

         ‘A fascinating lecture for which I have neither time nor patience. This isn’t a quiz, Jess. I will depend on you – both of you – to think. Because we go into extremely dangerous territory.’

         ‘Do you know how to reach the Archivist’s office?’ Jess had been brought there several times, but there were precautions: hallways that moved, a maze that constantly shifted its path. The Archivist would have had good reason to fear assassination.

         ‘His private office? Yes. I know how to reach it.’ Wolfe didn’t offer an explanation. ‘Then things get more dangerous. One doesn’t hold power as long as he did without being prepared.’

         The city seemed so quiet. ‘Where is everyone?’ Jess asked. Normally the streets were crowded with people. Alexandria pulsed with life, had a population in the hundreds of thousands: Scholars, librarians, staff, not to mention all of the people who simply called it home. But today it seemed silent.

         ‘No one knows what’s going to happen. They’re staying inside, and safe,’ Dario said. ‘Sensible people keep their heads down. Unlike us.’

         He shared a grim smile with Wolfe. ‘Well,’ Wolfe said. ‘It isn’t the sensible people who get things done in these situations, is it?’

         That describes us perfectly, Jess thought. Not sensible. He imagined Brendan would have been right with him, eager to be reckless.

         The walk was good; it drove the shadows back and made Jess feel almost human again. Sore, of course; the fight to survive had been hard, and he still bore the wounds. Someone – Morgan, he suspected – had applied some healing skills, or he’d have still been confined to a bed. But he felt loose, limber, ready to run or fight.

         He wondered why Morgan had left him, but he knew; she believed her place was with the Obscurists just now. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t care, he told himself. But she hadn’t been there when he’d awakened, hadn’t been there when he needed her most to heal his broken soul, and he knew that did mean something.

         It meant that he would never come first to her. Be honest, he thought. If she came first for you, you’d have done things differently. You’d be with her right now.

         He wasn’t sure what that meant and was too thin and tired inside to think it through. Better to focus on a problem he could solve, an activity he could complete. Leave the difficult questions for later.

         They passed a company of High Garda troops – no informal uniforms there; every soldier was dressed sharply and looked as keen as knives. No one Jess recognised, but he nodded to the squad leader, who returned the greeting with crisp acknowledgement. A second later, he realised how wrong that was, and turned to Wolfe. ‘I should rejoin my company.’ He was wearing the uniform. The wrong uniform for the day, but nevertheless.

         ‘You’re seconded to me,’ Wolfe said. ‘Santi doesn’t want you back with his company quite yet. You’re more useful here.’ His mouth curled in a rare, non-bitter smile. ‘He thinks you may be able to keep me from my worst excesses of courting danger. I told him that was nonsense, you were as bad or worse, but he wouldn’t have it.’

         That took a moment to sink in, too: Santi trusted Wolfe’s safety to him. When he knew that Jess was running on emotional pain and grief. That’s why. Because Santi was giving him something to keep him from wallowing in the loss of his twin. It was a brilliantly manipulative manoeuvre. It kept Wolfe with a semi-qualified bodyguard, and at the same time gave that bodyguard a mission when he no doubt badly needed one. And Dario? Surely Santiago hadn’t just appeared at random, either. He was the check to be sure Jess was operating properly, a second pair of eyes on their backs. Dario wasn’t the best fighter of the group, but he was a strategist and a decent tactician, too, and that could be valuable on a mission like this.

         By the time Jess had examined all that, they’d walked to the street that led in front of the Serapeum. The guard posts were manned by High Garda, and roaming automata as well; sphinxes stalked on lion paws, rustling metal wings and staring with red eyes in their sculpted metal human faces. One followed them a few paces, which made Jess nervous; he watched it carefully to be sure it hadn’t been missed in the rewriting of how to identify enemy from friend. But it soon lost interest and padded away to sink down in a comfortable crouch, watching traffic pass.

         ‘Thank God,’ Dario said. He’d noted it, too. ‘I loathe those things.’

         ‘You’ve stopped them before.’

         ‘And will again, I have no doubt. But I’m grateful for each and every time I don’t have to fight for my life. I’m not as clever with them as you are. Or as fearless.’

         That, Jess thought, was pretty remarkable; he’d not heard Dario confess something like that in quite a while. Possibly ever. The Spaniard naturally assumed he was the best at absolutely everything, and even when proven wrong often insisted until everyone half-believed him. It had taken some time for Jess to overcome his general annoyance and realise what a vulnerability that large an ego could be. He hadn’t yet used that knowledge against Dario. He hadn’t needed to.

         But it was always good to spot a weakness, even in an ally and friend.

         Scholar Wolfe hadn’t been exaggerating; he did know how to reach the Archivist’s office. It involved a journey past sharp-eyed High Garda, more automata – including an Anubis-masked god statue that made Jess flash back to his dream and the reality it had mirrored – down hallways that seemed different to what Jess remembered. ‘It’s a self-aligning maze,’ Wolfe told him when he pointed that out. ‘There are keys. You look for them encoded in the decorations. The alignments depend on the time, day, month, and year. Rather clever. Heron himself invented the machinery.’ Jess almost turned to Thomas to comment on that, ready for the German’s effusive happiness; Thomas worshipped Heron almost as a god himself. But Thomas wasn’t with them. And it surprised Jess how much that dimmed his mood.

         ‘Let’s just get on with it,’ he said, and Wolfe gave him an appraising look, then nodded and led them on without more discussion. The path took them through the forbidding interior Hall of Gods, with all the giant, silent automata on their plinths … except for the ones who’d been dispatched to the Colosseum, to kill the Library’s rebels. Those had been hacked apart. If they were ever to be rebuilt, Jess thought, maybe it would be better to sculpt them out of stone or simple metal. Make them symbols instead of weapons.

         But he’d rather not see them again, ever.

         They arrived in a hub of halls that led out in spokes; those held the offices of the Curia. All of them dead now, or fled with the Archivist. The quiet seemed ominous.

         ‘This is a bit tricky, as well,’ Wolfe said, and showed the two of them where, how and when to press certain keys on the wall to open the hallway to the Archivist’s private office. ‘Elite High Garda soldiers would normally be in charge of this. Good thing they’re all gone.’

         ‘Are they?’ Dario asked. ‘How do we know they didn’t flee here and fortify his office? There could be an entire company of the bastards waiting for us.’

         It was a decent question, and better warning. Jess drew his sidearm. From beneath his robe, Wolfe produced something else; it took a moment for Jess to recognise it, but the elegantly crafted lines gave it away. Thomas’s work. That was a Ray of Apollo, upgraded and with better materials. Lethally concentrated light.

         ‘Better to be sure,’ Wolfe said, and switched the weapon on. Jess made sure his own was set to killing shots, and nodded. When Jess looked back at Dario, he found the Spaniard had produced a very lovely sword, filigreed and fancied to within an inch of its life but no less dangerous for that in the hands of an expert. Which Dario was. He also had a High Garda gun in his left hand, the mirror of Jess’s.

         ‘You know how to use that?’ Jess nodded at the gun. Dario gave him one of his trademark one-raised-eyebrow mocking looks.

         ‘Better than you, scrubber.’

