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Content Warning

	 

	THE THIRTEENTH HOUR is an adult fantasy book that contains strong language throughout and content some readers may find distressing, including religious criticism, sexual themes, and scenes of abuse and torture.

	For a full list of content warnings, please visit:
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	SPFBO 2022 Runner Up

	BBNYA 2022 Finalist

	Indie Ink Award Winner 2022 for Best Setting and Wittiest Character

	 

	“I love this book. To me, The Thirteenth Hour is a masterpiece. It’s a celebration of fantasy and character. It’s over-the-top crazy, but it’s real and grounded and raw. It is perhaps my favourite self-published book of all time.” —Hiu Greg - The Fantasy Inn

	 

	“The Thirteenth Hour was a fantastic read with layers within layers, wrapped up in chaos and fun, and oh so many emotions and there are a couple of moments at least that I won't be over for a while. An absolutely fantastic start to a new series that I will be following closely, and a book I can't recommend highly enough.” —Beneath a Thousand Skies Blog

	 

	 

	
For the apostates, the blasphemers, and the sinners.
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The Covenant of Mortals & Gods

	We, the standing ambassadors of the twelve domains, do pledge to speak true as the holy voice of our patron gods. We ordain this Covenant as a record and warrant between mortals and immortals and agree to uphold its decrees in the eyes of our almighty gods, the faithful, and the Wardens who watch us.

	The gods do pledge:

	 

	
		To create mortal life which obeys the laws of time.

		To allow their mortals to exercise free will.

		To provide a domain [hereby known as Chime] where mortals may seek life and liberty.

		To bar non-mortal lives from entering this domain [Chime].

		To allow mortals safe passage into their own domain.

		To not interfere with the life or liberty of mortals belonging to other domains.



	 

	In turn, the mortals do pledge:

	 

	
		To honor their god and domain through factious worship and prayer.

		To honor their god and domain by abstaining from sin.

		To honor and respect the gods and mortals of other domains.

		To honor and obey the ordinance of Chime.

		To honor and obey the word of the Wardens.

		To not commit the unforgivable sins of blasphemy and apostasy.

		To bear a mark identifying citizenship to Chime and the twelve domains.



	 

	All mortals are made equal in the gods’ eyes and shall be granted the same privileges and opportunities on Chime. Should a mortal fail to uphold these seven laws, or commit an unforgivable sin, their right to life and liberty within Chime is forfeit.

	The Wardens do pledge to serve Chime and her mortals in accordance with these values and in honor of the gods and their mortal voices.

	Signed by the twelve standing ambassadors in the eyes of our almighty gods, the faithful, and the Wardens who watch us.

	
The Unforgivable Sins

	 

	Blasphemy

	To blaspheme: an impious utterance or action that besmirches one’s patron god or the gods of other domains. To assume one’s standing is above one’s patron god.

	Examples: curse words, disrespectful speech, or hateful imagery.

	 

	Apostasy

	To reject the blessings and love of one’s patron god.

	To reject the laws of the Covenant.

	To commit idolatry for another god or object in place of one’s patron god.

	To live a life of blasphemy and depravity.

	
Part One
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1

	Want to avoid your god’s attention?

	Then never pray.

	Prayer is a direct line of communication between gods and their mortals.

	By praying, you’re shouting in your god’s ear, “I’m here!”

	Don’t pray, not even in jest.

	Without prayer, your existence will be another soul lost among thousands.

	—Anonymous, Godless flier on prayer

	 

	Time had run away from me again, but I couldn’t afford to let it escape, not today. It chastised me like an unruly student with every tick and tock. Even as a child, I could never be constrained by time, could never obey its laws or heed its lessons. Time had finally grown impatient with my attempts to catch up.

	I stumbled on my way to the giant elevator that would take me topside. The elevator only operated twice per hour, and we were late—I was late. That was the downside to a city run by divine beings who could manipulate time. Everything ran like clockwork: The printing presses. The stock markets. The trams. The elevator.

	Everything but me.

	“I can’t—can’t believe we’re chasing a tram,” Dru whined as we scrambled for all we were worth over the train tracks. Her breathing rasped between a sigh and a wheeze. “We’ll—We’ll never make it.”

	“We will if you shut up and run,” I spat.

	“Of all the things I thought would go wrong, I never—never thought we’d miss the tram.”

	“Yes, you’ve mentioned that a few times already.”

	“Who—Who even does that?”

	Dru should know you better by now, my inner voice berated. Though if you’d left on time, you wouldn’t be running through tunnels.

	Great, not even my own mind would shut up about the pissing tram. Too many lives were depending on the documents hidden inside my satchel, which now slammed into my hip with each harried step.

	These documents were vital papers for refugees seeking a new home on Chime. Without these, they wouldn’t be cleared to receive their passport and make the crossing. Then they’d be trapped inside my god’s domain with no means of appeasing her greed.

	When one’s god demanded such heavy tithes of her own mortals and punished those who couldn’t afford to pay, the poorest had no choice but to run, to seek the only city where not even the gods could tread.

	And that’s where my organization stepped in.

	Too many mortals came to Chime seeking a means to pay the tithe, and most were desperate enough to enter workhouses to scrape together what they could. But we knew a better way. Out of our god’s sight, they were out of her mind and free from her whims. Not even the gods bothered to track their many thousands of mortals, leaving such tasks for the Wardens—the gods’ mortal eyes.

	With these documents, we’d forge new identities that not even the Wardens could track.

	Then our refugees would be forgotten.

	But only if we smuggled them out before the next tithe count.

	We’d hurried to get these documents signed, stamped, and sealed; all fake, of course, but navigating Chime’s bureaucratic system had rushed us to the last ticking second.

	And then I’d gone and missed the bloody tram!

	My lungs heaved with the stale air that permeated the Undercity. Stumbling through the tunnels wasn’t part of our grand operation, but when one worked for an organization that existed in the shadows, one improvised as best as one could.

	One should move one’s arse faster.

	At least my Vesper eyes could navigate the tunnels better than Dru’s Umber ones, though I kept glancing back to make sure I didn’t lose her. She trailed her palm against the pipes which ran along the walls as her guide. I knew darkness well, but she knew those pipes.

	The soles of my flats struggled to gain traction on the grime and soot coating the gravel underneath, and the shawl wrapped around my neck flew behind me like a cloak. I’d be feeling the burn of my calves for days. But soon the tunnel opened into the cavernous Undercity station. The silvery-blue glare of the aether lamps lit our path, the only ward against the encroaching darkness.

	And beneath sat our tram, snuggled into its bay and puffing out smug clouds of steam as commuters poured out onto the platform.

	Dru bumped into me, and we both sagged against each other’s shoulders to catch our breath. The two of us stood at the same height of six feet; standard size for a Vesper, though short for an Umber.

	“I still can’t—can’t believe we chased the tram.”

	“Oh, give over. We made it in time, didn’t we?”

	“Did we? Kayl, look at the queue.”

	The usual mob of early morning workers crowded the Undercity platforms that spread out like spokes on a wheel. Most were Vesper, fellow members of my domain—all tall, dark, and broody—and they trudged past to catch a separate tram heading to the factories or warehouses built underground. Many more shuffled forward in one long tidy queue toward the great elevator.

	My neck cracked as I traced the giant steel column up and up until it disappeared completely into the Undercity’s plate ceiling, which blinked with a never-ending sky of aether lights shimmering like stars. Our only way topside.

	And—shit, the queue was longer than I’d expected, but then I was never normally awake for the ten o’clock crossing.

	That was the problem with living where natural light didn’t find you. It was almost impossible to guess the time, let alone wake during civilized hours.

	Dru doesn’t have that problem.

	Neither did the rest of the Undercity, it appeared. They depended on the elevator to lift them to a world with more light, only to continue their daily drudgery stuffed in shops and offices. Better work, certainly. Topside, you could breathe fresh air, drink clean water, see with the power of the sun instead of the artificial lights that flickered threateningly, and escape the smog that stained everything it touched gray.

	But work was still work, and every citizen of Chime belonged to a master. While our capitalist overlords forced us into servitude for bocs and the Wardens ruled the city with their ordinances, even they, and the rest of us mere mortals, were owned by our gods.

	I wrapped my arm around Dru’s solid bicep and dragged her into the tail end of the queue. It was like dragging a boulder. Not that I’d call her that. An Umber’s physicality was as hardened and practical as their manners.

	Among the line of Vesper, Dru’s mossy-green skin contrasted with their dark blues, purples, and gray tones, and my indigo shade. While most Umber resembled walking stone, Dru took on the more natural aspects of her god. I loved the patterns of vined leaves that curled around her head instead of hair, and in place of her eyebrows, a line of golden daisies sprouted, though right now they drooped with dehydration and exhaustion. I’d made her run hard to catch that pissing tram.

	“Stop your worrying, we’ll make it.” I nudged her playfully. “At least you don’t sweat.”

	Dru wrinkled her nose, and the crystal freckles dotted across her cheeks caught the lamplight, sending a shimmer of rainbow across the drab green of her skin. “It’s lucky for you I’ve got no sense of smell.”

	I made a show of sniffing my armpits and accidentally elbowed a Vesper man in front. His glare was a common sight for Chime’s citizens.

	Thou must not violate the sanctity of the queue, Kayl!

	I flashed a grin and slid back into place, adjusting the shawl around my head to play my oh so pious act.

	Like clockwork, the queue made its way forward with agonizing slowness, and I couldn’t keep myself from tapping my foot and snapping the satchel’s strap across my shoulder.

	You’re annoying Dru.

	Indeed, Dru shot me her irritable stop fidgeting scowl. I didn’t want to infect her with my nerves because then I’d have to admit it was my fault we’d missed the tram.

	It was your fault.

	Yes, but I wasn’t going to admit it. The Godless would never let me run an operation like this again, and it had taken months to convince them they could trust me with this one.

