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			They say politics is the art of distributing pain. And scriving, of course, is the art of distributing intelligence.

			I wonder—­sometimes with excitement, other times with fear—­what will happen when the two shall meet.

			—­Orso Ignacio, letter to Estelle Candiano

		

	
		
			Contents

			Locklands

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			the scriving wars

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			cadence

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			jailbreak

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			the door

			32

			33

			34

			35

			36

			37

			38

			39

			40

			the monsoon

			41

			42

			43

			44

			45

			46

			47

			48

			49

			50

			51

			52

			53

			54

			55

			56

			57

			58

			59

			60

			61

			62

			63

			64

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

		

	
		
			I

			the scriving wars

		

	
		
			1

			Are you ready?> whispered a voice.

			Berenice opened her eyes. The morning sunlight reflected brightly off the ocean, and her vision adjusted slowly, the forms of the city walls and the ramparts and the coastal batteries calcifying in the glimmering light. She’d been meditating so deeply it took her a moment to remember—­Am I in Old Tevanne? Or somewhere else?—­but then her senses fully returned to her, and she saw.

			Grattiara: a tiny fortress enclave balanced atop a thread of stone stretching into the Durazzo Sea, all ocean-­gray walls and cloud-­white towers and wheeling gulls. It wasn’t quite a town as much as a residue of civilization clinging to the battlements, the homes and huts like barnacles spreading across the hull of a ship. She watched as the little fishing boats trundled up to the piers, their sails pale and luminescent. They reminded her faintly of bat wings catching the first rays of dawn.

			“Hell,” Berenice said quietly. “It’s almost pretty.”

			<Almost.> Claudia moved to stand next to her at the balcony, her eyes hard and sharp under her dark metal helmet. Her voice whispered in the back of Berenice’s thoughts, quiet but clear: <How far we’ve fallen, to find a little shithole like this pretty.>

			<Yes,> sighed Berenice. <And yet, it’s up to us to save it.>

			Claudia picked her teeth with a length of wood. <Or at least the people here, anyways.> She flicked her toothpick away. <So—­you ready?>

			<I don’t know. Maybe. How do I look?>

			<Like a grim warrior queen,> said Claudia. She grinned. <Maybe a little too grim. This is a Morsini fortress, mind. The governor might not take to an intimidating woman.>

			<It’s going to be a grim conversation. But I’ll make sure to do a lot of smiling and bowing,> she added acidly. She adjusted the way her cuirass hung on her shoulders, feeling the flex and bend of the pauldrons, then plucked at the leather shirt at her neck to let some of the humidity out. Their armor was a far sight from anything like a lorica, as it only covered critical exposures while leaving the joints free to move, but it was still hot as hell in the Grattiaran sun.

			<It’ll have to do,> Berenice said. She slung her espringal over her back, then checked to make sure her scrived rapier was sheathed at her side. <Are the espringals rigged up properly?>

			<We’ll have to get within line of sight with them,> said Claudia. She pointed to a small plate on her right pauldron, then the same on Berenice’s armor. <But they’ll come to us when we call them.>

			<Good.>

			<Still think it’s wise to bring weapons to this chat? I mean—­they’re going to make us disarm before we see the governor, yeah?>

			<Oh, almost certainly,> said Berenice. <But being asked to disarm is a terrific opportunity to show off how many armaments you’re packing.>

			<How cynical.> Claudia’s grin flashed again. <I approve.>

			The winds shifted, and the reek of rot wormed into Berenice’s nostrils—­undoubtedly from the refugee camp sprawling beyond the city’s fortifications. She slipped out her spyglass and glassed the camps on the hills to the northwest.

			It all made for a cruelly pointed contrast: the town of Grattiara remained more or less impeccable, its scrived coastal batteries huge and hulking along the sea, the towers of the innermost fortifications still tall and elegant; but mere yards from them lay field upon field of ragged tents and improvised shelters and spoiled waters—a reminder of how much the world had changed beyond this tiny fortress town.

			Claudia whispered: <We’ve got movement, Capo.>

			Berenice turned to look. A small group of men were making their way down the stairs from the central keep’s gates, all colorfully dressed in shades of blue and red. She studied the keep above, its towers bedecked with espringal and shrieker batteries—­scrived models she knew were at least four years out of date. And the walls, of course, weren’t scrived at all, just brick and mortar and decades of patching: no sigils, no strings, no arguments embedded in them to trick them into being preternaturally durable or strong.

			“Once it gets here,” she murmured aloud, “it’s going to tear through this place like a hot knife through eel fat.”

			<Yeah,> said Claudia. She peered out at the refugee camp. <And all those people are going to die—­or worse.>

			<How long do we have, again?>

			<Last estimate was two weeks,> she said. <It’ll have to go through Balfi to the north, and that should slow it down, we hope. We should have at least a week before it’s at the gates here, Capo.>

			Berenice wondered whether those estimates were accurate. If she had a massive army, and intended to use it to annihilate everything in its path—­what road would she take, which rivers, and how fast would she move?

			How tired I am, she thought, of such grisly questions.

			<You still haven’t answered me, Ber,> said Claudia gently. <Are you ready?>

			<Getting there,> she said. She walked to where the two other members of her team sat on a small bench before the end of the stairs. Diela, the younger and smaller of the two, popped to attention immediately, standing up so fast her helmet rattled on her head. Vittorio stood languidly, smirking as he unfolded his tall, lean form to stand beside her. He held a heavy wooden crate in his arms, about three feet wide and tall, built of plain wood with a hinged top fastened shut.

			“All good?” said Berenice.

			<I’m ready to put this thing down and get out of the sun, Capo,> whispered Vittorio in the back of her mind. He made eye contact with her, and his smile grew. <You sure they’re going to let me into the keep with this?>

			“They will,” she said. “Remember, both of you—­this is purely a diplomatic operation. Just keep your eyes open, keep your gear tight and accessible—­and if they make a move on us, remember your training.”

			<If it comes to that, fighting off a bunch of merchant house thugs should be easier than what we’re used to,> said Vittorio, now grinning.

			Diela blinked beside him, and Berenice felt a slow anxiety building in the back of the girl’s thoughts.

			<It probably will not come to that,> Berenice said to the girl. <Again, this is a diplomatic mission. But even if you haven’t seen fighting, Diela, you still know what we know, and you’ve seen what we’ve seen. I have no doubt you’ll succeed.>

			Diela nodded nervously, and said, <Yes, Capo.>

			<It’s time, Capo,> said Claudia.

			Berenice looked up. The men from the keep were close now. She put on her helmet, adjusting it so her eyes looked through its visor properly, and strapped it tight. Eight years I’ve waged this war, she thought, and I still can’t get one of these goddamned things to fit right.

			She stood there, tall and assured in her dark armor, and watched as the Morsini men descended the stairs. Once men like this would have frightened or at least worried her, but those days were long since gone: there had been too many battles, and far too much death and horror, for merchant house men to haunt her thoughts.

			I’m ready, she thought to herself. I’m ready for this.

			Yet she felt a flicker of insecurity, sensing an absence like she’d forgotten something critical. She pulled her spyglass from her pocket and peered through it once more, though this time she glassed the distant ocean, far to the south.

			At first she saw nothing but sea, yet then she spotted it—­a tiny dot in the distance, just on the horizon.

			Sancia and Clef, she thought. Keeping their distance. But they’re there. She’s there.

			She heard footsteps, and quickly stowed the glass away.

			God, my love. How I wish you were with me here today.

			A voice from the stairs, prim and assured: “The governor will see you now, General Grimaldi.”

			“Thank you,” Berenice said. “Please lead the way.”

			As expected, they were forced to give up their arms before entering the keep proper, which they did without protest. Berenice watched as the Morsini sentries took their weapons and stored them in a large wooden crate beside the gate, which they fastened shut. Before Berenice could even voice the question, Claudia whispered, <Won’t be a problem.>

			<Good,> said Berenice.

			“And that?” said one of the sentries, pointing at the crate in Vittorio’s arms.

			“A gift for the governor,” explained Berenice.

			“I’ll need to see it first,” said the man, “and I’ll be the one to take it.”

			Berenice nodded to Vittorio, who placed the crate on the ground and opened it up.

			The sentry peered in, then looked up at them in wary disbelief. “You sure you have the right box?”

			“We do,” said Berenice.

			The sentry sighed, shut the crate, and grunted as he picked it up. “If you say so,” he muttered.

			They were admitted inside, the scrived doors falling back as their escorts led them on. Having been in many Morsini House installations in her time, Berenice found the keep vaguely familiar: the narrow, winding passageways, the walls of stained glass; and always there were guards, mercenaries, and contractors in all numbers of colors and armor types, though most of their armor was in some state of disrepair.

			Finally the four of them were led to the main meeting chamber. It must have been a grand space in its zenith, but almost all the furniture had been removed to make way for a giant table covered in maps, which dominated the room. The sentries gestured, and Berenice walked to stand before it. She realized she knew the maps at a glance: they depicted the Daulo and Gothian nations just to the north. A massive blot of bright red was seeping through the territories there, so much so that it looked like the entire north was bleeding.

			She recognized them, for she herself stared at such maps every day. Yet based on the colors and markings she was seeing, these maps were very out of date—­much like the city’s defenses.

			They think they’re hurrying, she thought. But they have no idea.