         Untrue. Dario could certainly kill him with a sword, but Jess was a very good shot. Unless the arrogant royal had been drilling in target practice with that likely stolen gun, he wasn’t going to match any High Garda soldier.

         Trust Dario to think he could.

         Didn’t matter, at least at the moment. Jess followed Wolfe into the hallway that revealed itself, and down the spacious, carpeted expanse. This he remembered. The carpet alone was worth half a kingdom, and the recovered Babylonian walls with their Assyrian lions were just as impressive. An ancient Chinese jade vase as delicate as an eggshell glowed under a skylight.

         And there was the neat, clean desk ahead. The desk of the Archivist’s assistant, Neksa – Neksa, whom Brendan had loved. Who’d died for their sins.

         Wolfe paused at her desk and looked at the two of them, each in turn. ‘Ready?’ he asked. Jess nodded. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dario echo him. He felt the hot tension of his nerves, and that was good. Paranoia was a habit these days, but it also might help him stay alive today. Might. No fear, though. That seemed wrong, but temporarily useful.

         Wolfe pressed a button on Neksa’s desk, and the door behind it slid open. Wolfe held up a hand to stop them from rushing in, but he needn’t have bothered; neither of them moved. They watched and listened from where they were. There was natural light streaming in from the expanse of windows that overlooked the harbour and the threatening mass of ships clustered on the horizon. Storm clouds forming out to sea as well. That would complicate things.

         Nothing moved in the office, and Jess carefully inched forward and flattened himself against the outer wall at an angle, the better to see into the far, shadowy corners within.

         ‘There’s no one,’ he said. He didn’t relax. When Dario tried to move past him, he stopped him with an upraised arm. ‘Pressure plates?’

         ‘Hmmm.’ Dario looked around. There was a statue of a serene Buddha in the corner of the assistant’s office. The Buddha held a heavy jade orb in both hands. Dario went to it and carefully lifted the stone out of the statue’s grasp.

         He put the ball down and used his booted foot to roll it into the Archivist’s office. As it reached the centre of the carpet in front of the massive desk, the automata in the room came to life. Gods, stepping down from their plinths. Anubis. Bast. Horus. Isis. They stared at the inert orb for a long moment with fiery red eyes, and then stepped back up where they’d been. Inert.

         ‘Their coding is still active,’ Dario said, quite unnecessarily. It was clear the automaton gods would cut them to bloody strips if they set foot in the office itself. ‘Scholar? I think this has to be your job. Since you have the weaponry to match.’

         ‘No,’ Jess said, and held his gun out to Wolfe. ‘Trade me.’

         ‘I’m not sure that’s wise,’ Wolfe said. A frown formed, pulling his brows together. Jess knew that look. It was close to a glare, but lightened with a fair bit of concern.

         He felt himself grin. ‘Don’t worry. I don’t want to join my brother. Someone’s got to explain things to my father, and much as I’d like to avoid that, it should probably be me.’

         Wolfe didn’t like it, but he allowed Jess to take the Ray of Apollo, and without hesitation, Jess strode into the office, came to a stop exactly in the centre of the carpet, and waited for the automata to react.

         They moved fast, but he was faster. He activated the weapon, and a thick, shockingly bright beam of coherent light jumped into being from the barrel; he held the trigger down and sliced it from left to right in an arc, severing Horus at the waist, then Bast, Anubis, and Isis. It took only a couple of seconds, a single heartbeat, and then there were inert mechanical legs and the statues’ upper bodies toppling backward. Useless. By the time he released the trigger, he’d killed four gods.

         It felt horribly wonderful. He stared at Anubis’s face. The red eyes were still lit, but as he watched they faded to ash grey. Empty.

         For you, he thought to Brendan. Not that any of these had killed his brother, but until he could reach the traitor who had, he’d take what satisfaction he could.

         He’d dropped the last automaton in the same spot where Neksa had died here in this room, murdered by a mechanical’s spear just to prove that the Archivist didn’t make idle threats.

         I’ll kill Zara for you, brother, he thought. And then I’ll kill that old bastard. For Neksa.

         But he didn’t say that. Not in front of Dario and Wolfe, who were stepping into the room and observing the damage. ‘Well,’ Dario said. ‘That is quite a thing Thomas has made. He frightens me sometimes.’

         ‘He frightens himself,’ Wolfe said. ‘Because he always worries how what he creates can be misused. And for someone with his particular genius, that’s a very difficult trait.’ He held out his hand to Jess, and Jess gave him back the Ray. ‘Feel better?’

         That was the moment when Jess’s euphoria snapped, and he realised he’d let himself get complacent. One trap? Just one? No. The Archivist would have more. And they needed to be alert.

         ‘Careful,’ he said as Wolfe approached the Archivist’s massive desk. ‘It’ll be trapped.’

         ‘Oh, I know.’ Wolfe dismissed it with an irritated wave. ‘I know his mind well enough. The old dog never did learn a new trick once he sat his behind in that chair.’

         ‘You hope,’ Dario murmured, and Jess echoed the sentiment silently. But he knew better than to stop Wolfe as he moved to the desk, looked it over without touching it, and then began to recite a nonsense string of words. Or, at least, it seemed to be nonsense. Jess kept his silence until Wolfe finished. It seemed like some superstitious incantation to him, and there was no sign that anything at all had changed from the recitation.

         ‘Careful,’ Dario said. He’d come to the same conclusion. ‘Scholar. Whatever you’re doing—’

         Too late, because Wolfe was sliding a drawer open and pressing a button. At the first flash of light, Jess whirled, ready to start shooting, but there wasn’t any need. It was just ranks of glows turning on in the high ceiling, casting greenish arcs of light down the walls. ‘I disarmed his traps,’ Wolfe said. ‘He never changed his security. I knew he wouldn’t. He never knew that I’d heard him recite it.’

         ‘When did you hear this?’ Dario asked. Such a carefully neutral tone.

         ‘Six years ago. Before he broke faith with me and stripped me of my honours. Before the prison.’

         ‘Long time,’ Dario murmured, for Jess’s ears. Louder, he said, ‘And you remembered it?’

         ‘I practised it,’ Wolfe said. ‘Carefully. Yes. It was accurate.’

         Wolfe sounded all too confident, in Jess’s opinion. Worrying. ‘Scholar—’

         That’s when an alarm tone sounded: a high, thin gonging sound that began to accelerate. They all instinctively looked up towards the lights.

         A green mist was descending, drifting with deceptive grace in lightly coiling curls. And Jess’s attention was caught by the door to the office.

         Because it was sliding closed.

         ‘Out!’ Jess shouted. At the same time, Wolfe cursed and began yanking open more drawers, gathering handfuls of papers and stuffing them in the pockets of his robe. ‘Dario! Keep that door open! Scholar, there has to be an off switch! Find it!’

         ‘Get out,’ Wolfe said flatly. He was opening another drawer, moving fast and with great assurance. ‘Don’t let the mist touch you. Go, boy!’

         ‘No,’ Jess said. He gritted his teeth. ‘I’m responsible for your safety.’

         Wolfe glared at him for a flash of a second, then turned his attention back to the desk. Jess crouched down, increasing the distance the mist would have to travel. The Scholar continued to ransack the desk.