	I dipped my chin from the glare of the aether lamps hanging above the platform. They hummed with an annoying buzz that ached inside my head, and their light cast scattered silvery-blue wisps across the station. The vast majority of Undercity residents were Vesper, and we didn’t need artificial lights to guide our way through the dark. Not when we could command darkness itself.

	The lamps were for the rest of the sorry souls who graced the Undercity, and I stood on tiptoes to count them; a few red-skinned Ember who could summon flame if needed, and the perfectly shimmering silver of the Diviner station staff standing guard by the elevator.

	A ripple of discontent passed through the queue as the Vesper jostled and attempted to straighten themselves. Someone was trying to cut in, earning tutting and jeers.

	“Can you spare a few bocs? Please? Just a few spare bocs?” a woman’s voice pleaded. “I need to pay the tithe. Please, anyone?”

	“Probably gambled their last boc on Sinner’s Row,” the Vesper man before me muttered, his pointed ears twitching.

	She could have lost her entire life’s savings on Sinner’s Row for all I knew, though for an Undercity resident, her life’s savings likely didn’t amount to much. “Dru,” I whispered and nudged her. “Look.”

	The beggar was another Vesper. She wasn’t outfitted in modest black and gray like the rest of us, but in a bright beige dress smudged with dirt that hung in flayed thread at the hem above her knee. Her dark blue legs were clearly visible, though she’d tried to hide her naked arms and shoulders with a tattered shawl.

	The Undercity residents ignored her, because, dressed like that, they saw some whore straight from Sinner’s Row.

	I saw something much different. Desperation.

	No Vesper would dare leave their home dressed immodestly enough to attract attention. Nor would any Vesper wear those colors—the colors of our greatest rivals, the Glimmer.

	“She’s from a workhouse,” Dru whispered, agreeing with my suspicions.

	Glimmer had been stealing Undercity residents for years now and forcing the poorest and most desperate among us into their workhouses. Refuges, the Glimmer called them—a hot meal, warm bed, and promised tithes for servitude to their golden god.

	Forced idolatry, I called it.

	To worship another god was akin to apostasy according to the Covenant, yet the Wardens turned a blind eye to the Glimmer’s deeds. We Godless did not.

	The Glimmer were the richest of the domains, and they lauded their position at the top of Chime’s social hierarchy over the rest of us. They certainly hadn’t gifted their generosity to this poor Vesper.

	I opened up the satchel and rummaged for my purse. Shit, I must have left it behind. “Got any bocs?”

	Dru patted her pinafore. “Donated what I had for the last pot.”

	Our pot was a collection of wages and donations the Godless pooled together for such situations that we kept secure back at our depot. Unregistered citizens of Chime—illegals, the Wardens called them—could avoid making the tithe, and so would our new batch of illegal refugees, thanks to our fake documentation.

	While only the Vesper god required weekly tithes, other gods made equally outrageous demands. Mortals who failed to honor their gods were reported by the Wardens. Those unfortunate souls were then marched back to their domain to face the consequences—a flogging, perhaps, if their god was feeling particularly forgiving.

	Normally we’d dole such tithe expenses out well in advance for those Vesper who needed them, but this Vesper woman… If she’d come from a workhouse, then chances were the Wardens would report her missing tithe. Then she’d be kissing her soul away.

	She grew increasingly agitated as she fought her way through the queue. “Just a few bocs for the tithe, please!”

	The Vesper grumbled and turned their backs from her pleading. I couldn’t abandon this woman to her fate, but my satchel carried the documents needed to help a whole delegation of souls like hers—and if we missed the crossing, they’d come short for the tithe too and not live to see the next crossing. Or worse: the Glimmer would enslave our refugees in their workhouses with rubber-stamped authority.

	There was no time to return to the depot now.

	Pick a pocket.

	I could slip my hand and steal a wallet or two, but this was the Undercity; everyone here suffered from the same struggles, and it wouldn’t just be this woman desperate to make the tithe on time.

	A dour-faced Diviner by the elevator held out his hand to stop the meandering woman. “You’re holding up the queue, ma’am. Step aside.”

	“She’s awaiting my tithe; I just need a few bocs—”

	“Please step aside, ma’am, or we’ll close the doors.”

	Even from my place in the queue, I could tell the elevator hadn’t yet reached capacity, but if the station staff closed up early, then that would mean another half hour of waiting for the next lift. A half hour I could not spare on today of all days.

	Both Dru and I were expected—for one, to hand over these documents for the crossing, and for two, we were both employed topside in a quaint little Glimmer teahouse. As much as I loved cream scones, my employment served one purpose: to spy on the Glimmer and discover exactly why the Wardens were happy to break the Covenant and allow one domain to enslave mortals of another in their workhouses.

	My organization suspected foul play and corruption, and our seer had witnessed a deal taking place in Lady Mae’s teahouse. Our seer’s visions were haphazard and came in flashes—a place here, a time there—and only when the event drew closer would the visions clear and toll the bell of action. Those visions pointed to the same day our refugees made the crossing.

	We simply could not miss the elevator.

	The Vesper woman fell to her knees. “Please! You need to let me on!”

	Shit.

	The Diviner stepped back, aghast at the Vesper begging at his feet. “Close the doors!”

	The last few stragglers hurried forward, and the queue lurched with a fevered desperation as the station staff began to slide the massive elevator doors closed.

	“We’re not going to make it,” Dru said.

	“Yes, I can see that.”

	“We can’t miss the elevator—”

	“I know.” I patted my satchel, and the contents hidden inside. “Follow my lead.”

	The queuing Vesper grumbled and swore as I pushed my way past them, violating every unofficial city ordinance. “Hold the door!” I cried out. “Oh, please, hold the door!”

	“There’s a queue, ma’am. Wait for the next elevator.”

	Both Vesper and Diviner ignored the woman crying on the platform. No one would go near her, but she stood between me and that damn elevator.

	I bobbed a desperate curtsy. “Oh, please, sir, this is my sister. She doesn’t mean to be rude, sir, but she lost her savings to a pickpocket and can’t make the tithe. Let me take her topside, sir, and we’ll explain to the Wardens.” I crouched and grabbed the woman’s shoulders. “Don’t pray,” I whispered into her ear. “Pray and you’re dead.”

	She glanced up, appalled that I’d suggest such a thing.

	Great—the pious were always a liability.

	The Diviner tapped his watch and scowled. “Look, lady, wait for the next elevator—”

	“We cannot miss the crossing, sir, or my god, Valeria, will—she’ll—” I wailed a sob.

	Dru wrapped her arms around me and forced my head onto her shoulder. “There, there. These kind gentlemen are only doing their jobs, there’s no need to cry. Valeria is forgiving. She might let you both back into Chime—”

	I wailed louder and caught the expression of the Diviner. His silver skin and hair made him appear more machine than mortal, and from the few Diviner I’d come across, I knew they couldn’t handle displays of emotion. Or indeed, any emotion. Now, his silver cheeks shone pink as he rapidly glanced between his watch and the grumbling crowd. For a moment I thought he’d touch me to verify my sob-story, but his lip curled with the disgust of a man who didn’t want to go rummaging through the head of some crying woman.

	The Vesper behind me jeered, unimpressed with my display, but the Diviner cared only for order. An angry crowd could be placated, but there was no chance he’d let the elevator go off schedule.

	Mortals of the twelve domains were supposed to be made equal according to the Covenant, but when the Diviner literally controlled time, Chime’s citizens obeyed their ordinances. What mortal could disobey the laws of time?

	“Hold the door!” called another man, who came bounding across the platform.

	“No more delays!” the Diviner shouted.

	The stranger elbowed his way through the queue. “Excuse me, coming through.” Another Diviner popped out between the taller Vesper and he flashed a badge—a brass W, the insignia of the Wardens.

	Shit, running into a Warden was the last thing I needed.

	“Sorry, chaps, can you hold the door for five?” the Warden asked.

	“They’re holding up the queue,” the Diviner said with an air of indignation, and pointed at me.

	“Then it’s fortuitous that I’m here to resolve the matter. Would you?”

	The Diviner tutted but nodded at his fellow station staff to hold the doors. They couldn’t deny a Warden.

	I pulled my shawl tighter around my face as the Warden approached. He stood five inches shorter than I, and while he hardly appeared threatening, I quickly scanned over his features to get his measure.

	He wore a tan suit, but the shirt looked disheveled, his silver hair was a tousled mess, and stubble lined his face—though his skin was a shimmering pearl rather than pure silver, which made him appear more mortal than his counterparts. A pair of brass eyeglasses dangled precariously on his nose and did nothing to hide the tired dark circles under his silver eyes.

	What was a Diviner Warden doing in the Undercity overnight? This one wasn’t dressed in the usual black-and-bronze uniform issued to the Wardens, and Diviner weren’t the type to seek pleasure on Sinner’s Row.

	Mortals from all domains served in the Wardens in one way or another, but Diviner were the worst. I wanted to catch Dru’s eye, but she’d merged with the crowd. It didn’t pay to act suspiciously around Wardens when they represented the gods’ eyes. I tightened my fingers around the strap of the satchel instead, digging my fingernails into the leather.

	“She’s my sister,” I blurted out, unsure what to say. “Someone stole her bocs and she’s late for the tithe. We just need to get topside in time for the crossing, sir, and we’ll be fine.” I forced a smile.

	Perhaps we could use this fool to get her tithe paid on time. No harm, no foul.

	The Warden gave me a shrewd look, as though suspicious I’d scam him out of his wallet. Not a fool, then. There was something disconcertingly familiar about him. Had I seen his face somewhere? “Her name, please?”

	Could I trust her not to contradict me? “She’s shy, sir.”

	“So I see.” He crouched down to the Vesper woman’s eye level. “You’ve come from a workhouse, haven’t you? Can you tell me which one?”

	Shit. Had he come here to catch a runaway and send her back? I wouldn’t put it past the Wardens to do the Glimmer’s dirty work.

	The woman shrank from his gaze. “They—They wouldn’t let me go, but my Queen, she needs—she needs my tithe.”