			She studied the room. Mercenaries and administrators and scrivers sat in a row at the back of the room, waiting to be called upon. They glanced only momentarily at Berenice before looking to one man, who walked to stand above the maps at the far end of the table from her. He was well dressed and well arranged, with an elaborate scrived rapier sheathed at his side, but his face was pale and haggard, his eyes were sunken with exhaustion, and his beard was shot through with gray. Though Berenice had been informed that Governor Malti was only a decade or so older than her, the person before her looked much older.

			Perhaps, she thought, this will be a very short conversation, and a lot of lives quickly saved.

			The retinue of men in red and blue announced them: “General Grimaldi and the delegation from the Free State of Giva, Your Grace.”

			Berenice removed her helmet and bowed. “Thank you for receiving us, Your Grace,” she said. Claudia, Vittorio, and Diela bowed as well, though they did not remove their helms.

			Governor Malti slowly looked up from his maps, his eyebrows raised. He studied them with a mildly nonplussed expression. Berenice waited for him to talk, but he seemed in no rush.

			Finally he simply said, “So. These are the mythical warriors of Giva.”

			The statement hung in the musty air.

			“We are, Your Grace,” said Berenice.

			“I had almost thought Givans were a fairy story, like ghosts,” Malti said. His words were taut and merciless, like the twang of a bowstring. “Or perhaps the sky sprites my grandpa told me stood guard at the gates of Heaven itself.”

			<Given that my ass is soaked in sweat,> whispered Claudia, <I don’t feel very scrumming mythical.>

			Berenice attempted a dignified smile. “I would much prefer that we were. Yet we are flesh and blood, and happy to talk to you here in the earthly realm, rather than in Heaven.”

			Governor Malti returned the smile, but his was far chillier. “Of course. And you’ve come to discuss my situation here.”

			“Yes, Your Grace. Concerning the refugees at your gates.”

			“You wish my permission to take them away.”

			“If possible, Your Grace. We have the transport available. We are acting solely in the interest of saving lives. It would be to the benefit of all to do so, I would imagine. It must be difficult to maintain your forces with so many displaced citizens in your way.”

			“Displaced citizens . . .” Malti echoed. “What a phrase.” He slumped into a chair, then watched as a sentry placed Vittorio’s crate on the table, bowed, and left. “And to persuade me to let you do so,” said Malti, “you’ve brought me . . . gifts.”

			“We have,” Berenice said. “Of a sort.”

			Malti’s gaze lingered on the crate. He did not get up to open it. He did not speak. He just stared at it, as if lost in thought.

			<I can’t tell,> whispered Claudia. <Is this going well? Because it doesn’t feel like it’s going well.>

			<Quiet,> snapped Berenice.

			“You know,” said Malti with sudden cheer, “I am still not accustomed to receiving delegations. Ambassadors. Envoys. That sort of thing. Grattaria, after all, was not really intended for such.” He gestured wearily to the drab brick walls. “We are a fortress, here to guard passage along the coast. Great powers did not used to go to fortresses to meet with statesmen. Rather, they’d go to the states themselves.”

			“True, Your Grace,” said Berenice. “But the world has changed since those days.”

			“Changed?” he said. A bleak smirk flashed across his face. “Or ended?”

			Everyone in the room looked at Berenice.

			<Oh shit,> said Claudia. <This got dark.>

			“It has not ended here,” Berenice said evenly.

			“Not yet. But elsewhere . . .” His smirk faded. “Eight years ago we were just an outpost in another war. Then, quite suddenly, there were fewer and fewer places for everyone’s envoys to go—­so they came here. And now there are almost no nations to send envoys at all.” He leaned forward. “Yet with other delegations, once they’d departed, I generally knew where I could go to talk to them again. I’d have the name of a city, or an island, or a town, or some such. But with the nation of Giva . . . no one quite knows where the actual nation is, do they?”

			Again, Berenice felt every eye in the room on her.

			“Giva is located in the Givan Islands,” she said, her voice still even and courteous.

			“Oh, I know,” said Malti. “That I’ve been told. But I’ve also been told that, whenever someone sails to those islands, they’re always deserted, and layered with fog—­and the further in they go, the more fog they encounter, until they’re forced to give up.” A cold grin. “Are you sure you don’t stand guard at the gates of Heaven, General Grimaldi?”

			<Damn,> whispered Vittorio. <He’s not stupid.>

			<No,> said Berenice. <He is not.>

			“Surely you can appreciate the need for unconventional defenses, Your Grace,” said Berenice. She nodded to the map. “Given what has happened to the Daulo nations, and the Gothian countries, and beyond.”

			Malti’s eyes were like ice. “So—­you can make walls of fog appear?”

			“We have our scrived tools,” she said coolly. “The same as yours.”

			He looked away for a moment, thinking. Then he asked, “And tell me, General Grimaldi—­did Giva really destroy the enemy’s installations at the Bay of Piscio, some six months ago?”

			Berenice could feel Vittorio and Claudia’s surprise blossom in the back of her mind.

			<Huh,> whispered Claudia. <I didn’t realize word about that had spread this far.>

			“We . . . did, Your Grace,” said Berenice. But she now felt unsure where this was going.

			“And at the port of Varia?” Malti asked. “I’m told the enemy had developed quite the stronghold there—­and yet, after you Givans visited, it had utterly fallen. Is this true?”

			Berenice hesitated but nodded.

			“How?” he demanded.

			She thought about it. “Carefully, Your Grace,” she said.

			Malti smiled ever so briefly, and then his eyes went distant. When he spoke again, his voice was deadly quiet: “That is very interesting. Because there is only one other power I’m aware of that has ever had such successes against the enemy. So—­I must wonder if there is some connection.”

			Berenice narrowed her eyes at him. Then she glanced down again at the maps on the table—­specifically at a small blot of black in the valleys to the west of all that red. It was a curious little addition, reminding her of some kind of parasite buried in the body of livestock, and though it was tiny compared to the vast sea of red to the east, she knew the black blot was hundreds of miles wide at least. Malti’s advisers had even shaded in the area around the black blot with gray, demarcating the blasted, ruined wastelands caused by years of unspeakable warfare.

			She looked up at Malti and said, “Giva stands alone. We have no formal allies, Your Grace. Especially not the one you suggest.”

			“But you have so many similarities. Such mystery, such abilities. How can you convince me that you have no association with the devil that sleeps in the Black Kingdoms?”

			Everyone watched her. Berenice could hear Vittorio silently counting all the armed men in the room with them.

			“Well?” said Malti.

			An image flashed in Berenice’s mind—­a black mask, gleaming in the shadows as the night filled up with screams—­and with the memory came a voice, inhumanly deep and rumbling: I went to places no living human has ever gone before. I glimpsed the infrastructure that makes this reality possible.

			<Ber?> whispered Claudia.

			Berenice sniffed and cleared her throat. “I was in Tevanne when Shorefall Night happened, Your Grace,” she said. “I saw what he did. I remember. I cannot forget. So I can quite genuinely say now—­I would rather die than be the ally of that thing.”

			Malti nodded, his eyes still distant. Though she couldn’t tell if he believed this answer, he seemed to find it satisfying. But then his gaze sharpened on Berenice, and he said, “I don’t care about what’s in your box.”

			Berenice blinked. “Your Grace, I—­”

			“I don’t care about gold or valuables,” he said. “After all, there are no free places where I can spend them anymore. And I don’t care about any tools or inventions you might be offering. We have our lexicons, which run our rigs and defenses. Nor do we need definition plates, or any arguments to feed into those lexicons to help them remember how to argue all our tools into functioning as we wish.”

			He fell silent, and the intensity in his face was replaced by some deep weariness. Berenice sensed an unasked question hanging in the air, and chose to ask it.

			“Then,” she said, “what do you care about, Your Grace? How might Giva help you?”

			Malti’s face went very still, his eyes dancing over the maps. “Help me . . .” he said softly. “Hm. If Giva can damage the enemy, then surely you understand it somewhat. More than the scrivers I have here, at least, who understand it none at all.” He waved contemptuously at the men seated at the back of the chamber, who glared at Berenice.

			“We have some knowledge of it, yes,” she said.

			Malti studied her yet again. “I have an . . . issue,” he said. “One that no one can explain. One inflicted on us by the enemy. One so serious that, though it is a very grave secret, I am willing to discuss it even with strangers such as yourselves.”

			Berenice understood what he was requesting. “We keep our secrets well, Your Grace.”

			“I should hope so,” he said quietly. “If you can aid me with this . . . this obstacle, then I will grant Giva free passage through the waters about the fortress.” He sighed, then stood and gestured to a closed door at the back of the chamber. “I cannot explain it, for I do not understand it. But I will show you, if you will see.”

			Berenice studied the door, thinking. This was a surprise. She’d expected more blustering and bribery than this, and far more threats.

			<Ahh, Capo,> asked Diela. <Is this what you planned for?>

			<Not at all,> said Berenice. She looked at Malti’s face, so thin and exhausted. <But I don’t think he’s lying.>

			<If we can actually help him, that is,> said Claudia.

			<Coming here was a gamble,> said Berenice. <We can only gamble further.>

			She nodded to Malti. “We’ll follow,” she said.