         Dario had placed his velvet-coated back against the sliding door, and now he said, ‘Uh, my friends? I can’t hold this long.’ It was pushing him forward with relentless strength. He braced one foot on the opposite wall and pushed back. The forward motion slowed, but it didn’t stop. ‘Get out of there!’

         ‘Use your sword!’ Jess shouted back.

         ‘Swords are flexible, idiot!’

         ‘To jam the track!’

         Dario tossed it to him without a word – and certainly not an acknowledgement – and Jess threw himself flat to shove the blade into the way lengthwise, jamming the forward progress of the door. It might not last, but it eased the strain on Dario, at least.

         ‘Do you know the history of that sword?’ Dario said.

         ‘Do you want it to live to have heirs to carry it, Your Highness?’

         Jess rolled back to a crouch. Wolfe was still at the desk. The mist was drifting just a handsbreadth above his curling, greying hair. ‘Scholar! Now!’

         ‘One moment!’

         ‘You don’t have it!’

         ‘Just one more drawer.’

         He was not going to explain to Captain Nic Santi how he happened to get Santi’s lover killed on his watch, especially not when it was purely Wolfe’s stubbornness putting them in danger.

         So Jess stopped arguing. He rose, grabbed Wolfe by the back of his robe, and shoved him towards the door. When Wolfe struggled, he kicked the back of the man’s knees and pushed him down under Dario’s outstretched bracing leg. ‘Crawl!’ Jess shouted.

         Then he turned and ran back to the desk, because if Wolfe had been willing to die for whatever was in that last drawer, it was probably important.

      

   


   
      
         

            EPHEMERA

         

         
      Text of a letter from the Archivist in Exile to the head of the Burners within Alexandria. Delivered by hand in written form only. Available in the Codex only as a copy from later collection.
    

         
            
        Hail, friend. I regret not using your proper name, but as I do not know it, it is impossible. I hope you forgive this breach of protocol, as my prior correspondence was only with the former leader. Opposed as the Great Library and the Burners are, we have occasionally had common cause together. And now, we do again.
      

            
        I write to you now, in our most desperate hour, with an offer that only I can make to you: absolute victory. Victory for your cause. If you will join your forces with mine to retake the city and expel or eradicate these upstart rebels who seek to take control of the Great Library, against all tradition and sense … then I will personally guarantee a policy change that will allow for the collection and preservation of original works by individuals, unmonitored by the Great Library or its High Garda. I 
        
        will repeal the ages-old prohibition. I will strike down the law that imposes a penalty of death for the hoarding of such originals, and the sale and trade of them. I will indemnify your Burners from any and all prosecution for the remainder of their lives for any acts committed before or after against the laws of the Great Library, including the murder of our Scholars and librarians. You say a life is worth more than a book.
      

            
        Now I ask you to prove it.
      

            
        Save our lives. Help us take this city back.
      

            
        Kill the falsely elected Archivist. Kill Scholar Christopher Wolfe, Khalila Seif, Dario Santiago, Jess Brightwell, Thomas Schreiber, Glain Wathen, and High Garda Captain Santi. Kill them and show me proof.
      

            
        Then I will discuss additional payment.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            Jess

         

         Jess stayed low and attacked the last drawer with a strong pull. It didn’t open. Damn. The mist pressed down on him, and there was a smell that preceded it, like bitter flowers. It burned the back of his throat, a tingle that only grew stronger when he swallowed. Not the immolating stench of Greek Fire, though that was what he’d feared. No, this was something else.

         Possibly worse. Much worse. He had no idea of the kinds of terrible plagues and weapons the Archivist had kept in his storehouses. Few would. But they would be lethal.

         Jess pulled his sidearm and fired it into the drawer’s lock, shattering it, and then shoved his finger into the ragged hole and pulled until it yielded with a sudden snap. By then he was on his knees, and he couldn’t remember dropping. The taste in his throat and the smell confused him. What was he doing? Why had he forced it open?

         Papers. Grab the papers.

         He folded clumsy fingers around the thick handful and tried to rise. Couldn’t. His eyes burned. His throat felt numb and seared. Breathing was an effort. Easier to stay here, easier to just … wait.

         Someone was shouting his name. You need to move, he told himself, but his body felt like an unfamiliar doll. He couldn’t remember how to move, but slowly, agonisingly, he folded over and pressed his face to the soft carpet. The air was clearer here, and he gasped it in little bursts, a landed and dying fish.

         The voices were coming from the doorway. He crawled in that direction. The mist pressed relentlessly down on him, heavy, so heavy he felt it like a steel wall against his back that weighed him down, and it was too hard to keep moving.

         He was choking on the mist. It filled his throat like cement.

         I’m dying, he thought. He felt some panic, but it was muted and at a distance. He pulled himself another scant few inches forward. It wasn’t enough.

         And then hands were pulling him forward with a sudden jerk and it seemed like he was flying through the air and landing in a limp sprawl, gasping, spitting, a foul foam coming from his mouth. I’m a mad dog. It almost made him laugh, but then his stomach rebelled and he curled in on himself and tried to breathe. Couldn’t without his throat closing up. Someone pried his mouth open and poured in something that burned; he spat it out. They tried again. This time, it scorched down his abraded throat and all the way to his stomach. He thought it was liquor until the fourth drink, and then he suddenly realised it was just water. Only water. The clear air bathed his brain in oxygen again, and now he could think, if clumsily.

         ‘You stupid fool!’ That sounded like Dario, but the voice seemed oddly unsteady. When Jess rolled over on his back, he saw Dario kneeling over him holding a pitcher of water, now almost empty. The young man’s hand was shaking, and so was the glass vessel. Dario set it down without comment. ‘Do you know how close you came? Do you?’

         Oh. The Archivist’s office. He’d gone back for the papers. Did he still have them? He raised his hands. No. He didn’t. He felt a vast chasm of despair, and a huge spasm of coughing racked through him, pumping rancid green foam from his mouth again. His head pounded. He ached in every muscle. He shivered all over in convulsive tremors.

         He’d failed.

         ‘Sorry,’ he whispered. ‘Papers. Lost.’

         ‘Not lost,’ Wolfe said. ‘You held on to them. Somehow.’

         Jess looked up once his muscles unlocked again. The Scholar was fanning the documents out on the desk that once belonged to Neksa, studying them with great intensity. He looked pale. Beads of sweat ran down his face, but there was no mistaking the intensity on his face. Or the relief. ‘You found it,’ he said, and glanced over at the two of them. ‘Thank you. Both of you.’

         ‘Just tell me it was worth what it nearly cost,’ Dario snapped. ‘Because you almost had a second dead Brightwell to explain!’

         Wolfe went still, and his expression blanked. Jess remembered a second later – only a second this time, a delay and then a deadly, detonating flash of knowledge – that his brother was dead.

         He barely heard Wolfe say, ‘I’m aware of that, Santiago.’

         ‘What if he’d died getting those and it had turned out to be the Archivist’s grocery list? Think, Scholar. Your stubbornness is likely to get us killed if you don’t!’

         Dario is … on my side? Jess didn’t know what to make of that. Then he was a bit ashamed of his surprise. But only a bit.

         ‘We should go,’ Wolfe said, and gathered up the papers. ‘Schreiber will need these.’