	“It’s quite all right.” The Warden sounded kind for a Diviner, though based on the Vesper muttering and shaking their heads behind us, they didn’t buy his act either. “I’ll ensure you get to Eventide and we’ll get your tithe paid on time. I need to ask you a few questions first.”

	“You—You won’t take me back?”

	“You have my word.” His hand twitched by his side, as though fighting the urge to touch her.

	“I don’t believe you! I’m not going back; you can’t make me!” The woman clasped her hands together in prayer. “My Queen! I’m sorry! Please save me, my Queen! I’m—”

	She screamed, and her spine arched in a pained spasm.

	The Warden and I both reached out to grab her at the same time. Bright silver light pulsed through the aether lamps, and a shrill screech tore through my head as though someone had whistled directly in my ear. I cringed from the sound, and my hand swiped through empty air as the Warden fell forward.

	Get away from him.

	I scrambled back from his touch—I couldn’t risk brushing against a Diviner, not even accidentally. But he’d landed on the rags that had once belonged to the Vesper. She’d faded into nothing in a single heartbeat, leaving only her meager possessions and a mote of dust.

	Our god had claimed her.

	I didn’t know whether to curse or cry. Hadn’t I told her not to pray?

	Hadn’t I bloody told her?

	The Warden scooped up the woman’s shawl with the reverence of a mortal who’d never witnessed death, yet his silver eyes told a tale of disappointing inevitability.

	Around me, the Vesper bowed their heads and muttered quick prayers. Idiots, the lot of them. But when a god’s power graced your presence, you bowed.

	I supposed I should have, but I was one of the few Vesper who managed to avoid my god’s attention. I was a mere speck of dirt in the grand scheme of my god’s imagination. While mortals of the other domains may sneer at my lowly place here in the Undercity, at least my mind belonged to me.

	And always would.

	“You said she was your sister?” the Warden asked as he rose to his feet. “I’m sorry for your loss, but I’ll need to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

	Shit, shit, shit! If a Warden took me to his HQ, then it was all over. Everything!

	One touch of his skin on mine and he’d see the past few hours of my morning. My pathetic crying display, my race to the elevator, missing the tram and chasing it along the tracks, which by city ordinance laws, was considered trespassing. Quickly getting dressed in the uniform I’d need to serve customers in Lady Mae’s teahouse. And putting together documents to smuggle illegal refugees into the city.

	Yes, it was that last memory which would get me thrown into the Warden’s correctional facility. If he knew who he stood beside—what organization I worked for—then I wouldn’t be leaving this platform as a free woman.

	Perhaps this Diviner could act, but he’d never met me. “She was a friend to me, sir, like a sister.” I gave my thigh a sharp pinch and forced a few tears out for effect. “But I need to get topside, sir, my mistress is waiting, and I can’t afford to be late, or I’ll—I’ll end up in a workhouse, too. Please, sir, I can’t miss—”

	“Time!” the Diviner station staff yelled, making me jump.

	Thank the gods for punctuality.

	The Warden shot the station staff an exasperated look. “Yes, I am aware, thank you.” His silver eyes returned to me. “Would you ride with me to the station? I promise I won’t keep you long, but a mortal has died. It must be documented.”

	Curse the gods for bureaucracy. I dabbed my eyes with my shawl and bobbed a quick curtsy. I couldn’t deny a Warden, either.

	I followed him onto the elevator, the satchel clutched tight to my chest. More Vesper bounded on, and Dru squeezed in somewhere behind me. If I could at least pass my satchel to her, she’d deliver these documents safely, even if I were incarcerated.

	The elevator was spacious enough to fit an entire tram carriage. Or about one hundred bodies, give or take. Right now, the early morning workers packed in tight enough to rub shoulders. Not ideal when so many pickpockets flitted among the Vesper, but when you needed to be at work on time, time did not care for comfort. Or little else.

	The large metal doors clanged shut with an ominous thud, trapping me with my fate. Aether lamps flickered above, and the Warden took in a hitched breath.

	My stomach lurched with the ground, and the familiar grinding of gears drowned out the hushed conversations around me. I swayed, careful to avoid brushing against the Warden, as the elevator finally rose up the shaft.

	I didn’t need a watch to know what time it was; nine thirty in the morning. Most businesses opened at ten, and the entire journey from the Undercity to topside would take twenty minutes, leaving me with little time to escape my new Warden friend, hand over my documents, and get to Lady Mae’s.

	But the plan was running smoothly, all things considered.

	You’re about to be arrested and tossed into the nearest correctional facility.

	There was always that risk, no matter what I did. My organization called themselves Godless for a reason, and funnily enough, the Wardens didn’t take kindly to apostates. We’d survived on borrowed time.

	Though now my time was running out.

	“I hate these things,” the Warden muttered beside me.

	“Elevators? Your domain invented them.”

	“So that all mortals may fly and embrace the sky,” he quoted a legendary Zephyr engineer. “If all mortals were meant to embrace the sky, we’d all have wings.”

	I knew I shouldn’t be making pleasant conversation with the enemy, but I couldn’t let this opportunity slip. “Is that what brings a Diviner down to our level? Or were you checking the elevators ran on time?”

	He tilted his head to better see me and a small smile curled his lips. “Not all Diviner pore over timetables. Some of us seek greater thrills.”

	“What thrills does a Diviner seek in the Undercity? Not a cat café, gods forbid.” There were plenty of dangers buried underneath Chime for a Warden to hunt: beggars and thieves of the slums, corruption on Sinner’s Row, tales of soul-sucking electrical monsters that supposedly stalked the tunnels, or, more likely, the rumors of a blasphemous cult of godless heathens committing apostasy in the shadows.

	“A cat café? Goodness, I’m far too pure and innocent, and their tea is lousy. Hard water and all that.” Again, that slight smile. “But no, my visit didn’t bring me here for the tea.” He bent his head close and his voice dropped to a barely audible whisper over the mechanical grunts and whirs of the elevator. “I don’t suppose your friend spoke of her time inside the workhouse? Or you know of anyone who’s been inside one? Perhaps you’ve heard rumors of Vesper going missing? Workers being snatched up or bribed with tithes?”

	My heart gave a brief flutter; it was those rumors which inspired my operation this morning, and which resulted in the illegal paperwork resting in my satchel.

	Glimmer had been stealing mortals from the Undercity for months—years, even—to serve in their workhouses. Why would the Wardens take an interest now? “Must be affecting a Glimmer’s bottom line.” The bitter quip came out before I could stop it, and the tips of my pointed ears warmed.

	“Can’t say I care much for the bottoms of Glimmer. Forgive me for prodding, but you’re the only Vesper to indulge me. Hard to conduct an investigation when no one is willing to offer me the time of day.”

	“That’s because we’re smart enough not to indulge a Warden when an investigation is in play. It’s almost nine-fifty, by the way. I thought you Diviner could tell the time?”

	He turned to face me as the elevator slowed to a stop.

	The plate rumbled underneath my feet and then the doors were being dragged open, the harsh clang signaling the end of our journey.

	“Mind the gap!” the station staff called.

	Bright lights blinded me for a moment, but I was soon swept away in the crowds pushing me forward, eager to get out of that stuffy dark box. Dru found my wrist and pulled me away before I got trampled, and we wove between the stomping feet.

	I glanced over my shoulder and caught the eye of my talkative Warden. He too was being pulled away by the mob, though he tried to fight his way back to me. Why didn’t he simply pause time and grab me? He could have.

	Instead, he stared with a mournful pout, and I didn’t know what to make of him.

	He’s a Diviner. They’re dangerous.

	I knew that, but there was something off about this one. Something less… orderly.

	Dru dragged me ahead like some misbehaving student. “Are you mad? What were you doing talking to that Warden?”

	“It’s considered a social norm to reply when someone initiates small talk, Dru.”

	“Small talk is comparing types of tea.”

	“We were talking about tea—”

	“And? Is that all the Warden wanted?”

	I understood her fear all too well. “They’re investigating the workhouses.”

	Dru almost tripped over her feet. “They are? That complicates things.”

	Indeed. We didn’t need Wardens sniffing around the Undercity when so many other pieces were in play. But why would a Warden investigate at all?

	If our seer’s visions were correct, then the Wardens were throwing their support behind these workhouses. Did my inquisitive Warden know and was simply sniffing for leaks? Or could there be greater corruption within their ranks?

	I’d have my answers when the clock struck ten tonight.

	For now, I had to obey time’s schedule or our Vesper refugees would be stolen by golden hands plucking them fresh off Chime’s streets.

	So many things could go wrong in the next twelve hours.

	If I was a pious woman, I’d be praying.

	But I was a Godless woman, and the gods left me to dictate my own fate.

	 

	
2

	Chime runs on Diviner power and logic.

	When a mortal such as the Diviner can manipulate time, the rest of us must obey. It is their bureaucracy which keeps the system running like clockwork, regardless of whether that system works for the rest of us.

	Don’t let a Diviner touch you.

	With one touch, they can see up to an hour of your past and immediate future. They’ll violate the sanctity of your mind to find any incriminating actions or thoughts.

	—Anonymous, Godless flier on the Diviner

	 

	With only ten minutes to spare, both time and the early morning crowds worked against us. Dru and I squeezed past the queues and I almost collided with a tram chugging by—and most definitely would have if Dru hadn’t yanked me back. The little wooden and brass carriage came to a halt further on, and mortals from the various domains poured out, scattering across Central Station.

	Small Seren boys wove between the taller mortals, though with their childlike cherub faces, it was hard to tell their age—they could have been anything from thirteen to thirty. The soot-faced chimney sweeps whacked mortals with their brooms, forcing them out of the way, while the paperboys flew overhead to make their rounds, their wings a fluttering blur.

	I ducked underneath them and skipped past a Vesper lad haggling with an Ember street vendor selling freshly heated breakfast rolls and coffee from a cart. The Ember occasionally sent ripples of flame over his goods to keep them warm, while a Diviner stood in the queue and tapped his watch with all the tuts he could muster.