			Malti led them through the little door and into the labyrinth of passageways farther into the keep. Berenice found it impossible to keep track of where they were going; she and her team were following the governor’s retinue, which was a dozen men at least, with a dozen more following behind them. She couldn’t see much more than a line of shifting shoulders ahead.

			But finally they stopped, and the retinue made way to allow Berenice and her team forward. She found Malti waiting at the end, standing before a closed wooden door, his eyes more exhausted than ever. “I would ask that you please be quiet,” he said. “And courteous.”

			She nodded.

			“All that you see within must remain a secret. Is that clear?”

			“Of course,” she said.

			He watched her for a long time, seemingly torn. Then he opened the door and led her inside.

			The chamber within was a bedroom, large but spare, with a colorful red-­and-­blue rug and a fine armoire. In the corner was a four-­poster bed, and sitting beside it was a woman in plain clothes, a bowl of porridge and a spoon in her lap.

			A young man lay in the bed, about twenty, painfully thin and starved. His eyes were open but dull, staring up at the brick ceiling with a glazed expression. His mouth was smeared with porridge, and a pile of sheets in the corner smelled strongly of shit and piss.

			Malti approached, and the woman stood, bowed, stepped aside. He stood by the bed, then said in a quiet, crushed voice, “This is my son. Julio.”

			Berenice walked over to stand beside him. The young man did not react. He did not even blink. There was a faint burbling wheeze as he breathed.

			“He was at the battle of Corfa,” said Malti. “The last great battle Morsini House fought with the enemy. He was in his armor, and armed, and ready—­but then something struck him, and he went mad. He . . .” Malti swallowed, and his voice shook. “He killed his brother. His little brother. And many more besides. But when his men pulled him down and took him away, he went . . . still. Like this. He breathes, he barely eats, but . . .”

			Berenice watched the young man’s sunken chest rise and fall, ever so gently.

			<Oh shit,> said Claudia slowly. <Is this what I think it is?>

			<Yes,> Berenice said.

			Vittorio looked at her, alarmed. <And they brought him back?> he said. <They let him inside? Don’t they know what could be looking through his eyes, even now?>

			<Is this a trap, Capo?> asked Diela. <Did it . . . did it want us to come here?>

			Berenice was silent.

			Malti turned to her. “Do you know what did this to him?” he asked. “Can you Givans fix whatever wickedness the enemy has done to my son?”

			She studied the young man—­the way his cheekbones seemed to almost poke through the skin, the thinness of his arms, his small, dull little eyes.

			Berenice reached forward, took the young man’s sweaty, stained face, and tilted it toward her, exposing the right side.

			There, just above his right ear, was what she’d expected to find: a small, weeping laceration, slightly swollen with infection—­yet she thought she could see a glimmer of metal through the cut, like something was buried in his flesh.

			She stared into the boy’s eyes, wondering who, or what, was now looking back, and what it had seen.

			<Change your estimates,> said Berenice. <It knows we’re here. Assume we have less than two days.>

			She turned to Malti. “We will not discuss it here. Not where it could listen.”

			“It?” he said, affronted. “Do you mean my son?”

			“No,” she said. “I mean the thing that’s now controlling your son. The thing that’s probably used him to see how to take your fortress apart.”

			They sat at the meeting-­room table: the four Givans, Governor Malti, and a handful of his trusted lieutenants. Berenice’s gaze traced over the maps before them, and all the little cities and fiefdoms whose names had been swallowed up with red. She stared most at the southern line of crimson, where it was bottled up at the head of the peninsula, ready to pour down to where Grattiara clung to the coast at the tip. The gap between the fortress and all that red now seemed very, very small.

			And all those people trapped between, Berenice thought to herself. The survivors of so much misery . . . 

			She asked, “Are you familiar with twinning?”

			Governor Malti looked up at her. “T-­Twinning?” he said absently. He looked about the map room as if trying to find a scriver to consult but seemed to have forgotten he’d had the room cleared. “I believe so. It’s a scriving method, mostly for communication, yes?”

			“Yes,” said Berenice. “It’s a scrived way of asserting that one thing is another, or like another. Write the correct sigils on two panes of glass so they become twinned, then tap one with a hammer, and both will break. Twin two pieces of metal, heat one up, and the other will grow hot.” She leaned forward over the maps. “The enemy you fight—­the one we all fight—­is using an advanced form of twinning to wage its war. That’s how it’s managed to conquer so much territory—­all in only eight years.”

			She touched the largest map, depicting the Durazzo Sea and all the lands surrounding it, and the taint of red flooding throughout nearly all the territories in the north.

			“The enemy captured all that,” said Malti dubiously, “with twinning?”

			“Yes,” said Berenice. “Because it knows how to twin something very unusual.” She looked at him. “Minds,” she said.

			Malti stared. He looked to his mercenary chief, who shrugged, bewildered.

			“Twin minds? What does that mean?” Malti demanded.

			Berenice stood and walked to where the crate still waited on the table. “May I finally show you our gift?”

			Malti looked at the crate warily, then nodded. Berenice opened it, turned it over, and spilled its contents onto the ground.

			A scrived rig clanked onto the floor. It was an odd little device, wrought of wood and steel and built in a clunky, improvised manner, with inner plates left exposed like the designer was indifferent to how it looked. Yet anyone with any familiarity with scrived rigs could recognize that it was an awkward pairing of two common devices: an espringal and a lamp.

			“A . . . floating lamp?” asked one of Malti’s lieutenants.

			“Yes. One that fires a very strange ammunition,” said Berenice. “Not a bolt, but a scrived plate. A small one. Your son was almost certainly shot with such a plate.” She tapped her right temple. “It buried itself in his skull, and then his mind was twinned. With the enemy. Two things made alike. The enemy scrived his body, his very being, and its thoughts became his. It saw what he saw, its mind became his mind, and it told him what to do—­and he did it, because his will was no longer his own.” She sat back down. “And you brought him back to your city. Where the enemy could see everything through his eyes, hear everything through his ears, and wait for the chance to attack.”

			Malti’s ashen face grew even paler. “That can’t be. This is . . . This is my child you’re talking about.”

			“And you know what he did at Corfa,” said Claudia. “Something he’d never normally do, yeah? Something you’d normally think was mad?”

			“But you’re asking me to believe the unbelievable,” said Malti. “Scriving is about . . . about stuff.” He rapped the table beside him. “Bolts. Swords. Ships. Walls. Scriving the mind is . . . it’s simply mad!”

			Claudia met Berenice’s eyes. <Is now when you tell him we all have our own little plates in our bodies? Ones that allow us to share thoughts and all kinds of crazy shit?>

			<I want him to let us save him and his people,> said Berenice. <Not burn us like witches.>

			Yet she had far more personal reasons to avoid this subject. Bringing that up would undoubtedly lead Malti to ask how Giva had come to learn this technique; and if she were to tell the truth, she would have to admit that she had been one of the scrivers to develop it, before it was stolen by their enemy; and thus she herself bore some guilt for the hundreds of little cities daubed with red on the maps stretched across the table, and the thousands of refugees outside the walls of Grattiara who had escaped the onslaught—­as well as all those who had not.

			Stop, she told herself. Fight the battles before you, not the ones from so long ago.

			“Even if you are telling the truth,” said Malti, “why did you bring me this . . . this lamp as a gift? Did you know my son was suffering from this affliction?”

			“No,” said Berenice. “I brought you this to warn you, to tell you what was coming, and how all the rest of these cities had fallen. And how your city will fall as well.” She pressed a hand to the sea of red on the map like it was a wound. “You’ll first see just one lamp, floating at your walls,” she said. “If you see it at all, that is.”

			“It’ll probably come at night,” said Vittorio from the end of the table. “They’re small. Hard to see in the dark.”

			“It’ll target one of your soldiers,” said Claudia. “Shoot them anywhere—­head, hand, back, it doesn’t matter. It just needs to be buried in living flesh for the scriving to work.”

			“Then it’ll twin that solider—­own them, take them over—­and use them to see,” said Diela, quietly and meekly. Her eyes were large underneath her helmet. “To see what defenses you have. Where your people are stationed.”

			“Where you’re strong,” said Vittorio. “Where you’re weak. What you’re saying, what you’re planning.”

			“It’ll pick the perfect time to attack,” said Claudia.

			“And then the sky will fill with these,” said Berenice, kicking the lamp with one foot. “They’ll descend on your soldiers like locusts, because they’ll know where to find them. They’ll shoot them, plate them, twin them, turn them. The soldiers will go to your defenses and kill the people manning them, or open up the gates, or set fire to the buildings, the homes, maybe their own homes. Anything.”

			“We call them hosts,” said Claudia quietly. “Because once one of those plates is in them, you have to recognize that they’re not themselves anymore. That they’re not human anymore. Not really.”

			“They’re twinned with something different,” said Berenice.

			A flash of an image in her mind: a man standing in a shadowy corner, then turning to face her; then pale light glancing across his features, revealing his eyes and nose and mouth streaming blood . . . 

			“Something monstrous,” she said softly. “Something we can’t really understand.”

			“This is all ludicrous bullshit,” snarled one of the mercenary captains. “Lamps that can target? Shoot? I remember when scrivers tried to rig up lamps to bring baskets of fruit to people’s homes, there were melons tumbling everywhere. The idea of one wielding an espringal is beyond foolishness.”

			Claudia shook her head. “The lamps aren’t doing the aiming and shooting any more than a normal espringal does.”