         Jess coughed out another mouthful of foul, green-tinted foam. Couldn’t seem to take a breath without producing more. It hurt. ‘What are they?’ he managed to ask. ‘The papers?’

         That got both of their attention. He wiped his mouth and sat up. That brought on more coughing, but less foam. His lungs felt stuffed with cotton, but at least he was able to breathe now.

         ‘They’re records of the harbour defences,’ Wolfe said. ‘And the process for activating them. It’s a secret held by the Archivists for thousands of years, and we need it desperately now.’ After a short pause, he said, ‘This is to your credit, Jess.’

         ‘Thanks.’ Jess held out a hand, and Dario shook his head.

         ‘Stay down there,’ he said. ‘Until you can get up on your own. You almost drowned in your own juices, fool.’

         ‘Who dragged me out?’ Jess asked. Paused for another spate of coughing. ‘You?’

         Dario shook his head and nodded towards Wolfe, who was rolling the papers into a tight scroll that he put into an inner pocket of his robe. ‘I was holding the damned door,’ Dario said.

         ‘Don’t forget your sword,’ Jess said. Four whole words without coughing, though he felt the threatening flutter deep in his lungs.

         That got him a glare. ‘That reminds me. You owe me for a new sword. Though where you’ll get enough geneih to pay for it …’

         Jess shook his head. Didn’t try to reply. He saved his breath for the effort to come, and with grim determination he grabbed hold of Neksa’s desk and pulled himself up to his knees. Then his feet. He clung to the support for a long few seconds and felt dizzy with relief that he was capable of staying upright on his own. Running was a distant dream, but if he could stand, he could walk.

         And he had the feeling that they needed to be on the move, without delay. He’d come very, very close to not leaving the Archivist’s office alive, and he thought there was more than a good chance that there were more dangers to come before they were out of this place. ‘We should be on our way,’ he said. Six words in a row. He suppressed the cough.

         Wolfe had been watching him with concern, but in the next instant he was back to the sour, dour man who had once greeted his class at the Alexandria train station. A black crow in a black robe, distant and dismissive.

         ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Keep up, Brightwell. We need to find Nic. He should be close by.’

         Finding Niccolo Santi was an easy task. He was at the Serapeum, standing near the base while a crowd of runners took orders from him and left. His lieutenants – Jess’s friend Glain among them – waited patiently for their own instructions. There was a sense of calm, even in the chaos of people jockeying for position. Part of that was Santi himself, standing solid in the centre of the storm and addressing himself to each person in turn with complete focus. He caught sight of Wolfe, Jess, and Dario as they emerged from the side garden and hesitated for only an instant before listening with full attention to the veiled lieutenant standing before him. He gave her a response, handed her a Codex, and saluted her with a fist over his heart combined with a bow. She returned the gesture and was off at a run.

         Santi called a pause and pushed through the crowd to get to Wolfe. A quick embrace and he stepped back to study each of them. One second for each of them, and he said, ‘Jess? You look unwell. What happened?’

         ‘I’ll get him to a Medica. Here,’ Wolfe said, and handed over the sheaf of papers. ‘I’ll go through the rest of what I gathered for strategic use, but this is the key to the harbour defence. Fetch Schreiber; he’ll be most useful in this. It’s unlikely to function as intended immediately, it’s been so long since it was even rumoured to be used.’

         ‘My God, I never thought we’d find this,’ Santi said. ‘I’ll keep Brightwell with me, if you don’t mind. I’ll have a Medica look him over.’ He gave Wolfe a long, searching look. ‘And you? You’re pale.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ Wolfe said. ‘I only got a mild dose of the poison. Jess breathed it deep. If you could see to his safety, I would be … relieved.’ He paused and looked around. Something seemed to dawn on him. ‘Isn’t this the job of the new High Garda Commander?’

         ‘It is. The old High Commander stepped down. Don’t look at me that way. Someone needed to make order out of this mess. It’s temporary.’

         ‘Command looks good on you,’ Dario observed. ‘Perhaps you should keep the job.’

         Santi gave him a quelling look. ‘Have you considered that not everything needs your commentary, Scholar?’

         ‘Ouch,’ Dario said, amused. ‘Let me think about it. Wait, I have. I disagree.’ He was bright-eyed and smiling and chattering, but there was something fragile beneath it. Jess was too tired to wonder at it. He wanted to sit and close his eyes and forget that feeling of suffocation. Of surrender. ‘Perhaps Scholar Wolfe intends to put his hand up for the position of Archivist later today.’

         ‘Me? Hardly,’ Wolfe said. ‘I have rather a lot of enemies, even on my own side.’

         Santi’s grin came suddenly. ‘No one’s forgotten that. But you also have one of the best minds in this city.’

         ‘Debatable. And you’re hardly impartial. I’m not meant to lead, Nic. Don’t be ridiculous.’ He turned to Jess. ‘I’ll leave you in your commander’s capable hands. Rest. You’ve done well. And, Nic? Try not to get knifed in the back. You realise we have enemies masquerading as allies, don’t you?’

         ‘I do. That’s why I’m here, to show that we are efficient, effective, and in control. I have troops moving to protect every critical security point in the city, and more roving squads to keep order in residential streets, and a special elite squad paired with automata to watch all approaches to the walls; the Russians have set up camp at the north-eastern gate, and there’s no sign they intend to move on. I’ve got High Garda ships dispatched to the mouth of the harbour as a temporary blockade. Thomas is, I believe, finishing with his fitting out of the Lighthouse beam. I’ll send for him and have him tackle this information you’ve brought. It’s well beyond me.’ Santi paused again and looked straight at Wolfe. ‘Let’s survive this day, love. And raise a glass at home.’

         ‘At home,’ Wolfe said. ‘Until then, keep yourself safe.’

         ‘And you.’

         This, Jess thought, was the love he wanted in his life: a love of equals. Loyal and kind. He wasn’t sure he had that yet. But it was something to aspire to.

         That sent his thoughts spinning in Morgan’s direction, and he said, ‘Captain?’ That drew Santi’s gaze back. ‘The Obscurists could help you distribute information more effectively.’

         ‘Yes, Jess, we’ve already worked that out. The Scribe there is relaying every order to the records, and from there it is disbursed out to the officer in charge.’

         That was when Jess realised that the statue sitting cross-legged on a plinth nearby wasn’t merely decorative. It was, in fact, an automaton, one with a metal tablet in one hand and a metal stylus in the other, and as it inscribed words on the tablet’s blank surface, they vanished into – he presumed – the Archives, where the Codex would then retrieve and distribute them as needed. All the orders would be coded with Santi’s personal seal … or, Jess supposed, the High Garda Commander’s seal, which was the role Santi now filled. The Scribe must have been tuned to Santi’s voice, because it seemed to be transcribing all his conversations … including this one.

         ‘Oh,’ he said, and felt more than a little stupid. Of course Santi would have thought of it. How much of that mist did you breathe in, idiot? The last thing he wanted to do was seem impaired in front of the captain. ‘Apologies. Where do you want me, sir?’

         ‘In a Medica’s office. Immediately. You look like you’re about to drop.’

         Jess saluted him with a fist over his heart. ‘I’ll go now, sir.’

         ‘In a carriage,’ Santi said. ‘That mist you breathed was no joke.’