	That was what I loved about Chime: the hustle and bustle of mortals from all twelve domains thrown together and forced to get along despite our many differences. According to the Covenant, no domain overshadowed another. A hungry Vesper was no different from an Ember chef or an impatient Diviner.

	Though the reality wasn’t quite so balanced.

	Dru tugged my attention away from the mouthwatering scents of baked bread and we marched across the cobblestones to our meeting place; a single wooden bench tucked around the corner of the station under an aether lamp that had seen better days.

	A Vesper male slouched on the bench dressed in the casual shirt, slacks, and flat cap of a city slicker, though the hat did little to hide the long locks of black hair straggling down his back. He patted the satchel resting across his lap, filled with the latest broadsheets from the Courier—or should have been.

	I knew what that satchel really contained—fliers printed with blasphemous propaganda. Who better to distribute them than a mortal who could hide within the shadows?

	“What are two lovely ladies like yourselves doing loitering on the street corner?” he asked. “Don’t you know all kinds of undesirables lurk here?”

	“And you’d be loitering here waiting for such undesirables to come your way?”

	“You must have me mistaken, ma’am. I’m but an innocent paperboy. I wouldn’t hold such wanton desires.” Malk’s easygoing smile and brilliant blue eyes could win over any Vesper girl, yet I’d won him.

	I slid onto the bench and gave him a playful shove.

	Malk caught my hand and his lips pressed against my fingers, as smooth as butter. “Cutting it fine, aren’t you? The Gate opens in five.”

	Dru leaned against the lamppost and crossed her arms. “We missed the tram.”

	“You did?”

	Dru snorted. “Kayl did.”

	I rolled my eyes as I curled my hand around his, my stomach fluttering at the slight tingle of his touch. His skin was a darker midnight blue compared to my brighter indigo. I ached to feel the comfort of his lips once more; their shade a pure black to match mine. “We’re here, aren’t we? A Vesper woman died below. We think she came from a workhouse.”

	Malk’s grip tightened. “Shit. Do you have any good news for me?”

	“There was a Warden. They’re investigating the workhouses.”

	“Sure, that’s better. Wardens poking around our business is exactly what we need.” He released my hand and removed his cap to run fingers through his thick strands.

	“We’re still on schedule.” I opened my satchel and dug out the papers. “Don’t look at them. Don’t think about them.”

	“Relax.” Malk shoved them into his own satchel. “I can’t make the crossing until half past. There’s a delegation of Glimmer passing through to Eventide. Nonessential travel is being delayed.”

	“Into Eventide?” Glimmer and Vesper were natural-born enemies—the dawn to our dusk. They wouldn’t dare enter Eventide alone. A delegation certainly wasn’t part of our intel, nor our seer’s visions.

	“I know, right? Chances are they’ll be escorted by Wardens. Let’s hope these copies get me past them or I’m thoroughly fucked, and not in a way I’d enjoy.”

	The clock struck ten.

	I glanced to where I’d hurried from only moments before.

	The clock tower dominated the skyline of Chime, connecting Central with the Golden City plate above and the Undercity below like one gigantic hourglass. Above us, the Golden City cast a shadow across Central, but at least the plate didn’t cover everything unlike the Undercity, allowing the sun’s light and warmth to reach us, albeit at an angle best enjoyed at dawn and dusk.

	I’d always admired the clock tower. Not just for its sheer scale and impossible height, but there was something magical about it that drew my gaze. Like all things on Chime, the giant clockface always rang on time, and the vibrations of its bell could be felt even underground.

	Two elevator shafts ran up and down the clock tower on either side. To the right, the metal elevator that led to the Undercity below, and to the left, the glass elevator that rose above the heights of Chime’s Central Square into the skies, disappearing beyond the upper plate to the Golden City itself.

	But that wasn’t why Chime’s citizens gathered around the clock tower.

	Where Central Station’s concourse had been built, the bottom half of the clock tower opened up into a wide arch hundreds of feet tall; large enough for an entire fleet of trams to pass through.

	Through it, one could see another world. Twelve worlds, to be precise. At the turn of the hour, the Gate would shimmer and change to the next world, and then the next.

	To cross through the Gate was to enter the realm of the gods. But to cross from those worlds into Chime was to escape their cruelties and their whims, for the gods couldn’t leave their own domain, and Chime was ours.

	Too many mortals sought freedom in Chime. Not all would find it.

	On schedule, the Gate shimmered once more, changing from the red volcanic skies of the Ember domain to the permanent twilight of Eventide.

	The domain of my god, Valeria. The home I’d never visit.

	It was only through the Gate that I saw what other Vesper had described: rolling hills of bioluminescent mushrooms and a never-ending dusk.

	“We’re going to be late,” Dru said.

	I sighed and pulled myself from the bench. “She’s right, we’re expected.” It wouldn’t help our cause if we got fired now. “So what’s today’s performance?”

	Malk rose and adjusted his satchel. “You know, the usual. I’m going to hit the jewelry stores and stare mournfully through windows as I contemplate which ridiculously expensive gemstone will win my lover’s heart. The Diviner sure enjoy a good love story.”

	I placed my hand on his chest and reached up for a kiss. “Your lover could never be won with a pointless rock.”

	“I’m standing right here,” Dru mumbled.

	Malk’s fingers traced the hem of my shawl, the tips lightly caressing my neck. “I’ll need to thoroughly cleanse my thoughts,” he murmured. “Seeing you in this uniform gives me all kinds of filthy ideas.” He bit his lower lip.

	I leaned closer. “I’ll be wearing it when you return, so don’t keep a lady waiting.”

	“You know, we could find a dark little alley together, right now. You and me, writhing in the shadows.” His lips brushed close to my ear. “Give those Diviner a show they’ll enjoy.”

	Just the thought warmed my stomach. “And dirty my skirts?”

	“I’ll dirty more than your skirts.”

	Dru scowled. “Again, I’m standing right here.”

	Malk grinned and kissed me full on the mouth. “I’ll be back before you know it. The gods leave you to your fate.”

	“And yours,” I whispered.

	An ache tightened in my chest as Malk pulled himself from my embrace. “Keep her out of trouble, Dru.”

	Dru waved him off. “Don’t I always?” She wrapped her arm around mine as Malk jogged behind a tram and disappeared into the crowds.

	I couldn’t chase after him or interfere until he returned from Eventide. He’d have to spend at least the next half hour channeling his thoughts into the persona of someone who wasn’t about to commit crimes.

	The Diviner Wardens didn’t touch everyone who passed through the Gate, but they certainly preyed on the least reputable mortals—mortals from the domains at the bottom rung of Chime’s social mobility, and that included the Vesper. Luckily for Malk, the Diviner didn’t care to examine a mortal’s past or future beyond a half-hour time slot, and certainly wouldn’t linger on emotional memories.

	It wasn’t enough to simply clear one’s mind. No, that would create suspicion. Instead, it was best to create an act—a persona—that a Diviner could well believe.

	But when Malk passed through Eventide, he’d be stuck there until night. Twelve painfully slow hours where I’d never know if he’d been caught committing blasphemy by our god. One day he might never return.

	Dru patted my arm. “He’ll be fine. He’s made the crossing before.”

	“He wasn’t smuggling an entire group of Vesper refugees before.” Nor did he need to contend with a Glimmer delegation. “So much could go wrong. We’ve seen it.”

	“Reve’s visions don’t always come to pass.”

	But I knew this one would.

	[image: Image]

	Rows of tiny boutique town houses, salons, and souvenir gift shops lined the main road of Central Square. They stretched around the clock tower in a near-infinite circle, and nestled among them sat Lady Mae’s teahouse.

	A tiny bell rang above the café door as Dru and I stumbled inside.

	The proprietor of this fine establishment stood with her arms crossed, a towel draped over her shoulder, her golden skin and hair a blazing dawn against the set pieces of fine ceramic teacups and pots. Her burning red eyes looked ready to send me up in smoke as I carefully squeezed my way past tables to the kitchen.

	“You’re late,” the Glimmer snarled with barely repressed rage, and then fixed an exaggerated smile for a customer nearby who’d glanced up, startled.

	I shrugged off my satchel as Dru ducked into the kitchen. “The tram didn’t pull out on time, can you imagine?”

	The Glimmer’s carefully manicured eyebrow twitched. Her ire was fixed on me, and not Dru, because Dru was an Umber—a loyal, hardworking Umber who’d wash your feet and thank you for the opportunity—whereas I was a lowly Vesper, the shadow that crawled out of the Undercity to snatch your valuables when no one was looking.

	What she didn’t know was that my weeks spent slaving here were ending tonight.

	The Glimmer—I forget her name, for I never cared to learn it—yanked off her towel with a whipcrack. “This will come out of your pay. Take off that ugly scarf and get to work.”

	From my pay, of course. Not Dru’s. Not that it mattered—we both poured our wages into the Godless’s pot.

	I forced a placating curtsy and entered the kitchen, where I wafted away the steam. Dru had already rolled up her sleeves and began the arduous task of washing dishes. Our Ember chef slumped by the ovens as he summoned flame to grill cheese toasties. The poor boy’s red skin looked washed out and anemic.

	Our barista flitted about the kitchen, preparing brews of tea and coffee. At only four feet, it was sometimes hard to see the Seren beneath me, though those wings slapped across my thighs when I wasn’t paying attention—they certainly weren’t as delicate as they looked. Her pastel pink skin matched the awful décor of Lady Mae’s, but she too looked tired, and dark circles made her usually youthful cherub face age a century.

	Bloody gods, it was only ten past ten. This was going to be a long day.

	I waved at them both with a cheery “Morning!” and grabbed my apron.

	The Seren shoved a tray of cucumber sandwiches and a pot of steaming tea into my hands. “You’re up, Vespie.”

	And so began another twelve-hour shift.

	But I wasn’t here just to earn a pittance.

	Lady Mae’s was one of many Glimmer-owned businesses feeding into the workhouses and actively profiting from them. Our seer’s visions pointed to a deal going down today between these golden-arses and the Wardens. A deal which, if exposed, could affect public perception of both—and close these workhouses down for good.