			“You mean they’re being controlled by someone at a distance?” Malti asked. “Who?”

			The Givans exchanged a glance.

			<He’s sharp, but he doesn’t really know,> said Diela.

			<No,> said Berenice. <He doesn’t.>

			“By the enemy,” said Berenice. But she knew as she said it that the answer wouldn’t satisfy.

			“By its infantry?” asked Malti. “Then why can we not deploy our sharpshooters to eliminate them? Stop the people controlling the lamps before they can attack us?”

			“No,” said Berenice. She grimaced, struggling to imagine how to say this. “Not by its infantry. Because all of the enemy’s forces—­the infantry, the lamps, its ships, everything—­are controlled at a distance. By one thing.”

			“One mind,” said Claudia.

			“One entity,” said Diela. “Seeing out of many eyes. Working many hands. Controlling many, many rigs—­all across the continent, simultaneously.”

			“One mind twinned to exist in many places at once,” said Vittorio. “In anything scrived—­rigs or people.”

			Malti stared at them, horrified. “No,” he said. “That’s impossible.”

			“Have you never wondered, Your Grace,” said Berenice, “how the enemy can maneuver so perfectly? How it appears to communicate almost instantaneously? How its shriekers always hit targets out of the line of sight of their artillery teams? And why it never, ever bothers to even try to negotiate? Why it never sends emissaries, never announces itself, why it’s never even named itself to you?”

			Malti was staring at the map, his flesh nearly colorless, the bristles of his beard trembling.

			“It sounds inhuman,” said Berenice, “because it is inhuman.”

			He swallowed. He sat in silence for a long time, then turned to the plating lamp on the floor. “You didn’t come just to persuade me to let you take the refugees, did you,” he said.

			“No,” said Berenice. “We came to ask you to leave as well. You, and all your men.”

			“To come with us,” said Diela. “Where you can be safe.”

			“Because there is no standing your ground against this,” said Claudia. “No pitched battles. No sieges. No blast of trumpets and glorious charge of men-­at-­arms.”

			“The warfare of the merchant houses is gone,” said Vittorio. “This is different.”

			Berenice shot him a glare. “Warfare has changed. So we must change. All of us. Including you, Your Grace.”

			Malti blinked for a moment, shaken. Then he fumbled for a pitcher, poured himself a cup of wine, and tossed it back. “I am Morsini,” he said slowly. “I was raised to believe that might and battle was the grand language of the world, that worth could be discovered through strength of arms. To evacuate, to leave my post is . . . it’s unthinkable.”

			Berenice stayed quiet, watching as the thoughts worked through Malti’s face.

			“Where would you take my people?” he asked. “To your fog walls?”

			She nodded. “To Giva. Where the enemy has never approached.”

			He buried his face in his hands. “To flee so far . . . My God.” He sniffed and looked at her. “Just tell me. Can you save my boy?”

			<You can’t really say that shit like this ever goes well,> said Claudia, trotting up the keep steps beside Berenice. <But—­that went well.>

			<Possibly,> said Berenice. They came to the top of the keep walls. She shaded her eyes with a hand, peering out at the vast ocean. She felt disoriented—­her time in the keep had turned her all around.

			She narrowed her eyes, squinting about. Of all the things to lose today, she thought, I have to lose a giant war galleon.

			<Are we worried about the boy?> asked Diela. <The host?>

			<How could we not be?> said Vittorio. <I mean—­was it seeing us, from in that kid’s eyes? Watching us?>

			<We need to purge the boy immediately,> said Claudia tersely. <I’m not sure why we didn’t do it right then and there.>

			<Because getting these people out of here comes first,> said Berenice, squinting out at the sea. <And I think it’ll take a bit to let us convince Malti to let us save the boy at all.>

			<Why would he need convincing to let us save his son?> asked Diela.

			<I’m guessing because the solution requires stabbing him with a damn knife,> said Vittorio. <That may require some extensive diplomacy.>

			<Correct,> said Berenice.

			<Oh,> said Diela meekly. <I see.>

			There was an unpleasant silence, for this was a topic none of them wished to discuss.

			All of Berenice’s crew bore a tiny scrived plate within them that twinned their minds with everyone else’s. This made them something unusual, and powerful: a team of soldiers that acted in total unison, with complete awareness of everyone’s location, capabilities, and vulnerabilities.

			But if their enemy—­the thing that called itself “Tevanne”—­ever captured and dominated one of them just as it had the governor’s son, their own scrivings would give it influence over all their comrades, because they were all linked. Which meant they could never afford to be captured with an active connection.

			A purge stick was the solution. In function, it was a tiny scrived blade you could stab into your flesh and then snap off. Once inside you, the blade’s commands would force your body to reject all other scrivings that anyone could ever apply to you—­including the scrivings that allowed Berenice and her team to think and feel as one. The effect was irreversible, but it was better to be permanently marred than fall into Tevanne’s clutches and doom your comrades with you.

			Berenice finally spied the Keyship in the distance. <Once we send the signal to Sancia,> she said, <I’ll talk to the governor. Hopefully he’ll have had time to process all that we told him about Tevanne—­enough to let us purge his son.> She held out a hand to Claudia. <Let’s get started.>

			Claudia reached into the side of her cuirass and produced a small oblong black box, about one inch wide and deep and four inches tall, with a tiny glass dot set in one side. <And hopefully it’ll have been done fast enough,> she said, <before Tevanne uses that host to spy on us further. Right?>

			Berenice took the box, placed it on the edge of the wall pointing out at the sea, and slid open the top, revealing a glass lens set within. <Hopefully. Yes.>

			<It couldn’t, right?> said Diela. <Twinning is a proximal effect. Twinned things have to be close together for the effect to work. Maybe the boy in there was . . . deactivated. Gone passive. Until the enemy gets close again.>

			<But if the enemy was close, would we even know it?> said Vittorio.

			<We’re asking the wrong questions,> Berenice said. She peered through the little lens in the top of the box and confirmed it was targeting the distant ship. Then she looked up at her team around her. <The right question is—­if the enemy is close, and if this could all be a trap, would it still be worth trying to save those thousands of people out there?>

			Her team exchanged anxious glances but then nodded.

			<Right,> Berenice said. <I agree.> She looked up at the sun, then adjusted the lens in the top of the box to capture its light. <But—­let’s go ahead and assume this is a trap anyway.>

			<What kind of a trap?> Claudia asked.

			<I don’t know,> said Berenice. <Previously we had assumed Tevanne was using its usual strategy: move on a city, conquer it, re-form its forces, then move on the next. But now . . . >

			<Now you think it’ll skip all the cities in between,> said Diela. <And come straight here as fast as it can.>

			<If there was anything in those eyes to see us, yes,> said Berenice. <I’ve no doubt that Tevanne would love to kill me. Or Sancia. And it knows that where I am . . . >

			<Sancia is close, so Clef is close,> finished Claudia lowly.

			<Correct.> Berenice turned a small switch on the side of the little box, activating its scrivings. There was no visible shift that she could see, but she knew that the little box was now taking the sunlight from above and beaming it out to sea, but in a very different color—­one that only one particular being could distinguish.

			<There,> she said. <Signal’s set.> She pulled her spyglass out once more and glassed the distant ship. <Hopefully it’s received soon. If Tevanne was present in that host, and if it saw me, we have at most two days to evacuate thousands of innocent people. We’ve no time to waste.>

			She watched the speck on the horizon, waiting to see it move.

			<When it comes,> said Claudia quietly, <it’ll be sure to send a deadlamp—­right?>

			Berenice felt a cold thrill of fear dance through her team. She shivered herself, and instinctively glanced at the empty sky to the north, as if expecting to see one silently hanging amid the clouds.

			<Yes,> Berenice said. <Absolutely.>

			<Scrumming hell,> muttered Vittorio.

			<I noticed you didn’t mention them to the governor,> said Claudia.

			<We wanted him to let us help him,> said Berenice. She peered back through the spyglass at the galleon on the horizon. <Not despair entirely.>

			The tiny dot on the horizon twitched, then slowly, slowly rotated.

			<Movement,> said Berenice. <It’s a go.> She lowered her spyglass and trotted back down the steps. <Claudia, come with me, and we’ll purge the boy. The rest of you, get your weapons from the keep gates, then get the cache of armaments we hid at the coast. Bring it to the outermost walls. I’ll talk to the governor to let us set up defenses.>

			<I thought you said we had two days before Tevanne got here?> said Diela, surprised. <Why would we set up siege defenses first?>

			<How has Giva survived for so long, Diela?> asked Berenice in a teacherly tone.

			<Ahh . . . because we think, comprehend, sacrifice when we need to, and give our days and hours to one another?> asked Diela.

			<Oh. Well, yes, that,> said Berenice. She put her helmet on and fastened it securely. <But also because we’re utterly goddamn paranoid. Now, come along.>

			In the dark of the galleon, Sancia opened her eyes.

			She listened to the creaking and the groaning and the drips and drops from throughout the ship’s dimly lit innards. Everything vibrated around her: the floor, the walls, the doors, all quaking as the massive ship cut through the waters of the Durazzo.

			She blinked, trying to remember where she was and what she was doing here.

			Once I crept through a ship like this, she thought, and found a devil sleeping inside it.