         Santi was already raising his hand, and a lieutenant – Glain Wathen, tall and assured and strong in her uniform – was running towards them. She stopped and waited, hands folded behind her back and her gaze steady on the captain. Disciplined, their friend, so disciplined she didn’t even glance at Jess. ‘Wathen,’ Santi said. ‘Get a rig for Jess, and accompany him to see a Medica, then to the compound and fit him out with a proper uniform. Get him back here safe if they judge him able to serve. No detours.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Glain’s gaze slid towards Jess, then back again. ‘Will Brightwell be rejoining our company, then?’

         ‘That depends on the needs of the day. The situation is fluid, since for the first time in recorded history the Great Library has no elected leadership. We have foreign navies in our seas, foreign armies on our borders. And if we don’t defend ourselves, we will be torn apart in the teeth of nations.’ Santi paused, as if considering something he did not completely like. ‘Brightwell. Once you’re cleared and fitted out, find Red Ibrahim’s daughter, Anit. We’re going to need her.’

         ‘You want to work with smugglers and criminals?’

         ‘I don’t think we have much choice,’ he said. ‘Can you find her?’

         ‘I can make her find me,’ Jess said. He imagined Anit’s face, and conjuring her up brought his brother’s spectre. ‘Has someone told my father about Brendan?’ It was his responsibility, but he didn’t want it. Couldn’t imagine writing that message.

         ‘Scholar Wolfe sent a letter while you were resting,’ Santi said. ‘He felt responsible for both of you.’

         ‘He wasn’t, but I’ll have to thank him,’ Jess said. ‘It’s better coming from him.’ Because Da will blame me, Jess thought. He knew his father. Brendan was the heir and favourite. Jess was the spare. Of course he’ll blame me. Didn’t matter. He hardly expected an outpouring of emotion from his father, either grief or anger. It would be a silent kind of rage hidden in looks, turned backs, pointed mentions of what Brendan would have done. Da sometimes flew into a true, towering fury, but most often it was a death of a thousand shallow cuts.

         So he had that to look forward to, he supposed.

         Glain had waited patiently, but now she stepped forward and said, ‘If you’ll follow me?’

         No choice, really. And he was grateful for the ride.

         The Medica was shocked he was still alive. Until that moment, Jess hadn’t really believed he’d cheated death, but from the look on the older person’s face, he’d pulled off a miracle.

         ‘Here,’ the Medica said, and fastened some sort of mask over his face; it had a small symbol on the side, some alchemical icon that Jess didn’t recognise. But that meant it had been activated by an Obscurist. ‘Breathe as deeply as you can. We must cleanse what poison we can from your lungs.’ Jess struggled to breathe in whatever it was the mask emitted; the gas smelt faintly bitter, but it burned hot going down. He obliged by taking it in as much as he could before coughs racked him, forcing it out; with it came another explosion of foam, and the Medica swiped it from his mouth and into a jar, for later study, he supposed. ‘Keep at it,’ the man told him. ‘You’ll need an hour of that before you feel able to continue, but you can’t exert yourself.’

         Jess pulled down the mask to say, ‘You do know we’re in the middle of a revolution, don’t you?’

         ‘I don’t care. That doesn’t change your situation.’

         ‘And what is my situation?’ Jess coughed, and it became almost uncontrollable; he curled in on himself, fighting to breathe, and the Medica gave him some injection; he felt the burn of it but was too desperate for air to flinch. Whatever it was, it worked. His throat and lungs relaxed, and he was able to breathe in and out again. Almost as easily as before. ‘Thanks.’

         ‘Don’t thank me,’ the man said. He looked grave. ‘The shot will keep you going for a while, but it will wear off. The treatment mask will help to a certain extent, but the more you rely on it, the less effective it will become. Take it easy for the next few days. If you don’t, the consequences will be fatal.’

         ‘You’re joking,’ Jess said. The Medica said nothing. ‘You’re not joking.’

         ‘You’re lucky to be alive at all. I’ll be honest: I have no guess as to whether or not you will recover. If you do, I have no idea of how impaired you might be in the long run. Nasty stuff you breathed in. Most would have died in minutes.’

         ‘Lucky me,’ Jess said. He felt numb inside. He’d hurt himself before, of course; he’d been injured so badly that he thought he might die. But there was a large difference between a shot or stab wound that could heal, and the thought of not being able to breathe. That was a horror he’d never really imagined. Like half-drowning every minute. He’d never been afraid of injuries.

         He was afraid of this.

         The Medica left him to it, and he dutifully breathed, coughed, breathed more. After half an hour breathing came easier and hurt less. After an hour, he felt almost himself. Almost. He took the portable mask the Medica thrust at him when it was time to go, and promised to use it and return for more treatments, and a better analysis of his progress.

         Glain had waited. Jess wasn’t surprised by that, or by how impatient she was. The last thing she’d wanted, he imagined, was to be his sheepdog. She could have been doing important things, he supposed. Instead, she was wasting time looking after him.

         He wanted to tell her. But that seemed worse than just brooding over it on his own. Glain didn’t have much patience with vulnerabilities. ‘Sorry,’ he told her as they left the Medica’s station and took another steam carriage on to the High Garda compound. ‘I know this is shit duty.’

         ‘Oh, it is,’ she agreed, and gave him a look he couldn’t quite interpret. ‘What did you do to yourself, Brightwell?’

         ‘It’s Brightwell again? I thought we’d made progress, Glain.’

         ‘You’re my subordinate now. So it’s back to Brightwell. And that’s Lieutenant Wathen, to you.’

         ‘Lieutenant!’

         She shrugged. ‘Field appointment. I’m sure I’ll go down in rank as soon as the crisis is over.’

         He doubted that. Glain was among the very few people he’d met who were born to be soldiers and who accepted the hardships and responsibilities with ease. ‘Congratulations.’

         She nodded. ‘Back to my question. What happened?’

         He told her. She listened intently, asked him about the mist with the analytical interest of someone whose business is in weapons, and he answered as best he could. She considered the matter for a few moments in silence, then said, ‘I know poisonous gases were among the inventions suppressed in the Black Archives. Some attacked the nerves; some killed almost instantly. Some smothered. It sounds like you encountered that last type. You were lucky to survive.’

         ‘I was lucky Wolfe and Dario were there to save me,’ he said. ‘I’d given up. I couldn’t have made it without them.’ When he said it, he realised it was true. He owed both of them his life, such as it was at the moment.

         It made him feel weak, and he hated it.

         He turned his head towards Glain and fixed her with a look. ‘You seem to know a lot about it. Was that in one of the books we saved from the Black Archives?’

         ‘It was in the Black Archives,’ she said. ‘But I left it behind. I thought it was better left undiscovered by anyone else. It must have burned in the fire.’

         ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Maybe the Archivists were right: some knowledge is too dangerous to be spread.’

         ‘Heretic.’

         ‘You’re the one who chose not to rescue it.’

         She sighed. ‘Yes. But let’s keep that between us, shall we?’

         Going back into the High Garda compound felt like falling back in time for Jess. It hadn’t been so very long since he’d first entered these gates and become a soldier, but he’d been a different person then. Grieving Thomas, then intent on rescuing him from the trap he was in. But never dreaming that his actions would start a building wave of chaos and resistance that would come to a head here in Alexandria and force the most powerful man in the world to run for his life.