	Sadly, such visions couldn’t provide enough clarity for who or when. In a twelve-hour shift, that would mean hundreds of customers. Hundreds of potentially corrupt Wardens.

	And while I was playing hostess, Malk would bide his time in Eventide, collecting our refugees and preparing them for the crossing. Our seer’s visions had warned it would go wrong, that our target would interfere, and our refugees would be stolen from under our noses. But as Dru had said, his visions didn’t always come to pass.

	At least we knew what to expect.

	Balancing my tray, I navigated the tightly packed tables of the café and found my first customer of the day—another Glimmer dressed to the nines in a gorgeous low-cut red gown and matching ruby earrings.

	She took her tea with a turned-up nose. “It really is generous of Lady Mae to offer employment to those less fortunate. You… don’t handle the notes, do you?”

	“Oh no, milady, we don’t touch no bocs,” I said with the Undercity lilt she expected.

	“Very well. You may return to work.”

	They’re only so stuck up because the sun shines out of their arse.

	I smiled and sauntered back and forth from the kitchen as the tea began flowing.

	All things considered, I didn’t mind the work, even if my purpose was espionage rather than earning an honest wage. Though I doubted such work could make an honest woman out of me.

	When Dru and I first started here weeks ago, I’d struggled to balance the various customers and their needs. There were too many variables to consider, too many mistakes. Each domain had their own dietary requirements, and though our pink Seren covered most of that, it was my job to take customer orders and ensure I didn’t poison them or accidentally commit a hate crime.

	Half the time I ran into the kitchen and forgot why I was there. Dru covered for me then and suggested writing everything down. That helped me find my rhythm.

	I soon discovered that I could keep a fast pace between my tables so long as nothing distracted me or threw off my focus, and therein lay the challenge.

	From Lady Mae’s window, the Gate was clearly visible. I could see whenever the Gate changed from one colorful domain to another. Even if I averted my eyes, the dong of the clock tower rattled the cups; a god of its own who would not be ignored.

	You’ve got me to keep you straight.

	Yes, my inner mind noticed what I didn’t, as stupid as that seemed, and I relied on that extra sense to spy on my patrons—the actual reason I worked here.

	Though today, I gladly welcomed the distraction of work; the steam of honeyed tea, the clink of spoons on saucers, the calm and polite chatter of the patrons, the ache of my feet as I danced with my trays.

	You’re too distracted, idiot. You’ve forgotten the Mesmer.

	Shit, I had.

	A Mesmer sat in the corner staring at a decorative plate hanging from the wall, their head tilted, mouth ajar. They could have been contemplating the secrets of the universe or just admiring the pattern for all I knew. The Mesmer were dreamers who often fell asleep into their cups. Good customer service meant making sure they woke in time for their crossing at the eleventh hour.

	I whipped out my notepad. “May I take your order?” The Mesmer rarely held gender; thus, I skipped my usual honorific titles. This one wore a tight black suit and their skin was a dark purple to rival the Vesper, only their skin rippled with the patterns of a nebulous star.

	“Would you like something caffeinated?” I prompted again. Mesmer liked sweet things. Candy, cakes. “We also serve fruit teas.”

	The Mesmer slowly lowered their gaze and stared with fathomless black eyes speckled with starlight. “Tea.” I wasn’t sure if that was a proclamation or a question. “Is that why we’re here?”

	“Yes, this is a café.”

	My Glimmer boss scowled at me from across the room as she chatted with another customer.

	“I’ll tell you what, I’ll get you something that’ll perk you right up. The crossing to Phantasy is opening shortly.”

	“The Gate,” the Mesmer murmured. “Is that why we’re here?”

	Gods, I had no idea, but I knew for sure that a Mesmer wouldn’t be organized enough to serve the Wardens. “I’ll get you a nice coffee.” I skipped to the kitchen and rang the order in. “Mesmer order up! Extra cream, extra sugar, and, uh, an extra shot of something strong. Dru, can you walk them over to the Gate when the clock strikes?”

	Dru scowled over her shoulder from her position by the sink, her green hands covered in suds. “Why do I have to do it?”

	“Because you understand them, and if I go, I’ll get distracted on the way and end up at a candy store.”

	Dru tutted but waved me off with a soapy dishcloth.

	The next hour came and went in a blur of teacups, and then the clock struck midday. The Gate’s portal changed from the Mesmer’s starry skies to dull gray buildings. Kronos, the domain of the Diviner. Not just masters of time, but masters of bureaucracy.

	Masters of boring.

	Other than Glimmer, the Diviner were the most frequent visitors to Lady Mae’s, and I needed to be careful when moving around them. Thankfully, it was considered socially unacceptable for a Diviner to touch someone without their consent, but that didn’t always stop them. It certainly didn’t stop Diviner Wardens.

	The afternoon dragged on as the Gate cycled through the various domains—Memoria, Juniper, and then at three, the Umber’s mountainous home world came into view.

	“Do you miss Heartstone?” I asked Dru in the kitchen. The café traffic had died off, and I helped her dry cups while leaning against the counter to rest my poor feet.

	Dru glanced at her worn hands, rough from overwork. “Sometimes,” she admitted. “But the work there is more backbreaking than here.”

	I glanced over to where the Ember boy had fallen asleep over the cooling stove, his face smudged with soot. “You didn’t need to take this job, you know. It’s not like you’ll be spying on anyone from here.”

	Dru cracked her knuckles. “I’m your backup for when it all goes wrong.”

	“If it goes wrong.”

	“Definitely when.”

	“I appreciate your faith in me.” We were a team, of course, but no one trusted me to handle myself.

	That’s because they know what you’re like.

	Which was? Resourceful? Adaptable?

	The café’s bell rang. I tossed my dirty rag onto the counter. “Well, these customers won’t serve themselves.” Though gods, I wished they would.

	As the afternoon wore on, the Gate changed to the Glimmer domain of Solaris at four, followed by Arcadia, the Seren’s paradise islands, at five.

	Our barista stared mournfully out of the window at the palm trees visible through the Gate. So many mortals spoke of their domains with a wistfulness, but I couldn’t relate. Outside of Chime, the gods ruled their domains, and their mortals were troublesome flies that meant little to them. Buzz in the wrong manner and you were liable to get swatted.

	The Wardens may run Chime like gods, but at least they didn’t wield the same power.

	At six, the sun began to descend in time with the opening of Witheryn. Night fell on Chime as the Gate passed through Tempest and Obituary.

	Then the bell chimed nine, and the Ember domain of Rapture returned once more.

	Only one hour until Malk’s return.

	Late-night stragglers came into the café for an apéritif, but I found myself impatiently glancing out to the clock tower and the hand that crept closer to ten. I’d wanted this day to go by quickly, but as the time neared, I couldn’t keep myself from wringing my apron.

	Among our clientele, I’d not noticed anyone out of the ordinary.

	No secret Warden deals.

	Had the visions been correct?

	The tiny bell rang, and a Diviner stepped inside. At first, I worried it was the Warden from this morning, but no, this Diviner’s hair was a rarer bronze instead of silver and he dressed like a gentleman with an impeccable striped suit, groomed to perfection. He sat beside the window and gazed out to the Gate across the street.

	There was something about his facial features I recognized but couldn’t quite place.

	I approached his table with my rehearsed pleasantries. “Good evening, sir. It’s a fine night for a pot of tea, or perhaps something stronger?”

	He glanced up, and his eyes unnerved me. They were a startling brass, as smooth as metal. Combined with his silver skin, he appeared even more mechanical than the usual Diviner. “Coffee. One pot, no milk, no sugar.” He pulled out the latest Chime Courier broadsheet from inside his inner jacket pocket and turned his back by way of dismissal.

	Rude.

	Yes, but that was a Diviner for you. I rang in his order and busied myself cleaning the nearby tables with an eye on him. There was nothing suspicious about his manner; mortals came and read the broadsheets all day long while nursing a cup. Even at this late hour. I angled myself to get a good look at the Courier’s headline: Construction Begins on Clock Tower Reinforcement.

	Nothing interesting, then.

	Another Diviner stepped inside the café, this one an older gentleman dressed in tweed and carrying a briefcase tucked under his arm. Sweat flushed his silver brow. He sat at the same table as my bronze-haired guest. “Good evening, Your Ex—sir.”

	The bronze-haired Diviner glanced up from the Courier with a mild air of irritation. “You’re tardy, Doctor.”

	The doctor placed his briefcase flat on the table. “Apologies. I needed to go over our schematics one more time. I gather your meeting with the press went well?” He nodded to the Courier broadsheet.

	“Construction will cause only minimal disruption to the station’s traffic—daily crossings will remain unaffected, with any luck. Once the Glimmer come through with their new batch of workers, they’ll begin work immediately.”

	My ears pricked up, and I began cleaning another table nearby.

	“Are you quite sure we can trust them with such a delicate endeavor?” The doctor flipped open his briefcase and knocked over the mug. “Oh, deary me.” Coffee splashed across the table and ran down the side.

	I reached for my dishcloth. “It’s all right, sir, I’ll clean—”

	The tick-tock of the café’s clock suddenly stopped.

	All around me, the air seemed to pause. I held my breath and stared outside. The usual late-night shoppers and bar-trawlers had stopped mid-walk, and beyond them, even the shimmer of the Gate had become one solid picture.

	I didn’t dare glance at the patrons behind me, but I knew what I’d see—them frozen in place, suspended like I should have been, yet my fingers tightened around the dishcloth, and the silence built in my ears like an awful pressure, ready to pop.

	Then the chatter started again, only it sounded distorted, wrong. The mortals outside walked backwards. The hands of the clock tower went counterclockwise.

	And the usual tick-tock became a tock-tick.

	I bit my lip as the spilled coffee moved up the table and into the mug, and then the mug flipped back into position, righting itself as though it had never been knocked over.

	The café remained in suspended animation, yet the two Diviner did not.