			She turned her eyes on the chamber to her right: an immense bubble of steel and glass suspended in the belly of the ship, containing a large, complicated, and shifting contraption that resembled a stack of enormous coins placed on its side.

			A lexicon: a device that could argue reality into contradicting itself—­and the only thing keeping this enormous ship afloat.

			But now I’m here, she thought, with a devil awake outside, and eating the world.

			She stood and approached the side of the glass wall. Inside, protruding from a little mechanism adhered to the side of the lexicon, was a delicate golden key.

			She touched the little twinned plate hanging from a string about her neck. A voice spoke in her mind, its words sly and syncopated: <All good, kid?>

			<Yeah, Clef,> she said. <I’m just waiting. Which is nothing hard or exciting, compared to what you’re doing.>

			<I’m just shoving this big, dumb piece of shit around in the water,> said Clef’s voice. <Pissing off some porpoises. And some seagulls. Ugh . . . bastards! They keep crapping on me—­I can feel it.>

			<No signal from Grattiara?>

			<None as of yet,> said Clef. <I hope Ber’s having a nice time of it. Maybe they’re giving her tea, or those tasty little cookies they used to make here.>

			<What do you care about how a cookie tastes, Clef?> asked Sancia.

			<Hey,> said Clef. <A key can dream, right?>

			Sancia held the plate in her hands a little longer. Though they called it a “pathplate”—­a term that suggested almost arcane ­powers—it was, perhaps, the simplest scrived rig on this ship, being little more than a piece of heat-­resistant steel, twinned with a mate that Clef was now situated next to within the lexicon.

			Ordinarily Sancia could hear Clef’s voice only when she was touching him with her skin—­but since she was now touching the mate of that pathplate, which believed it, too, was currently touching Clef while also touching Sancia at the same time, this meant she could hear him remotely, like a little disembodied voice in her head.

			Links in a chain, she thought absently, connected from end to end . . . 

			She stood there in the dark, imagining what Berenice and her team were doing now: talking with the governor, passionately making their case . . . Or maybe they’d been betrayed—­the Morsinis had always been stupid bastards—­and they were fighting to take control of the fortress from within.

			After all, she thought, seizing Grattiara can’t be harder than the other dumb shit we’ve done.

			How her bones ached. How she hated being stuck in the dark of this ship.

			<Hey, it’s nice being here with you too, kid,> said Clef.

			<Huh? Oh. Sorry,> said Sancia. She often forgot Clef was much more talented at pathing into people’s minds than a normal human was. Though his own emotions were usually unreadable to others, he could pick up other people’s thoughts and sentiments without their even knowing it.

			She glared at him. <You goddamn know it’s not you that’s the problem.>

			<Yeah, I know.>

			<I’m your cargo. I’m just . . . something for you to haul around, to be protected while all the real risk is elsewhere.>

			<You know you’re describing my entire relationship with you, right?> said Clef. <I spent a damn year hanging from your neck. At least you always had arms and legs and, you know, privates and stuff.>

			She smirked. <I guess that’s true. I do enjoy having all those things.> The smirk faded. <I suppose I just thought that if I were to fight in a scriving war . . . >

			<That you’d be doing actual fighting.>

			<Yeah.>

			She felt a presence grow in the space behind her—­Polina, approaching from belowdecks. Sancia turned to see her emerge from the passageway beyond, her hard, stern face fixed in a perpetual squint.

			<Ah, hey, Pol,> said Clef. <How’s the trip been? One of the physiqueres you brought seems to have quite the bout of seasickness down there. Wouldn’t mind so much if he didn’t keep throwing up on my wal—­>

			“Shut up, key,” snapped Polina. Sancia knew she deeply disliked hearing Clef’s voice—­which Polina could only do because she bore her own twinning plate that connected her to Sancia, which meant that when Clef spoke to Sancia, Polina could hear it too.

			More links, thought Sancia. And a far, far longer chain . . . 

			Polina nodded imperiously to Sancia. “How long has it been?”

			<You know you don’t have to get close to me to talk to me, right?> asked Sancia. <That’s basically the point of twinning thoughts.>

			“I am aware,” said Polina. “I still prefer to lay eyes on you, however, and engage in normal, human interaction—­to ensure I stay human.”

			<We’re all still human, Polina,> sighed Sancia. <We just talk a little differently, that’s all.>

			“Tell that to the hosts marching with Tevanne. How long?”

			Sancia studied her. To her eternal frustration, the woman hadn’t appeared to change one jot in the eight years since they’d escaped death and ruin: still the hard, weathered face, the sharp gray eyes, and her hair pulled back in a tight bun. Polina seemed to be a person born to sail straight into grim catastrophes and survive.

			<Berenice and her team went ashore two hours ago,> said Sancia. <Seems far too soon to be worried yet.>

			Polina’s ever-­present frown deepened. “I don’t like it. We’ve tried talking to these merchant house idiots before. Asking conquering slavers to see reason makes about as much sense as trying to argue with that . . . that thing.” She shuddered.

			“If it works, we’ll save thousands of lives,” said Sancia aloud. Mostly so Polina could hear how irritated she now was.

			“Thousands of people . . . How many can the Keyship hold?”

			<It’s a standard Dandolo merchant house galleon,> said Clef. <Should max out at around three thousand passengers.>

			Polina shook her head. “That’s the most to ever join Giva in a single operation. What a voyage home this will be—­should all go aright, that is.”

			“Tevanne’s forces are on the other side of the peninsula,” said Sancia, “with dozens of fortresses in between Grattiara and them. Unless it’s got some way to fly an army miles and miles in a handful of hours, we’ve got time.”

			“True,” said Polina. “But it all makes me nervous. It’s when the shepherd is trying to save a little lost lamb that the rest of the flock is most vulnerable.” She departed, and returned belowdecks. Sancia could sense her presence moving below her in the ship like a patch of warm floorboard below the bare soles of her feet.

			<At least it’s nice to know,> said Clef, <that when you all twin your heads together, you stay somewhat the same. Because she’s still the barrel of scrumming laughs she’s always bee—­>

			<I can hear you, dammit!> said Polina. <I’m not that far away!>

			<Yeah, yeah . . . > said Clef.

			Sancia leaned her head up against the glass of the lexicon and sighed.

			<Pick your head up, kid,> said Clef.

			<You aren’t going to try to give some kind of dumbass speech, are you?> she asked.

			<No. Because I need you to focus. There’s movement on the keep’s walls.>

			Sancia sat up. <Good movement or bad movement?>

			<Hell if I know. But it’s movement.>

			She grasped the pathplate around her neck. <Let me see it.>

			<Give me a sec. I’ll pull you in.>

			She felt the opening in her mind—­a curious tap-­tap as Clef, in a way, knocked on her thoughts. She assented, and extended her mind to him and saw . . . 

			The vast bay of Grattiara heaving before them, the massive fortress teetering on the strand of rocks, the squalid, smoking camps stretched out over the hillsides. The sight poured into her thoughts from dozens of inputs, through all the sensing and seeing rigs they’d installed about the ship for Clef to use. Some of the inputs she couldn’t entirely comprehend, since Clef was able to perceive reality with senses her brain was incapable of interpreting. So she focused on one vision in particular and studied Grattiara in the distance.

			She looked at the parapets of the outermost walls; then up, to where the keep sat upon the highest of the hills; and there, at the tip of one of the towers, was a small clutch of people shifting about.

			<Goddamn,> said Sancia. <You can see far, Clef.>

			<Well, I can’t,> said Clef. <But the ship can, and all the shit they built into it. And I can’t see far enough to see if that’s Ber, but—­>

			<There it is!> cried Sancia.

			The tip of the tower suddenly lit up with a curious, reddish-­green light—­a light, she knew, that human eyes would never be able to perceive, but the rigs about the Keyship had been scrived to do.

			<She’s done it,> said Clef. <Damn. That didn’t seem to take long.>

			<Then let’s get moving,> said Sancia. <But stay on alert, just in case.>

			<Got it.>

			She released the vision, falling back into her own body. Then she felt the ship shift around her, turning in the waters. It was still strange, to know Clef was doing this. He’d always been incredibly skilled at tampering and tinkering with scrived rigs—­yet by placing him within the lexicon that controlled a war galleon, he was capable of essentially becoming the ship, his sentience suffusing every rig within its hull—­including the hull itself, which was also a rig, of course. They’d even named the galleon after this bizarre relationship: to them it was the Keyship, whether Clef was in control of it or not.

			Having to control every aspect of this unfathomably complicated vessel never seemed to bother Clef that much. The only thing he ever complained about was having to also run the latrines.

			She leaned up against the wall of the lexicon chamber again. I’m in a ghost ship, she thought, haunted by my friend.

			She listened to the galleon creak about her. How strange it was to know they were fighting a war against something similar, just on a far larger scale: a massive infrastructure of rigs and creations and hosts, all haunted by a mind that, to a certain degree, had once been her friend as well.

			<You’re thinking about him again,> said Clef.

			<I know,> she said.

			<A lot’s changed. He’s changed.>

			<I know!>

			<He wouldn’t have you do anything different.>

			She caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection of the glass wall. In her head, she was just a year or two shy of thirty. But the face in the reflection, with its salt-­and-­pepper hair and wrinkled eyes and blooming age spots, was easily well north of fifty.

			She shut her eyes.