         Strange how things had got so wildly out of his control, when all he’d meant to do was help a friend.

         This place still felt oddly like home, though he hadn’t spent much time in it. Jess stared at the gleaming Spartan automaton as they passed it; the statue’s head turned to track and identify them, then went back to never-ending guard duty.

         They walked slowly, out of deference for Jess’s lungs; he felt impatient with himself, but he could not afford to push. He needed to remember that and not feel that he was holding Glain back.

         But he was holding her back. He could sense it in the tension in her body, like a tiger poised to run. He tried walking faster. It woke an ache in his lungs almost instantly, and he felt abused tissues start to swell.

         He slowed down.

         Glain sent him a look. ‘All right, then?’

         He nodded and didn’t try to explain.

         The entire High Garda barracks was mostly deserted now, all the clean and gleaming halls echoing with their footsteps. For the first time, Jess wondered what had been done with his room. He pointed towards the door. ‘Is my stuff still there?’ Not that he’d had much. Growing up as he had meant being ready to abandon everything when the law came to call.

         ‘Sorry. Your room was reassigned to another soldier. Your possessions were boxed up and sent back to your father. We’ll kit you out of general stores.’

         ‘I liked that room,’ he said. ‘Good light.’

         ‘Are you going to stay a soldier? After this?’ she asked him. Perfectly reasonable question, and one he honestly didn’t know how to answer. When he hesitated, she turned her head towards him. There was real gravity to her stare. She must have learnt it from Santi. ‘If you have to think about your answer, it isn’t for you. You realise that.’

         ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I do. But what else will I be, if not that?’

         ‘What do you want to do?’

         ‘I don’t know. Something useful.’

         ‘Jess. Your life doesn’t have to be just useful,’ Glain said. ‘It’s all right to have goals for yourself. Things you want.’

         Jess started to fire back that he always followed his heart … but that wasn’t really true. He’d grown up knowing there were expectations of him, and he’d followed those as best he could. Rebelled when he couldn’t. But all his life, he’d been reacting to something: his father. His brother. Wolfe. The Great Library itself.

         But who was he – really? He had skills, but he knew he lacked real purpose. Glain had a clear vision of who she intended to be. So did Thomas. Khalila. Even Dario, in his way.

         I’m more like Morgan, he thought. She’s exerted every effort to avoid her destiny. And so have I.

         ‘You should look into being a counsellor,’ he said.

         ‘Fuck off, Brightwell.’

         They’d arrived at a plain double set of doors with old Egyptian hieroglyphs inset with gold above the door, and a Greek translation beneath. General stores. Glain pushed the doors open, and they entered one of the most intimidatingly vast warehouses that Jess had ever seen: racks that stretched three storeys up, everything perfectly aligned and orderly. Crates and boxes neatly labelled. Clothing in crisply folded stacks. Glain didn’t pause; she headed straight for a shelf that held battle uniforms and checked through them until she found what she wanted. She pulled out a protective vest, underwear, jacket, trousers, socks, boots, and weapons belt and unlocked the weapons cabinet at the back of the room to draw out a High Garda rifle and sheathed knife. She passed it all to him and pointed to a bench at the back.

         ‘How do you know my sizes?’ he asked her.

         ‘Brightwell, I’m your lieutenant now. I know everything.’

         He caught the slight gleam in her eye, and a quirk of a smile tugging the corners of her lips. He gave her a full grin, which was hardly protocol, and as he turned away, she planted a boot sole in his rear to speed him on his way. She, at least, wasn’t going to treat him as damaged goods.

         He dressed quickly, feeling exposed and cold in the cavernous space. Glain was, of course, right on the sizes, even down to the boots, which fitted like custom-made. He checked himself in the full-length mirror, and the reflection startled him for a second.

         Brendan stared back. And then it was just him, pale and unwell, an ordinary soldier in a well-fitting uniform with the Great Library’s sigil gleaming on the collars and cuffs.

         He fastened the weapons belt and eased the sidearm he already had into the holster. Extra charges on the weapons belt. He counted them out of reflex; the full ten. Exactly as expected.

         ‘Stop admiring yourself and get a move on,’ Glain said. ‘Unless you want me to leave you here.’

         He couldn’t tell if she meant that or only wanted to motivate him. With Glain it was very difficult to tell. She’d grown into a tall and fiercely handsome young woman in the last few months; when he’d first met her she’d been awkward and uncomfortable in her body, but one thing had never wavered: her commitment to the High Garda. The perfect soldier, Glain was. And he knew he’d never match that.

         But it was a fine thing to see, really.

         He came back to her, and she gave him a critical once-over. ‘Stand up straight,’ Glain said. ‘When you wear that uniform, you don’t slouch, Brightwell.’

         ‘Yes, Lieutenant,’ he said, and saluted her. It wasn’t mocking. He tried to do it well, and it must have been acceptable because she gave him a nod in turn. But then she stopped and met his gaze.

         ‘I suppose I should say this. I’m sorry about Brendan,’ she said. ‘I didn’t like him, but I know you loved him. Don’t take any guilt for his death. Fact is, I doubt he’d have taken any for you.’

         He wanted to defend Brendan, but she was right; his brother usually cut his losses as soon as things turned against him, and Brendan had been pragmatic in a way that Jess knew he could never manage. And so he said, ‘Thanks. That must have hurt.’

         ‘You have no idea,’ Glain replied. ‘Tell anyone I showed you the slightest sympathy and I’ll pull your liver out through your throat.’

         ‘Love you back,’ he said, low enough that she could ignore it if she was so inclined. She paused as she walked away and didn’t quite turn.

         ‘Glad to have you still with us,’ she said, just as quietly. ‘Let’s go.’

         Jess settled the rifle sling around his chest and followed his lieutenant.

         A roving patrol stopped them on the way out of the High Garda compound and checked their Great Library wristbands. Security was necessarily tight; Jess grabbed the sergeant in charge of the detail and said, ‘Post a guard on the stores. Pay special attention to anyone taking extra uniforms.’ Glain had used her badge to unlock the weapons cabinets, but uniforms weren’t considered as secure.

         The sergeant frowned at him, then nodded. He understood well enough what Jess meant; they had enough problems without potential saboteurs wearing High Garda uniforms and gaining access to easy targets.

         Like the Archives, Jess thought, and felt a chill. He caught up with Glain. ‘Lieutenant,’ he said. ‘The Archives—’

         ‘Yes,’ Glain said. ‘I was told there’s already a plan in motion to secure the Great Archives. It’s an easy target for Burners, as well as other enemies. We have to watch for anything. Don’t worry, Commander Santi has it under control.’

         ‘Does he?’ he asked. ‘I’ve met the old Archivist. I guarantee you that he’d burn the Great Archives to the ground himself rather than lose his power. And we know he must have loyalists still working for him. Until we get him, nothing’s safe.’

         ‘I’ll send word.’

         ‘Promise?’

         ‘Yes,’ she said, and he believed her, though clearly she didn’t put much stock in the idea that anyone who’d lived their life in the Great Library could contemplate the unthinkable: destroying books. Even though she’d been there when the Black Archives had been obliterated, she still didn’t comprehend that heresy.