	“How clumsy of you, Doctor.” The bronze-haired Diviner folded his broadsheet and finished his coffee. “Nervous, are we? Do you need time away?”

	The doctor fidgeted in his seat. “No, no. You can depend on me.”

	“I’m glad to hear it. But you needn’t fret. Gloria herself will oversee the operation, and her compatriots will keep the Vesper in line. Once the Glimmer have no further use for them, we’ll ensure no knowledge returns to Valeria. With your updated schematics, we can begin testing them.”

	Testing them? For what? Whatever they were discussing sounded far more sinister than simply locking Vesper inside a workhouse.

	The evidence lay inside the doctor’s briefcase, but I couldn’t snatch it while the world stood still and I too stood here awkwardly.

	Why hadn’t I paused alongside the rest of the café’s patrons?

	Worse, forcing myself still like a statue had made my nose terribly itchy.

	“What of the aether creatures?” the doctor asked. “Are you certain they won’t target the Glimmer?”

	“You’ve seen the reports. Moving our operations from Diviner technicians will keep them safe, and then we’ll confirm if it’s our mortals being targeted.”

	My nose twitched, forcing my jaw to scrunch with it.

	The doctor’s silver eyes made contact with mine and they opened wide. “That Vesper server—she moved.”

	“What?”

	“Her face, it—it moved.”

	Shit!

	The bronze-haired Diviner leaped from his seat, knocking the chair back with a crash. The air returned to normal. Mortals strode past the window as the gods intended.

	I stepped back, and the dishcloth fell from my grasp.

	“Who are you? What did you see?” the Diviner demanded.

	What had I seen? A Diviner using his power? They could control pockets of time, but I shouldn’t have been able to see it in action, should I? Was it because I was standing so close that I wasn’t caught in his power like the others?

	Run. He’s no ordinary Diviner. Get out of here now.

	The Diviner’s eyes narrowed. “Why were you watching me?”

	I put on my best demure smile and fluttered my eyelashes. “Not watching you, sir! Forgive my rude manners, I saw the headline of the Courier and—”

	“How long have you worked here?”

	My heart sped up.

	He knows what you are.

	My Glimmer boss came rushing over. “Is there a problem with her service, sir?”

	The Diviner straightened the collar of his shirt. “How long has this Vesper been in your employ?”

	The Glimmer scowled. “Her? I hired her a few weeks ago. Came from one of the Undercity workhouses on promotion. Is there a problem?”

	The way the Diviner’s brass eyes roamed over me, as though studying every intimate detail for truths and lies, roiled my stomach. “Give me your arm.”

	A command I didn’t have to obey. “Who are you to make demands? You’re no Warden, and I know my rights. I work here.”

	The Diviner sighed. “You can give me your arm now, girl, or I can call in the Wardens and they’ll storm this little teahouse and arrest everyone in it. Your choice.”

	“Oh, for goodness’ sakes, give him your arm!” The Glimmer grabbed my wrist.

	I tried to pry her free, but something tugged in my palm, as though my hand were a hook and it had snagged onto her skin. The tug burned—not with pain, but with the throbbing buildup of pleasure before the release of an orgasm.

	What in god’s name?

	The sensation quivered up my arm as my indigo flesh turned pure gold to match the Glimmer’s.

	She shrieked and jerked as a static jolt snapped from my touch. The Glimmer fell and crashed onto a table, sending a teapot flying.

	The doctor backed away from me, the briefcase clutched to his chest as he gaped in pure horror. “She’s—She’s one of them!”

	Time slowed around me once more. The teapot glided past me as though enjoying its descent to its inevitable doom.

	Run, you idiot. Run!

	Blinding light burst from my skin, and the two Diviner shrank from its haze. Though for reasons I couldn’t explain, I could see through the light as clear as a Vesper could navigate shadow.

	I ran to the café entrance as the brass-eyed Diviner stalked after me, his eyes shielded with his folded broadsheet, though now the annoyance across his face held a sliver of fear. “What are you?”

	I yanked the door open, which thankfully hadn’t been caught in the Diviner’s power, and dove outside into the cool evening air.

	The city seemed to speed up all at once as it caught up to present time. Crowds of mortals still filled the streets at this time of night, and I flung myself between them, ripping off my apron and tossing it aside as I tried to blend in.

	I ran headfirst into another Vesper and grabbed hold of his arm to steady myself. That same tugging sensation burned in my palm and I yanked my hand free. The Vesper threw me a glare and shoved past me.

	“Excuse me, sir.” I caught a glimpse of my hands and examined them. They’d returned to their indigo, but I could have sworn they’d turned gold. Was I losing my mind?

	What the shit had happened in there? What had I done?

	Aether lamps lit up Central Square with a screeching buzz that made me wince. A quick glance over my shoulder proved I’d lost the bronze-haired Diviner, but my nerves were suitably frayed.

	I’d left Dru behind, and the Diviner could have gone back to question her and the rest of the café’s employees.

	The clock tower rang out, signaling half past the hour.

	Malk would be returning with our Vesper refugees from Eventide in only thirty minutes, and I’d gone and blown a signal to every Warden in Central Square.

	 

	
III

	The Wardens’ first responsibility is to uphold the Covenant.

	All mortals are made equal, though they vary between the twelve domains in ability and temperament. A Seren does not match the height of a Glimmer, thus we cannot build doors with only a Seren in mind.

	How, then, can one maintain equality when faced with these inequalities?

	First, when disputes arise between separate domains, you must be the voice that binds them.

	—E. Karendar, Warden Handbook Volume I

	 

	The tram was thirteen seconds late.

	I snapped shut my fob watch and shoved it into my pocket as the tram pulled up smoothly, unaware of its own tardiness, though likely the driver was a flustered mess. Thirteen seconds late? I’d be hanging myself from the beams.

	All right, Quen, there’s no need for such dramatics.

	I hopped into the carriage alongside a few other patrons—a Seren, two Glimmer—and found a spare seat near the window.

	At this time of night, the tram was almost full. Rapture’s crossing would close soon, with Eventide due to open shortly, and that always attracted the drug peddlers. I leaned my arm against the back cushion and watched the tower blocks of home disappear in a slow rumble forward.

	I’d been a flustered mess all day, and the late tram was only one rung on the rope of a disorganized and frayed chaos. My entire routine had gone off track. I’d normally start the day like clockwork—a fresh cup of tea, two bourbon biscuits, the latest Courier broadsheet, and the sight of Obituary turning to Rapture on the Gate.

	But at nine this morning, I’d found myself rushing for the Undercity elevator. I’d not intended to spend the night underground, but that’s where my visions took me.

	In my line of work, every ticking second mattered.

	I pulled the note from my pocket; 9:39 p.m. Lady Mae’s café, Central Station. Ember Male.

	I’d already lost one mortal today. My nerves couldn’t stand to lose another.

	The tram pulled into its next stop and more squeezed on, taking all available seats except the one next to me. The carriage could only hold a maximum capacity of eighty, yet we’d gone beyond that, with more struggling to keep balance as they stood.

	An entire section had been taken up by Umber and Leander alone. The heavy stone bodies of the Umber required some accommodation, though the Leander’s muscular lion form didn’t need to take up an entire row of seats. They just liked to spread their legs and flick their tail at any passersby. They deserved a tut, at the very least.

	A Seren clung onto the center pole. Her smaller body was more vulnerable when surrounded by so many taller mortals, and she constantly glanced over her shoulder to make sure her wings weren’t brushing against anything. She could have used those wings to fly rather than get the tram, but at almost ten at night, the tram was the safer option.

	I patted the seat beside me. “There’s space.”

	The Seren shot me a glare and turned away.

	Of course no one would want to sit beside a Diviner. If I so much as grazed my hand against hers, I’d see her entire past and future to come. Or so she believed.

	My domain perpetuated the stereotypes because they were an antisocial lot who thought making eye contact on public transport was the height of indecency. Saints forbid anyone would start a conversation! They’d be locked away for the good of society.

	Blast it, I liked conversing.

	The half-past bell snapped my attention to the window.

	“Central Station, this is Central Station,” announced the driver. “The time is nine thirty. This is your last call for Rapture. Eventide will open in thirty minutes. To repeat, this is your last call for Rapture.”

	On cue, the tram’s denizens rushed for the sliding doors and joined the Central crowds. I shoved my hands into my pockets and followed at a brisk pace.

	Even this late at night, travelers passed through Central Station. The Gate dominated Central’s skyline, and Rapture’s volcanic atmosphere cast an eerie red glow across the square. I’d never been fond of Rapture, and they weren’t fond of me, either. Diviner were banned from their gambling halls and casinos, so what else was there to do?

	As I made my way to the station, I noticed what the crowds likely didn’t.

	There were more Wardens on patrol. Their dark uniforms blended in with the crowds, but each of the station exits, even the emergency ones, had at least two Wardens on watch.

	Security never needed to be this tight.

	What had I missed?

	Traffic was still entering the station and filtering out onto the main concourse, but I avoided the station altogether. That wasn’t why I was here.

	Instead, my path diverted in the opposite direction to the teahouses and bars that encircled the clock tower. Only they remained open at this hour, with the stores selling the usual bric-a-brac now closed.

	On the way, a flier fluttering on a lamppost caught my eye. A Godless flier. One of many which consistently made their appearance across Central.

	This one depicted a crude drawing of the Glimmer god, Gildola, spanking a Diviner over her lap as golden notes poured from his pockets. I couldn’t fault the art, though the artist would face time in a correctional facility if ever caught. I ripped it down and shoved it into my inner jacket pocket. Where did these blasted things keep coming from?

	A mystery to ponder another time.

	I glanced around the area, but knew I’d not find any Godless foolish enough to be loitering on street corners. The Wardens had been hunting them for years with little success, and our dossier on their organization remained embarrassingly thin. I’d personally been assigned to deal with such heathens, but Chime had far greater problems than a few distasteful fliers.

	I jogged over the tram line and crossed the square. It didn’t take long to find Lady Mae’s. Two Diviner Wardens were standing outside on schedule.