			<I know, Clef. I know how much everything’s changed.>

			Berenice and her team split up once they reached the keep’s lower floor, with Vittorio and Diela headed out into the city, and Bere­nice and Claudia making straight for the governor’s meeting chambers.

			<Get set up, and tell me if you see anything awry,> said Berenice as they roved through the narrow passageways.

			<What counts as anything, Capo?> asked Vittorio.

			<Anything counts as anything, damn it!> she snapped. <Tevanne likely knows this city in and out. Any clue that can help us know how much it knows would be helpful.>

			But Berenice was aware this advantage was limited. Tevanne’s most valuable unit—­the abomination that Sancia had nicknamed a “deadlamp,” even though the newer versions looked nothing like a lamp—­did not need sabotage or spies to succeed. A weapon that could wipe out a small town in seconds needed little advance intelligence.

			<Diela,> said Berenice. <Set up the deadlamp rig the second you have it. I want to know when one of those abominations is within four miles of us.>

			<Understood, Capo,> said Diela. Though the girl was no longer nearby, her voice was still clear in the back of Berenice’s mind.

			She and Claudia returned to the main meeting chamber. A few of Malti’s scrivers and mercenaries were still loitering about, but the governor himself wasn’t present.

			“The governor will be back shortly,” said a member of the retinue. “He has asked that you wait here in the meantime.”

			Claudia leaned up against the big table with the maps, her arms crossed. <If Tevanne actually sends a deadlamp,> she said, <just what in the hell are we going to do? Shriekers won’t even make a dent in it—­if one actually manages to hit it, that is.>

			<My first plan is to be gone before it ever gets here,> said Berenice.

			<And if we are here?>

			<Clef,> answered Berenice simply.

			Claudia stared. <What the hell? Ber, we only pulled that off once!>

			<Which means it’s possible,> said Berenice. <So we can do it agai—­>

			A long, awful shriek echoed through the keep.

			The meeting chamber went totally still. Berenice and Claudia snapped to attention. Both of them looked at the door leading back to the young man’s private quarters.

			“Wh-­What was that?” asked one of the scrivers nervously. “It sounded like a . . . a . . .”

			The two women looked at each other.

			<It came from . . . > said Claudia.

			<From there, absolutely,> said Berenice.

			They sprinted to the door, flung it open, and ran down the passageway.

			When they came to the young man’s room, they found nearly a dozen mercenaries standing at the open door, staring in with astonished faces. Despite being a head shorter than most of them, Berenice pushed past and peered in.

			The soiled bed was empty. Malti and the woman who had been tending to his son now lay on the floor, their throats slashed, the carpet soaking with blood.

			Berenice stared at the governor. The scrived rapier was missing from his side. He was still alive, but only barely, the blood weakly pumping from a tremendous gash in his throat. He raised his hand to Berenice, his gaze full of an awful sadness, but then his hand fell, and his eyes went dull.

			“Shit,” said Berenice aloud. “Shit, shit, shit.”

			<Blood,> said Claudia’s voice. <On the floor here.>

			Berenice pushed back past the crowd of mercenaries and joined her in the passageway. Claudia was peering at the splashes and pointed down the hall. <He went that way. Or it did.>

			<Vittorio, Diela,> Berenice said. <Confirm you’re aware of this development.>

			<Confirmed, Capo,> said Vittorio. His voice was still clear, but it was fainter now—­an effect of the distance between them.

			<Take however fast you’re goddamn moving,> she said. <And double it. Tevanne must be close.>

			<Confirmed, Capo,> said Diela, though her voice shook.

			Berenice reached into the side of her boot and pulled out one of the three purge sticks stored there. It was a tiny thing, looking more like a sculptor’s tool than a weapon, but Claudia did the same, holding hers aloft like a dagger. Then they sprinted off into the dark little passageways, following the dots of blood on the floor.

			<Tevanne was in him,> said Claudia as they ran. <Using him. It really was present.>

			<And it still is,> said Berenice. <We have to catch it before it does something else to weaken the city.>

			They turned left, then right, then left again. The clatter of the keep faded.

			<So Tevanne is close,> said Claudia, <but . . . it’s got to be only a small force nearby, right? Less than a dozen hosts? It can’t be, like, a whole scrumming army hiding behind some hilltop, right?>

			<Claudia,> she said, <I’ve no idea.>

			Another turn, then another. Then they stopped: there was a sound echoing down one of the nearby passageways, a soft, awkward shuffling.

			<This is about when,> said Claudia, <I wish we had real weapons. And not, you know, the tiniest knives on earth.>

			<I’m guessing if we called our espringals now, they’d never get to us?> said Berenice.

			Claudia shook her head. <We have to be in line of sight. There’s no chance they’d get through all these passageways.>

			They came to a corner. The shuffling sounded very loud now, yet it was joined by a soft, constant scrape, like a needle down a blackboard. Berenice pressed her back to the wall, then peeked around the corner.

			There was a figure shuffling down the hallway, limping away from them in an awkward, arthritic fashion. It was difficult to see—­the light was poor, and there was a stained-­glass window at the far end of the passageway—­but she thought she could spy a rapier dangling from the person’s hand as they moved, its tip dragging along the floor behind them.

			Berenice narrowed her eyes, thinking.

			<Claudia,> she said. <Tell me we upgraded our armor to take a blow from a scrived rapier.>

			<From a regular Morsini blade?> said Claudia. <Sure. But . . . shit, I wouldn’t advise trying i—­>

			Berenice stepped into the hallway, purge stick raised in her right hand like a dagger, and followed the figure.

			The figure stopped moving, then slowly turned. Their face was impossible to make out in the low light, but she could tell they were watching her.

			Berenice kept advancing, her left forearm raised with its vambrace out to catch any blows, the purge stick raised high in her right hand.

			Still, the figure didn’t move. Yet once she was within ten feet of it, it finally hunched low, and whispered: “Ssaaanciaa . . . ”

			Berenice’s skin crawled. <Scrumming hell,> she whispered.

			<I’m behind you,> said Claudia. <But I’m keeping my distance.>

			Berenice kept advancing, eyes fixed on the rapier dangling from the thing’s hand. She had fought hosts before, and knew they often seemed lost and stupid—­but that was only when the thing that controlled them wasn’t devoting any thought to them. When Tevanne wished, its hosts could move lightning-­quick.

			Yet this one just watched her, standing frozen as she slowly approached . . . 

			And then it sprang.

			The rapier flashed forward, hurtling at her neck. The host’s leap was awkward, sacrificing accuracy and protection for speed, and Berenice barely managed to swat the blade away with her vambrace. The blade clipped the wall of the passageway, leaving a deep slash across the stones.

			Berenice stabbed out with the purge stick, but the host was already withdrawing, leaping away and stumbling down the passageway toward the window. Then its blade licked out again, slicing down at her feet. She danced back, watching as the bloody sword tip flickered through the air, aware that if she had been only the slightest bit slower the sword would have slashed through the top of her foot.

			It’s fast, she thought. Goddamn, it’s fast.

			Again, the host darted forward, its bizarre lurching difficult to track. The rapier came up, this time stabbing toward her shoulder, but she raised her left arm in time to lift the blade and send it glancing over the top of her helmet. But the movement had opened her up, and she knew it—­and so did the host: it thrust its sword forward, jabbing toward her throat, and she only managed to survive by stumbling back and batting it down with her right vambrace. The tip of the sword scraped across the left breast of her armor, carving a deep gouge.

			Close, far too close.

			The host backed away farther. They were now close enough to the window that Berenice could see it: the pale, starved face of the boy stared at her, its mouth slack and open, its chin still stained with porridge and its hands and thighs splashed with blood. The open sore on the right side of its head was leaking pus. Its eyes lingered on Berenice, then looked up over her shoulder at Claudia behind her.

			Then it seemed to make a decision.

			The host stood up straight, turned its rapier around, and raised it to plunge into its stomach.

			But Berenice had expected this. She dove forward, grabbed it by its skinny wrists, and slammed its knuckles into the wall. It dropped the rapier, but not before carving a shallow slash through the top of the boy’s belly, just below his sternum.

			The host surged forward with shocking strength, snapping at her face with the boy’s yellowed teeth. She fell backward, barely keeping it away.

			“Now!” screamed Berenice.

			Claudia leapt over her, purge stick raised, and stabbed it into the boy’s shoulder. She twisted the knife and snapped the blade off inside him, then stepped back.

			The host gasped, coughed, and choked. Then his face went gray, and faint lines appeared about his nose and eyes, like he was aging one year in one second.

			Then there was a hiss from the right side of its head, and water began dribbling out of the open sore, and he collapsed, and was still, the gash on his belly leaking blood.

			“Scrumming hell,” panted Berenice. “Scrumming hell . . .”

			“Yeah,” gasped Claudia. “So. This a trap?”

			“Absolutely,” said Berenice. She felt the deep scrape on the side of her helmet, then the one on the breast of her cuirass. “It’s just not one I thought would be springing quite so fast . . .”

			She heaved the boy off of her, then stood and looked down at him. The unearthly aging he’d undergone had not faded. The effect was very slight, but it was noticeable—­and the sight of it pained her.

			She touched his face, her fingers tracing over the lines about his eyes, and his mouth, and his salt-­and-­pepper hair. Tevanne learned from us, she thought. It’s only fair that we learn from it as well. But she knew she was only trying to convince herself.