         He could. The Archivist was the kind of man who’d murder his family rather than be rejected by them. And he’d destroy the heart of the Great Library for spite if he thought he might lose.

         ‘All right. Then we move on to the next thing. Finding Anit.’

         She sent him a sceptical, analytical look. ‘Are you certain you’re up to it?’

         ‘Asking questions? It isn’t hard labour.’

         ‘You’re pale,’ she said. ‘And frankly, you look like you might drop in a strong breeze.’

         He hurt; he couldn’t deny it. And he wanted badly to declare himself too weak to continue. But today wasn’t a day for coddling himself, and he shook his head. ‘I’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘The Medica gave me a mask to use to treat my lungs. I’ll rest when this is done. Anit’s got eyes and ears everywhere in the city. If anyone can help us root out the Archivist and his allies, she can.’

         ‘If she will.’

         ‘She will.’

         ‘Why?’ Glain asked. ‘I’d think chaos among her enemies would be to her benefit.’ Anit’s trade was the stealing, copying, and smuggling of books. And, yes, this did offer her opportunities, rare ones, but she needed a calm, orderly city to do her business well.

         ‘Anit’s practical,’ he said, and shrugged. ‘She’ll help us because she knows we’re better than the old administration. And she can earn some grace and favours.’

         Glain looked revolted at the idea of owing favours to smugglers, but less than she would have when he’d first met her; she’d come to accept that for everything prohibited, there would be an endless stream of people willing to cater to those who still craved it. And controlling those people was far better than attempting, uselessly, to completely eradicate a supply without also destroying the demand. ‘Fine. Where do we start?’

         They were now outside the gates of the High Garda compound, on the hill that overlooked the harbour and the city below. A good vantage point, this one, almost at the level of the three major landmarks: the Lighthouse, the Serapeum, the Iron Tower. From here, a good commander could see all the approaches and defences and most of the city’s closed gates. Santi would be making his way here once he’d finished with orders at the pyramid.

         It was going to be a damned long walk back to the Serapeum, and he felt a wave of weakness looking at it.

         Jess pointed towards the docks. That journey he could manage. He thought.

         Glain frowned. ‘Why the docks? No one’s working today. No ships coming in.’

         ‘That’s exactly why. Her men will be idle and drinking, and that’ll be where they feel most comfortable. And most protected. So they’ll be easier to approach there.’ Hopefully. Because Anit’s men were hers by inheritance … they’d been loyal to Red Ibrahim, but she’d killed her own father. He wasn’t sure of the allegiances just now. And if word had got around that Anit had killed Red Ibrahim to protect a pair of errant Brightwell boys … that would be dangerous.

         Jess started for the path that led down the hill. Glain grabbed him by the arm. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Transport is leaving right now. We’ll hitch a ride.’

         ‘I can walk.’

         ‘Save it.’

         She was right: there was a High Garda troop transport rumbling through the gates, and it slowed for them as Glain flagged it down. He climbed in with a real, humbling sense of relief. The troops inside were all grim and quiet; he exchanged nods with many of them he recognised, but no one said anything. Glain signalled to the driver to drop them off at an intersection of roads that led variously to the docks, to the Lighthouse, and around the curve towards the heart of town; she didn’t help Jess down, and he was grateful for the trust. He wasn’t that bad off. Yet.

         The Alexandrian docks – like most docks around the world – were not for the casual tourist. It was the one place in the city where Scholars rarely visited, and High Garda went only on business, so it was a natural haven for the less savoury elements, particularly smugglers and thieves. The ships crowded together at anchor in the harbour were a vivid reminder of just how vast the reach of the Great Library really was: red-sailed trading ships from China, massive multideck vessels with dragon heads from the cold reaches of Scandinavia. Sleek Roman ships rubbed hulls with ships hailing from Turkey and Russia and Portugal, those of the island nations of the Caribbean with the continents of North and South America. As many seafaring, trading countries as existed did business here … or had. Now they were all trapped in the harbour, awaiting the outcome of the most dangerous game the Great Library had ever played. Bored. And frightened. It was a bad combination.

         There was, of course, a heavy High Garda presence here to keep order, but by common practice they left the bars, taverns and brothels alone.

         Jess headed to the closest and seediest bar he could spot. It didn’t bother with a name, just an aged wooden sign swinging on a pair of hooks with a painting of a single mug with froth bubbling up. Efficient. Every language spoke it, even if every person didn’t partake. He remembered the place. He’d found Red Ibrahim’s representatives here more than once.

         Glain stopped him a few steps from the door with a hand on his arm. ‘Remember, you’re not going in there a Brightwell. You’re in a High Garda uniform. It matters.’ She meant both watch your back and don’t embarrass us, and Jess nodded to her.

         ‘Stay here,’ he told her. ‘I mean it. Bad enough I swan in there dressed this way. With you looking official and disapproving, it’s a useless effort.’

         ‘Five minutes,’ she said.

         ‘In five minutes, I’ll either have what I want or they’ll be dumping my body and you’ll still accomplish nothing by barging in,’ Jess said. ‘I’ll be back when I’m done. Trust me. I know these places.’

         He did, but he was not exactly sure of his reception right now, either. Still, nothing for it but to do the thing.

         No one appeared to notice or care when he pushed his way into the room. It was – predictably – packed and sweltering with the heat of the bodies in it; the smell of the place was an earthy mix of sweat, fermented alcohol, and the sharp spark of heavily flavoured meat cooking somewhere in the back. There were tables, but all of them were full to groaning with men and women packed on benches, and the clink of glass and metal was like heavy rain on a roof. The bar at the front was manned by no fewer than five staff, all of whom seemed overheated and overworked; Jess avoided the crush there and moved among the tables. No one met his gaze. He heard muttering from a huddle of African sailors; he didn’t speak their language, but he imagined that they resented being held here in the harbour for trouble that they had no part in causing. No doubt most of these crews felt that.

         ‘You’ve got a nerve.’

         That direct comment came from a Greek – a captain, by the look of him – who drained the last of what was surely a long line of tankards. He had a long pale scar across his tanned face and a belly the size of a wine barrel. He put both hands on the table.

         ‘Just one?’ Jess responded. The Greek was obviously talking to him, so it seemed only polite. ‘I hope I have several.’

         ‘This isn’t your place, boy.’

         ‘Nor yours, unless you run the place. If you do, you shouldn’t drink up your profits.’ Jess was talking just to be talking, because he was watching the man’s hands. He wasn’t certain what was happening here, but some instinct had stirred inside him, some memory he couldn’t pinpoint.

         Then the man’s left hand moved. Three fingers curled down, and his right forefinger tapped the table twice. It seemed an odd gesture, and then Jess remembered. It was an old, old thing, this smuggler’s code, used by spies and ne’er-do-wells for centuries before his time; his father had taught it to him, and his men had occasionally used it in situations just like this, to convey messages when there were too many eyes and ears around for safety.

         It meant beware.

         ‘High Garda bastards aren’t welcome here,’ the Greek said. ‘Nor any fools who’ll sacrifice our lives for their books.’