	“Evening, chaps. Having a spot of bother, are we? Mind if I go in?” I flashed my badge.

	“Did Ambassador Karendar send for you, sir?”

	My heart skipped a beat. “The ambassador is here?”

	“At the station—there was an incident, and we thought it best to move him to safety.”

	That would explain the number of Wardens, though my visions had brought me here—not the station. “What incident?”

	The two Diviner shared uneasy glances. “There was an attack on the ambassador’s life. The café’s owner stepped in and was killed. The suspect fled before we could arrive, though we’re not sure of her domain—His Excellency reported both a Vesper and Glimmer woman. There’re three witnesses inside; two of the café’s staff, a Seren and Ember, and a customer who got into a spat with the Ember. They’re both wounded.”

	Holy saints. None of these events had appeared in my visions or notes, and Father wasn’t one to withhold His visions, especially not where our ambassador was concerned. “Did you call a Necro for the wounded?”

	One of the Diviner shrugged. “None on call, sir. His Excellency told us not to bother. We’ll, uh, leave you to sort them out.”

	The two Diviner stepped aside, allowing me into Lady Mae’s.

	I’d not frequented this establishment before as far as I could remember, though the gaudy porcelain wares covering the walls were distinctly Glimmer. One of the tables had been snapped in half, and a shattered teapot littered the floor.

	A spat indeed.

	At first glance I didn’t notice any abandoned clothes inferring a mortal death, but the Wardens could well have taken evidence for further investigation.

	Who would dare threaten the Diviner ambassador’s life? Though what had brought him to a Glimmer café in the first place?

	A Seren leaned by the kitchen door, swaying unsteadily on her feet, her mascara smudged from tears. “They’re back here,” she said with a muffled sob.

	The unprofessional in me wanted to stomp outside and berate my colleagues for leaving a traumatized Seren alone, though I supposed we Diviner were useless at comfort. We needed an Umber’s touch. “Thank you. Take a seat and try to make yourself comfortable. I’ll be with you shortly.”

	The Seren dabbed her eyes with a serviette and climbed onto the nearest chair.

	I stepped through to the kitchen and my nose instantly rebelled at the scent of burned flesh. My gaze fell upon the Ember.

	A male, less than sixteen years judging by the short length of the horns protruding from his head. He sat leaning against an oven with his knees tucked against his chest, his body quivering as he rocked back and forth.

	The entire left side of his face had been burned off.

	Blood trickled from where his left eye dangled out of place, though his cheek was a patchwork of pulpy red flesh and white bone. Saints, it was a miracle the poor boy still lived. I fell to my knees beside him and resisted the urge to touch him.

	I knew what I’d see if I did.

	“Pray to Edana,” I urged. “Ask her to heal you. Please. Pray to her.”

	There was nothing I could do to help the boy, not without a Necro healer on hand, and based on my note, he wouldn’t last the next few minutes.

	But his god could save him. They held that power.

	The boy’s lips parted in a wheeze. “She—She doesn’t… want to.”

	He sucked in one last rattling breath and then his body disappeared in the blink of an eye. His clothes collapsed into an empty pile on the tiled floor.

	I sat there staring at his threadbare boots. The soles had worn until holes poked through the leather.

	The time: 9:39 exactly.

	I wanted to scream, but at who? Edana? She could have saved the boy’s life, but chose not to.

	My Warden colleagues? For not caring to summon a Necro?

	No mortal needed to die like this.

	“What a useless sap,” came a female voice from behind me. “I advised Lady Mae not to rely on hired help from the Undercity, and look what it has cost her. Such a pity the management ran this café into the ground, but what does one expect when one hires Vesper and Ember?”

	I slowly stood and turned.

	A Glimmer. Of course.

	It was always a sodding Glimmer.

	The Glimmer leaned against the kitchen counter dressed in Golden City finery of a red minidress, showing far more flashy skin and jewelry than was appropriate for this level. Especially this late into the evening. She, too, had suffered burns across her face and neck, though not as severe as the Ember’s.

	In a contest of skill, the Glimmer’s sunlight could burn as deadly as an Ember’s flame, as it so clearly had.

	Before my eyes, her skin glowed gold as her wounds patched themselves together. The burn marks faded until they’d fully healed.

	Edana didn’t care for her mortals, but Gildola did.

	I squeezed my hands behind my back to keep my ire in check. “A friend of Lady Mae’s, I presume? If you don’t mind, I have some quest—”

	“I was drinking chamomile tea when the attack took place. Karendar knows the details.” She smoothed her dress and then helped herself to tea, seemingly oblivious to the mortal who’d died in her presence.

	Who she’d helped murder.

	“And the Ember boy?”

	“He tried to run when the Wardens showed up. I stopped him from leaving, and he attacked me. Me! Can you believe the gall of it?” She sipped from her cup, and the saucer rattled in her grip. “I acted in self-defense.”

	“You should have left him for the Wardens.”

	She placed her cup down with a loud crack. “Is that how you speak to citizens performing a public duty?”

	“It’s not your place to police other mortals, my lady—”

	“My place?” She snorted. “That Ember was clearly an illegal—”

	“Clearly, since Lady Mae seemed inclined to break labor laws by hiring a child as part of her staff.” And paying him a pittance for the privilege. “A mortal has died, my lady. This cannot go undocumented.”

	“Then report me and see where it gets you.”

	The Glimmer flashed a smug smirk. She knew there was little I could do except file the paperwork that would likely go ignored. When the gods encouraged their mortals to ignore the tenets of the Covenant and act self-righteous, then how could one govern fairly?

	One of the Diviner Wardens popped their head into the kitchen. “Sir? Ambassador Karendar has called for you.”

	What a fine mess this evening was turning into. “I need to finish questioning—”

	“We’ll finish up, sir. His Excellency insists on your presence.”

	I didn’t trust them to file the correct paperwork, and truly, I wanted to continue my questioning. This Ember boy could have come from a workhouse, but without evidence, I couldn’t get a warrant to investigate my suspicions that mortals were being abused there.

	But duty called, and I needed out of this blasted kitchen. “Right you are.”

	I strode across the square over to the station and entered via the public waiting area. Few sat on the benches waiting for Eventide, though the tourist information and currency exchange remained open twenty-four hours.

	Even the cozy café continued to serve their bland, overpriced teas and coffees.

	A few stragglers ran ahead to catch the Rapture crossing and were caught at the barrier. No one could cross without flashing their passport, and a few burly-looking Umber Wardens were on hand to arrest anyone that tried.

	I made my way to the private waiting rooms and station offices and nodded a greeting to the Diviner Warden on watch outside.

	“His Excellency is waiting in the dawn suite,” the Diviner announced.

	I nodded again and slipped inside. At almost ten at night, I wasn’t expecting many to be inside the private lounge, least of all for an Eventide crossing. Sure enough, it was empty. The soft sofa cushions had already been cleaned and plumped for tomorrow.

	And that’s what I couldn’t fathom.

	What would bring the ambassador here this late?

	I followed the corridor along to the dawn suite, so named for its gaudy brass furnishings and orange checkered drapes and cushions. Popular with the Glimmer, I was sure.

	More Diviner stood on guard, and I found the ambassador pacing inside. He wasn’t wearing his usual regal tabard, but was instead dressed in a gray pinstripe suit. A jacket had been discarded onto one of the nearby couches, next to a half-empty cup of coffee.

	The effect made him appear almost normal.

	But there was nothing normal about Elijah Karendar.

	His pacing stopped, and he snapped gleaming bronze eyes in my direction. “Quentin.”

	I swallowed the bubble caught in my throat. The veneer of calm I’d been cultivating slipped in his presence, and I approached with my head bowed, then dropped to one knee. “Your Excellency.” My breath rasped.

	“Up. This isn’t a social call.” Elijah snapped his fingers and the few Diviner vacated the dawn suite, leaving us alone.

	I stood and forced a smile. “It never is.”

	He didn’t return the courtesy. “What I say does not leave this room. Approximately twenty minutes ago, there was an attack on a Glimmer-owned café across the square—and its owner was killed. Shortly after, one of the station staff discovered a body near the maintenance shaft of the clock tower. A Diviner mechanic.”

	“Unconscious?”

	“No. Dead. The body was intact when I arrived, and it’s still intact now, though we’ve since moved it from public view.”

	A body? My head started reeling. “But that… That’s not possible.” Mortal bodies decayed almost instantaneously upon death as their souls returned to their god. They rarely lingered, and never for this long.

	“I want you to examine it.”

	Examine it. Damn it, I knew what he was really asking of me. “I doubt my power will work on a—on dead tissue. You should ask a Necro to—”

	“A Necro has already examined the body and reported their findings. I want you to examine it.”

	The hard edge in his eyes brooked no argument, and I held no power to refuse him. “Where?”

	Elijah led me out into the corridor, but instead of diverting to the public waiting rooms, we went through a staff-only maintenance door into a kitchen.

	Two Diviner stood beside a tea trolley, but its contents had been replaced with a sprawling body, its limbs dangling over the side uselessly.

	A body. An actual body.

	Unnaturally warped by its stillness.

	The tips of my fingers trembled slightly as I approached. Both Diviner stepped outside, giving me space, though I could sense Elijah’s stare boring into the back of my neck. It took all of my strength to focus on the scene before me.

	A male, early twenties. He was dressed in a set of maintenance overalls and oil stained his smock and hands. His lips were a dull gray. His hair a tousled white.

	But his eyes…

	Saints. He had no eyes.

	There was no blood. No signs of cutting or struggle. Nothing. Just two dark, empty sockets where his eyes should have been. I pressed a fist to my lips and swallowed bile.

	“They found him this way,” Elijah said behind me. “Check his neck.”

	I tentatively reached for the body’s collar and pulled it aside. Red marks in the shape of a handprint had been burned into his flesh. The mark of a Glimmer? Or an Ember?

	“What was his name? Do you know?”

	“It hardly matters.”