			<Ber, we have other things to worry about,> said Claudia. <Vittorio? What’s the situation on the walls?>

			<There’s movement,> said his voice. He sounded frightened—­unusual for him. <About ten, maybe twenty miles out.>

			<Movement? How many hosts has it sent?> asked Berenice.

			<Lots. Thousands, maybe.>

			Berenice and Claudia stared at each other in disbelief.

			<I was joking about the army behind the hilltop . . . > said Claudia faintly.

			<Let me path to you, Vittorio,> said Berenice. <And see.>

			<Will do, Capo.>

			Berenice shut her eyes and took a breath. She’d done this countless times, but it always took a while to remember how.

			She focused, felt him out . . . 

			And flexed.

			Then she felt it. She felt the path to him, the space between them, the swell of Vittorio’s thoughts like the side of a mountain, and there within some handholds for her to grasp, and clutch close, and see . . . 

			Twisting cedars against a bright-­blue sky.

			Pale sand and crumbling stone, a white vista like a smear of pale paint on a gray canvas.

			And then . . . 

			She was with him. She was Vittorio, to a certain degree: she was within him, a part of him, peering out of his eyes, feeling what he felt, knowing what he knew. There was, as always, that odd transitional moment as her mind switched to experiencing two sets of sensations at once, along with all his subconscious processes that came with it: the sweat on his cheek, the ache in his elbow from a wound he’d sustained long ago, and the discomfit of his genitals, shrunken with anxiety and pressed against his trousers.

			Then his primary experiences came pouring into her, what he was directly seeing and doing. Vittorio was peering through a spyglass at a mountain range just to the north—­and there, pouring through a pass just between two peaks, was a tremendous force. It had to be five thousand hosts, if not more, and she could see artillery moving behind them—­and moving fast, at that.

			Berenice released the path to Vittorio and sat in the passageway, astonished.

			<What the hell!> she said. <How did Tevanne cross the entire peninsula in what must have been less than an hour?>

			<No idea, Capo,> said Vittorio. <Are we still going to get these refugees out of here? Because they’re, ah, panicking, understandably enough.>

			<Yes!> snapped Berenice. <But I need to get to the walls to figure out how!>

			She looked up at the window, thinking. Then she grabbed the boy’s bloody rapier, used it to smash out the stained glass, and peered out.

			They were facing north, toward where Vittorio was stationed, which was good. She craned her head out and saw the stairs they’d ascended not more than an hour ago, just east along the face of the fortress.

			Which means my espringal should be stored somewhere right over there, she thought.

			She looked back at Claudia. <Get this boy out of here. Then get your own weapon and meet me at the walls.>

			<Standard deadlamp formation?> asked Claudia weakly.

			<Yes. Put as much distance between us as possible.> She slapped the plate on her right pauldron. <Because God knows what’s going to happen.>

			There was a clacking, clattering sound from the east—­and then, like a brushball blown along a desert path, her espringal came skittering across the face of the keep to her.

			It was a very simple adhesive scriving that made this happen: the plate she’d just activated on her right pauldron was scrived to believe it occupied the same space as a plate on her espringal—­and when activated, the two tried to merge, very fast, no matter how far apart they happened to be.

			She snatched it out of the air as it came close, then attached her espringal to her left vambrace, securing it tightly until her weapon and her armor were, in function, all one unit. Then she checked to make sure the line-­shot ammunition was loaded correctly, raised the espringal to her shoulder, and took aim at the outermost walls.

			This is not, she thought, how I wanted things to go today.

			She fired. She watched as the line shot hurtled out over the city, struck the walls of the fortress in the distance, and adhered.

			Then its mate came to life within her espringal, and her weapon ripped her forward through the air, and she flew.

			<Hey, uh, kid?> asked Clef.

			Sancia paused as she entered the cockpit of the massive merchant house galleon. <Yeah, Clef?>

			<Do you think negotiations with the governor would ever involve, uh, Berenice flying through the air?>

			Sancia craned her head down to peer at the fortress approaching atop the coast. <Uh, hell no? Why?>

			<Because Berenice just flew down from the keep to what I think are the outer walls of the fortress. I’m not at an angle to see, but . . . >

			<Shit,> said Sancia. <Something’s wrong.> She thought about what to do, then eyed the low coasts just north of the fortress and spied a shallow dip in the seaside hills. <Get there, to that very spot, as fast as you can.>

			<Why there?> asked Clef.

			<There’s a problem, either inside the fortress or outside of it. That will give us the angle we need to fire on either—­and we’ll be close enough to twin with Ber and her team so they can tell us what the hell is going on.>

			Sancia’s stomach swooped uncomfortably as Clef rotated the giant ship and made for the coast. <Hold on,> he said. <And I’ll try not to run our stupid asses aground.>

			Berenice clenched her teeth hard enough to make her jaw hurt as she was ripped forward through the air, zipping over the city like a shorehawk after a mouse. She could feel the line shot pulling her by her armor, and she pulled against it while trying to keep track of her approach, all of Grattiara a blur of gray and sandy yellow below her.

			I’ve done this dozens of times, she thought, but I’ll never, ever get used to it.

			A line shot was an adaptation of a much cruder scrived rig from their campo days. Once Sancia had zipped about through the towers and walls of Old Tevanne using altered construction scrivings, which asserted that two surfaces were one, and thus demanded that the two come together—­usually at blinding speeds. When one half was attached to Sancia, she’d been pulled along with it: essentially the same method that had pulled Berenice’s espringal to her mere seconds ago.

			Yet this method had always been extraordinarily dangerous when transporting human beings, often resulting in fractured bones and dislocated joints. So Berenice and Sancia had applied a safeguard to it: upon drawing within two dozen feet of each other, the two halves of the line shot would grow increasingly confused about where the other half was—­meaning they would gently decelerate.

			When she grew within twenty feet of the walls, Berenice felt a slackening in her armor as her espringal stopped hauling her along at the same rapid clip. Her acceleration shifted into a steady glide, and she gracefully floated toward the surface of the walls like a puff-­flower seed upon the winds, and lifted her feet.

			She watched as the walls flew up to her. I’m coming in low. Shit.

			The soles of her boots struck the surface of the walls, the impact reverberating up her knees and into her hips, and she slapped a switch on the side of her harness at her left thigh and crouched. Then she disabled the line shot, ejecting the remaining half from her espringal—­the half immediately flew to its mate on the wall and attached itself with a dull plunk—­and then she hung there, the soles of her boots sticking to the walls of Grattiara just below the parapets.

			There was a creak in her armor about her legs as it strained to hold her weight. She braced herself—­she’d designed her armor specifically to bear her weight and avoid straining her ankles—­yet it held.

			The soldiers on the walls—­having been understandably absorbed by the sight of Tevanni forces in the distance—­all leapt in fright when they realized an armored woman was stuck to the bricks just behind and below them. Some even screamed aloud.

			<Diela!> Berenice said. <Give me a hand!>

			<Coming, Capo!> cried Diela. <Coming!>

			Diela scrambled across the walls to her, reached down, and grabbed Berenice’s right hand. Berenice turned off the scrivings that adhered her boots to the walls, Diela pulled up, and Berenice heaved herself up to the parapet.

			<Not the most graceful mount,> gasped Berenice. <But it’ll do.> She stood, pulled her spyglass out, and studied the landscape beyond.

			“Oh, shit,” she said weakly.

			At a glance, the situation was unspeakably dire. The refugee camps extended about two miles out from the walls of Grattiara in any given direction; past that was about two or three more miles of rocky scrub; and then, about five miles past that to the north, the enormous Tevanni force was pouring through a narrow mountain pass.

			Like all Tevanni forces, it looked like a giant, rambling mess: there were no consistent colors, no banners, no formations of any kind, just an enormous, shambling throng of armed people staggering forward. It would have appeared slapdash at a distance—­and Berenice knew many fallen generals had mistaken it for such—­but she was aware that in an instant the hosts could snap into formations and begin reacting like a singular, liquid mass in response to all threats at once, dancing around attackers before swallowing them whole.

			The world was filling up with screams—­from the refugees, from the soldiers, from the Grattiaran citizens. Berenice tried to think. None of this seemed possible. The very idea that such an army could just manifest instantly was mind-­boggling.

			But she knew that, however this force had appeared here, it was still a Tevanni force; and those behaved in specific, predictable ways.

			<All right,> she said. <Listen—­I am not asking you to fend off an entire Tevanni army numbering in the thousands.>

			<Some good news, at least,> muttered Vittorio.

			<What we’re going to do is dig in, fend off their advance movements, and defend the refugees until Sancia and the Keyship get close,> said Berenice. <Clef will be able to take care of most of their forces.>

			<Are we sure Sancia is aware of our situation?> asked Diela.

			<If she isn’t yet,> said Berenice, <then the sound of all the explosions we’re about to set off will give her an idea. We know what’s coming first. Get your pounders ready. Diela—­where’s the cache?>

			Diela pointed. Yet as she did, the image of the cache appeared in Berenice’s mind, the memory of moving it and placing it crystallizing in her thoughts like she’d done it herself.

			<Over there, Capo,> said Diela.