         His fingers were still moving. This time they indicated a word Jess didn’t immediately understand. He finally parsed it down to rival. Rival what? Gang? Red Ibrahim had locked this city down in his day, but his day was gone. Rivals would have come up quickly, ready to seize their piece of Red Ibrahim’s crumbling empire. Anit would have trouble, no doubt about that.

         Jess grabbed the drunken old man sitting across from the Greek and brought him to his feet, handed him an Alexandrian gold geneih, and sent him stumbling towards the bar. Jess slid into the chair, put his hands flat on the table, and said, ‘High Garda’s always welcome anywhere in our own city. You’re just a visitor. Know your place.’

         Many were watching this, but Jess hoped that they were watching the obvious: a drunken captain insulting a High Garda soldier, who was taking it personally.

         ‘You start a fight, you’d best be able to finish it,’ the captain said. His fingers signed talk outside.

         ‘Oh, I can finish it,’ Jess said. ‘Outside. Not room enough in here to raise a glass, much less swing a proper punch.’

         ‘True,’ the Greek said. ‘But if I go out, I promise you this: only I walk back in. You, someone carries off to a Medica, or the Necropolis.’

         ‘We’ll see,’ Jess said. He stood up and headed for the back door, a dim grey shape in the far corner. He waited a few steps, then looked behind. The Greek was still sitting there. ‘You coming?’

         ‘If you’re so eager to die.’ The man slammed his tankard down and roared, ‘Someone buy me a drink while I thrash this Library slave!’

         Cheers broke out, and he waddled and weaved his way towards the back door. Jess went ahead. He was alert for danger as he stepped outside, and it was good that he was; he caught a flash of movement and ducked, and that saved him as a club whistled over his head and smashed into the side of the damp stone wall. He shifted his stance and kicked out hard; his boot connected with a sagging midsection and sent his attacker reeling backward. Not enough to take the man down, but enough to give him an advantage. Jess felt pain as he sucked down a deep breath, but he had to ignore it. No time for it. He ran at the wall, used it for leverage to twist and land another kick, this one in the centre of the man’s chest. It hit hard enough to crack bone, and the man went down gasping; his club spun out of his hand and went bumping unevenly down the hill. But Jess sagged against the wall behind. His lungs were burning, and he tasted blood. This was probably not what the Medica meant when he told me to rest. He tried to sound amusing to himself, but it wasn’t funny. He felt real terror that he’d just damaged himself. Again.

         No time to worry about it. Jess drew his sidearm and pointed it at the man’s head. ‘Pax,’ he said, and fought off the urge to cough. ‘I’m not your enemy. I’m a cousin.’ Cousin, in the smuggling trade, meant that affiliation with one of the great organisations. The Brightwells. The Helsinki coalition. Red Ibrahim. The Li Chang tong in China. Or the Tartikoffs in Russia. Cousins didn’t fight each other, not unless territories were involved.

         ‘You’re wearing a High Garda uniform, cousin!’ The man he’d kicked down groaned. He was a big, overfed specimen with the rich copper colouring of a native Alexandrian, and he moved his hand towards his belt. Jess stepped on the hand, drawing a sharp outcry. He put a little pressure into it.

         ‘Easy,’ he said. This time, he had to pause to cough, and he tasted more blood. Swallowed hard and forced a smile. ‘Let’s not make this personal.’

         ‘You broke my ribs!’

         ‘You tried to break my skull, cousin, so we’re even.’ Jess looked towards the back door as it opened with a creak, and the captain finally stepped out. He was certainly not nearly as drunk as he seemed, because he took in the scene with a glance, glared at the man on the ground, and shook his head.

         ‘Damned idiot,’ the captain said. ‘Can you please not break his fingers? He’s useful.’

         Jess removed his foot and holstered the gun. It seemed a good-faith effort was needed, and thank Heron it was rewarded; the big man got slowly to his feet and backed off. The captain leant against the bar’s stone wall and crossed his arms. He kept watching Jess, and there was something in the assessment that made Jess nervous.

         ‘You don’t look well,’ the captain observed. ‘Not sick, are you?’

         ‘Sick of dealing with idiots,’ Jess shot back. ‘I’m looking for the Red Lady.’

         The captain’s bushy eyebrows arched up, then down. ‘Ah. The girl.’

         ‘Might want to be careful about saying that too loudly. She won’t take it well.’

         ‘She’s got other troubles,’ he said. ‘When her father dropped and she threw her support behind librarians … well, it didn’t settle well with some who felt she was betraying our own. Chaos is a time ripe for profit. Your Red Lady doesn’t seem to understand that.’

         ‘There’s very little she doesn’t understand,’ Jess said. ‘You’d do well to remember that. Give her a year and your support and there won’t be a thief or smuggler on earth who’d cross her – or you, if you stand with her.’

         ‘Not even your own father? I know who you are, boy. And how ambitious that man is.’

         The last thing Jess wanted to discuss was Callum Brightwell. The glancing mention brought up a deep, heavy wave of pain, and suddenly his hands felt sticky with his brother’s blood. Again. He swallowed and said, ‘My father respected Red Ibrahim’s territory, and he’ll respect the daughter’s just as much. Or he’ll have me to deal with.’

         ‘Hmmm,’ the captain said, and rubbed a thumb across his grey-stubbled chin. ‘You’re sure you want to find Anit, then?’

         ‘I’m sure.’

         ‘Then let’s strike a deal. We have three ships ready to sail in the harbour that hold precious cargo. We need them on the way before this damned war breaks out. Arrange that and I’ll tell you.’

         Jess unsnapped the Codex from his belt and wrote a message. He waited for a moment, watching until the handwritten answer appeared, and then he turned it towards the captain. ‘Neutral trading ships will be released within the next hour,’ he said. ‘Including yours. No one wants them in the middle of any conflict.’

         ‘That easy, is it?’

         ‘Yes.’ Jess had been lucky on that, but he’d been betting that Santi would want to clear the docks; having this many ships at anchor was a real risk of accident, fire, riot, a thousand other things. Best to get the strangers out of the way before trouble arrived. ‘Where is she?’

         ‘All right. She’s at the Temple of Anubis,’ he said. ‘Lie and tell her I was loyal, while you’re about it. Our ships had better sail soon. And if we lose our cargo …’

         ‘You’ll find me and kill me in horrible ways, yes, I’m sure.’ Jess sighed. ‘If you lied to me, you can count on the same.’

         ‘I haven’t. You’ll find her. Keep your word today and I’ll consider supporting the girl against her rivals.’

         Jess nodded. ‘Done. And thank you. The Brightwells owe you a favour.’

         ‘I’ll claim it someday,’ the captain said. ‘Titan Berwick, at your service.’

         ‘Captain Berwick.’ Jess bowed slightly. ‘Try not to kill any High Garda while you’re about your business. If you do, you lose that favour.’

         ‘Now you’re just being damned unreasonable.’

         Jess didn’t smile. ‘That wasn’t a joke.’

         He turned and made his way down the hill. He had to stop halfway around the building, lean against the warm surface, and struggle to breathe. It wasn’t enough. He was weak and shaking, and his chest burned from the inside out. Felt like it was packed with burning cotton. He fumbled in his pocket, found the mask, and breathed through it for a few moments. It eased the pain, and when he rounded the corner, he was steadier and stronger, at least for now.
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