	“His body shouldn’t be here; it should have dematerialized—”

	“Quentin.” Elijah’s voice snapped with the force of a single command.

	Only he, ambassador to our Father, knew what ability I possessed—an ability no other Diviner held or knew of. And I, his lowly servant, had no choice but to act as he wished. I sucked in a breath and pressed my palm to the dead Diviner’s forehead.

	And his final dying memory bloomed in my mind’s eye.

	[image: Image]

	I’d pulled the short straw again. Electrics were always buzzin’ around the maintenance shaft, and I hated that place. Too dark, and it didn’t smell right. Not like cogs and oil were supposed to smell. More like rotten eggs.

	But if the buzzin’ knocked out the lights, I needed to fix it before the next elevator run. Station master would dock my pay if he caught me slacking again. I grabbed my utility belt, torch, and picked up some spare bulbs on the way. The upper levels were noisy with the Rapture traffic, and all I could hear was them stomping their feet and jeering. Wish I was with ‘em, but they’d never let a Diviner take a shot at poker.

	My torch passed over the upper shaft and something flashed back.

	There it was again; a silvery-blue spark.

	Not another electrical leak? Aether was bleeding out of these pipes, and they’d need more than a screwdriver and hammer to patch.

	Another spark flashed and blinded me for a second. I blinked the silver and blue dots away, but the colors glowed, as though someone had switched on the light.

	This wasn’t just a spark, but a complete malfunction.

	I slowed time around me so I could pinpoint the damage among the flashing lights, but my power didn’t have any effect. The spark grew, spasming as it stretched and contorted, like it was growing limbs, and the silvery-blue hue shimmered through a whole rainbow of colors.

	Eh? This wasn’t how aether worked!

	“Hey!” I yelled behind me. “If this is a prank, it’s not a very good one—”

	The spark flared. Something grabbed my neck. I screamed as the touch burned, and tried to pull free, to slow it down, but the light—
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	I gasped as I yanked my hand free and stumbled back.

	I knew those colors. Those sparks.

	I’d seen them in my own visions.

	Elijah was by my side in an instant. “What did you see?”

	Darkness. Nothing but an endless vastness of time where nothing existed and nothing was born. This vision appeared unusually hazy, as though his soul had left behind a faded print. But I knew what I’d seen. What I’d felt. “An electrical malfunction—aether.” But that wasn’t any normal aether reaction that I knew of. Aether energy powered lanterns and trams. It didn’t attack. “Or some creature made from aether. Its shape looked… mortal.”

	“Aether? Not an attack from an Ember?”

	That had been my first thought, too, but this poor soul’s last few moments were unfortunately distinct. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and wiped my smudged spectacles. The brass handles shook in my grip. “No, I saw no one, only the glow of aether.”

	“What else?”

	“He’d tried to slow this creature, whatever it was, but his power held no effect.” I’d witnessed nothing like it. Even aether obeyed the laws of time. My gaze was drawn to the body’s empty eye sockets. “I don’t understand. Even death via an aether malfunction wouldn’t have left his body behind, but I… I felt no life in him. No soul. Nothing.” Why hadn’t his body faded back to Father? To our god?

	Elijah rubbed a hand across his jaw. “The Necro came to the same conclusion. He couldn’t find any signs of life. The Glimmer from the café died in the same way—Ambassador Gloria has yet to be informed.”

	“What in god’s name does this mean?”

	“Quentin.”

	“Sorry,” I mumbled. I shouldn’t blaspheme, but this whole scenario was exactly like my visions. After this night, I’d need more than a stiff cup of tea.

	“This is the fifth one.”

	I stared. “What?”

	“The fifth body. In the past few weeks, we’ve come across more. All Diviner, save Lady Mae. All found in the exact same way; eyes missing, burn marks on their neck or arm. And… It gets worse.”

	“How could it possibly be worse?”

	“These souls have not returned to Father.”

	My stomach churned. That was why the body hadn’t faded. If our souls weren’t returning to our god, then what became of them? Was this creature literally devouring them?

	Our mortal souls were owned by our god. It was the gods who animated us, gave us life and purpose, and sent us out into the domains so that we may live and experience it in their image, only to return to them at death with those memories.

	Nothing could stop that natural order.

	“Why am I only hearing of this now?” My status among the Wardens meant I should have been alerted to this from the start.

	Elijah paced again. “Because the implications are far too great. Finding one body is a tragedy. Finding two with the same manner of execution is a coincidence. But three? Four? Five? That’s a pattern I cannot afford to ignore. Someone—or something—is targeting Diviner. Taking our souls, our connection to Father. I want you on this, active immediately.”

	Trust him to care for the political ramifications before the loss of life. “I’m tied up investigating abuse within the workhouses—”

	“The workhouses aren’t my concern. Our mortals are.”

	“And Lady Mae? There may be a connection between these attacks—”

	“I was their target. Lady Mae unfortunately got in their way. Forget the workhouses. This is your priority, do you understand?”

	I bit the inside of my cheek. “Yes, Your Excellency.”

	“Good. I’ll have someone send over the files. I also have a suspect. You said that our power didn’t affect this creature?”

	“That’s right.”

	“I stopped off at a café tonight for a quick coffee before my work brought me here. You know I like to stay sharp.” A slight smile graced his lips. “There was a female server there—a Vesper—aged mid-twenties. I knocked over my cup and she witnessed me use my power. And when I tried to question her, my power held no effect on her at all, and she tried to attack me.” His throat bobbed. “That’s why I came here tonight, to lock the station down and find her, and then I stumbled onto another attack.”

	Tonight was turning into a series of impossible events. Only a Diviner could witness the power of another Diviner. Certainly not a Vesper. “You believe this Vesper may be responsible for these deaths?”

	“I’m taking no chances.”

	“Perhaps this Vesper is connected to the workhouses.” I hurried on before he could object. “If she worked at Lady Mae’s. What’s happening in the Undercity is no coincidence.”

	Elijah frowned. “Then show me what you’ve seen.”

	My heart sped up as he approached me with his hands raised. I’d wronged him, as I always wronged him, and this was the price; to sift through my mind and explore my sins. I flinched as his fingers traced my neck for my pulse. His power could have reached me from any touch, yet he liked to press down on the beat of my veins, to feel the flutter flow through them and know exactly what power he held over me.

	His breath blew over my cheek, so tender it could have been a kiss. “Show me.”

	And then he was digging into my mind.

	I clenched my eyes shut as the flashes of my day rushed by in reverse. The Ember boy. Riding the tram here. My evening meal, cold and discarded as I pored over reports. Soaking naked with primrose lotion after my sojourn to the Undercity.

	He lingered on that memory. On my nakedness, helplessly suspended for his own amusement. To trawl through my memories, my thoughts, my past, to see everything I’d been and everything I could become; it was a violation.

	But he’d always enjoyed violating me.

	The memories moved on to my quiet desperation as I searched the morning crowds for the Vesper I’d encountered on the Undercity platform. She’d been the only Vesper to even speak to me during my investigation, and I’d wanted to question her a little further, but the crowds had swept her away—though I suspect she’d been willingly swept with them.

	The memories ran down the Undercity elevator and then paused at another mortal dying at my feet.

	“That’s her,” Elijah breathed with a hint of bitter coffee, and he released me.

	I rubbed my neck where his warm touch lingered. “Her?”

	“The Vesper you conversed with on the elevator this morning; she’s the same woman from the café.” The bronze of his eyes flared. “Find this woman. Use whatever resources you can, but find her.”

	The intensity of his gaze made my heart flutter anew. I didn’t believe in coincidences.

	A Vesper with the ability to resist time.

	Creatures made of aether that could steal the souls of Diviner from our god.

	The same creature in the visions I’d witnessed of my own future death.

	If I followed this case, I’d be following the timeline to my doom, and not just mortal death, it seemed—my very soul was at stake.

	The clock struck ten and the vibrations of the clock tower rattled the body still sprawled on the tea cart. Eventide had now opened.

	Didn’t time come for us all, in the end?

	“It will be done, Your Excellency.”

	 

	
4

	Do your hands regularly crack through work?

	You feel you owe your love and labor to your god, but Unghard does not afford you rest.

	Why do you toil, Umber?

	You were built with the strength of a mountain and the gentle heart of a flower. You were not built to serve others, to slave away in workhouses.

	There is no sin in selfishness.

	What reward awaits you at the end of your mortal life?

	—Anonymous, Godless flier on the Umber

	 

	Wardens swarmed the entrance to Lady Mae’s.

	Shit, shit, shit!

	More of them mingled with the evening crowds of Central and loitered beside the station’s many exits. Many were dressed in plain clothes, but I could spot a Warden anywhere; it was the way they walked and carried their posture that made them stand out.

	So many. Just who was that Diviner from the café? Certainly no ordinary citizen, to summon such a massive force with a single command. I’d recognized his likeness, but from where?

	You’ve seen his picture in the broadsheet.

	Had I? I couldn’t even remember. Had he recognized me? I’d committed so many sins, I may have left a trace somewhere, despite how careful the Godless were. But no. My gut told me he didn’t know what organization I came from. Just the fact I’d seen his power work when no mortal should—resisted it, even—had raised his suspicion enough to send the Wardens after me.

	And you turned gold.

	Yes, and that, which I couldn’t explain either. The Glimmer must have used her power on me in some new, unforeseen way I’d worry about later.

	Though now the Diviner would have passed on an image of my likeness to the Wardens currently searching Central Station. I may not have been recognized before, but I certainly would be now. My days of spying for the Godless could well be over.

	Focus, idiot.

	Right. The Gate. Malk and the refugees. And shit, Dru could still be trapped inside the café. No doubt the Diviner Wardens would examine everyone’s recent past. But the Gate was about to switch to Eventide, and Malk would be waiting. Our seer’s vision was still in play, and things were already going wrong right on schedule.

	He’d said whoever I met at the café would intercept our refugees. I wasn’t expecting it to be as simple as the Wardens arresting everyone. With so many Wardens swarming the station, we wouldn’t be able to stop them.
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