			<Ah,> said Berenice, faintly surprised. <Yes. Thank you, Diela.>

			The three of them converged on the cache, opened it, and began to unload its contents. The first layer contained more high-­powered espringals, but these were slightly different: they could be set up at a stand that could point them in any direction, and they could be fired remotely.

			<Volleys work best,> said Berenice. <Set them up in rows of three by three along the walls, pointing out over the refugees. Spread out to give as much coverage as possible.> Then she carefully opened the last compartment in the cache. Its contents did not look immediately interesting—­it appeared to contain about fifty big metal canisters, all slightly smaller than a man’s boot—­but she unloaded them with the utmost caution. <And try not to drop any of the pounders as you load them,> she said. <We worked on these so they wouldn’t go off quite so easily—­but if one does, it’ll deafen you at least . . . or blast you clear off the walls.>

			They got to work, scurrying to set up the layers of remote defenses along the walls. None of the Grattiaran soldiers tried to stop them. Most of them seemed to have abandoned their posts out of sheer terror, and Berenice found she couldn’t blame them.

			<Capo,> said Vittorio warily, <the sky’s buzzing about a mile out. Plating lamps are close.>

			<Diela,> said Berenice, setting her final espringal in its stand, <how are you doing?>

			<Done, Capo!> she cried.

			<Then everyone get under cover,> said Berenice. <And get your triggers ready.>

			Berenice dashed into the nearest tower. One of the soldiers inside demanded, “Who the hell are you?” But he blanched when Berenice snapped, “Shut the hell up and stay down!” Then she turned and screamed out the open door, “Everyone get indoors if you can! Now, now, NOW!”

			She hoped anyone who could hear had listened but didn’t have time to check. She sidled up to one of the bolt slits in the tower. Then she heard the faint hissing as the lamps approached.

			It always sounded like grasshoppers, she thought, thousands of them, chirping and leaping about in a field. The only reason they made any noise, she knew, was because of how many there were—­otherwise a plating lamp was almost silent.

			She leaned forward to look out the bolt slit in the tower walls. She couldn’t see any of the lamps, not from this angle—­yet then she spied their shadows crisscrossing the refugee camps beyond the walls, like vultures circling their prey.

			<When you see the shadows, fire!> said Berenice.

			She pulled her triggers, one after another. She covered her ears, and then . . . 

			The sky seemed to break open.

			“Pounders” were not especially advanced scriving weapons, but they did their job well. They were scrived canisters that could be fired from a common espringal and had been commanded to believe they contained far more air than they actually did. When they rose to a certain height—­say, about the height most of Tevanne’s plating lanterns tended to float at—­they then suddenly believed the amount of air within them had reached a critical point, and they burst apart with a blistering, concussive force.

			The shockwave from Berenice’s volley of pounders detonating all at once was so intense it made the dust on the floor shake. She heard sibling eruptions from farther down the fortress walls as Diela and Vittorio’s volleys blasted away in the atmosphere above them. Then the skies about the towers suddenly rained with tattered ­plating lanterns, like apricots falling from a tree in a storm. They thudded into the sandy soil or bounced off the walls with a brittle clank, one after another after another, hundreds if not thousands.

			Berenice grinned mercilessly. She knew, of course, that losing a flock of plating lanterns meant nothing to Tevanne. But we’ve got problems enough, she thought, without Tevanne turning every refugee and soldier in this fortress into a host. I’ll take my wins where I can get them.

			<When they stop falling,> she said to her team, <reload. Because it’s sure to send another swarm.>

			<Confirmed, Capo,> said Vittorio.

			She crouched at the door to the tower, peering along the walls as the sky rained lanterns. She eyed the skies. When she deemed it safe, she dashed out and hurried to reload her espringals. <Claudia,> she said. <What’s your situation?>

			<Getting set up in the foremost tower, Capo,> said Claudia.

			Berenice slotted another pounder into an espringal—­then she heard a harsh plink, and something slammed into her helmet. She didn’t even react, knowing it was one of Tevanne’s plates.

			“Rotten little bastards,” she muttered.

			Then she heard screams and looked up. A Grattiaran soldier was sprinting up the walls to her, shrieking, “What’s happening! My God, my God, what’s happe—­”

			He was about six feet from her when there was a wet smack and his shoulder went dark with blood. He fell to his knees, his face suddenly slack; then he twitched curiously, choking; and then his dull, thoughtless eyes fixed on Berenice, and his hand moved to his rapier at his side.

			“Not today,” said Berenice. She slid a purge stick from her boot, stabbed it into his chest, snapped it off, then darted back into the shelter of the tower without looking back at him. She fired her volley, and once more the sky above seemed to break asunder.

			<Ready, Capo,> said Claudia’s voice.

			Berenice felt for the plate lodged in her helmet, ripped it out, dropped it on the floor, and stomped on it. <Let me see, please,> she asked.

			<Come see,> said Claudia.

			Berenice leaned against the wall, shut her eyes, and felt out to Claudia, feeling the distance between them, the swell and fade of her thoughts . . . 

			And then she was inside her, watching the world from behind Claudia’s eyes: she was crouching at a bolt slot in the highest tower and peering through a spyglass at the enemy—­but this was a very unusual spyglass, for a very unusual job.

			Claudia had maintained a close hand in the development of the immensely powerful and long-­range espringals Giva used; and though she’d trained the other team members ably, no one could quite make the weapons perform miracles like Claudia. Especially not the bigger prototypes, which were nearly four or five feet long and had a spyglass affixed to their stocks, allowing you to hit targets over a mile away.

			Claudia’s spyglass was currently fixed on the far ranks of the Tevanni host, where nearly two dozen cart-­shaped contraptions were trundling out of the mountain pass. <Artillery units,> she said. <Tevanni shriekers. Not good.>

			<What’s the range on them?> whispered Berenice.

			<We clocked the last ones at six miles. My espringal’s powerful, but it’s not that powerful. They’ll be able to hit us in less than ten minutes, I’d say.>

			Berenice asked Claudia to peer east, then south, trying to see the ocean and spy some hint of the Keyship, but her angle was wrong and she could see nothing but wall.

			Come on, San, she thought. Just come on . . . 

			<Ber?> asked Claudia. <What do you want me to do, here?>

			<One moment,> she said. Then she focused, looking through Claudia’s eyes at the Tevanni force as it stolidly marched through the scrub.

			Then Berenice had an idea—­The scrub.

			<Did you bring the flare bolts?> she asked.

			<Yeah,> said Claudia. <You . . . You want me to set fire to the scrub­land around there? If the fire spreads to here, that’s not going to help these people.>

			<But the smoke will make it a lot harder for Tevanne to aim its artillery,> said Berenice. <And that’s worse than a fire.>

			<Fair enough,> said Claudia. She went about unloading her normal bolts and loading in the flare ammunition. <They’re still going to shoot at us, you know.>

			<Yes. But they won’t be as accurate. We’ll take what we can get.>

			Claudia peered back through the sights at the brush. She fired once, twice, three times into one hilltop, then watched with satisfaction as the scrub there smoked, flickered, and burst into flame.

			<Make it a straight line, like a curtain,> said Berenice.

			<You act like I’ve never started a giant wildfire before,> said Claudia.

			She fired more bolts, and soon a massive, gray-­white cloud of smoke was boiling up from the brush, totally obscuring the advancing force.

			<Diela?> asked Berenice. <While that’s going . . . >

			<No deadlamp yet, ma’am,> the girl said.

			<Can I see myself?> asked Berenice. <Just to be sure.>

			<Yes, Capo,> said Diela, with the slightest trace of reluctance.

			Berenice focused her thoughts. As always, finding and pathing to Diela was as easy as a dream—­though she was a brand-­new recruit, the girl was a natural at this—­and within seconds Berenice was peering out from Diela’s perspective. She rejoiced, just for a moment, in the sensation of inhabiting such a young body, so pliable and capable and resilient.

			She peered through Diela’s eyes at the little rig placed on the wall before her. It resembled a small spinning top, hanging from a curved wire so it rotated on a black plate—­yet the top was floating very slightly, with a sliver of sunlight visible between the top’s bottom tip and the face of the plate.

			Berenice had designed this rig herself. The top was inordinately sensitive to deep changes in reality: severe, fundamental, ongoing edits to creation. The faster it spun, and the higher it floated, then the closer the source of these edits was to you. If it floated so high it touched the wire it hung from, the source of the edits was directly above you—­but if that was the case, you were probably already dead. If “dead” was even the right word for it.

			<I wasn’t wrong, Capo,> Diela said. <And I set it up proper. There are no deadlamps yet.>

			<I see that,> said Berenice. <Thank you, Diela. I just had to be su—­>

			Then the air lit up with screams—­but these were very unusual. High-­pitched, warbling, inhuman screams.

			Berenice released the path to Diela, and screamed, “Get down!” to anyone who might be around to hear.

			She peered through the bolt slit, watching as holes suddenly appeared in the roiling veil of smoke—­made, of course, by the volley of shriekers pouring through from the Tevanni position. She did not bother to cover her head or neck. After all, she thought, if one of those lands anywhere near me, they’ll find my head on one side of the fort and my neck on the other.

			The white-­hot spears of metal poured over Grattiara. She counted nearly two dozen of them before giving up. Most went wild, slamming into the ground beyond the refugee camp; others overshot the fortress entirely and plummeted into the sea; but some hit their mark, crashing into the fortress walls or arcing down into the city or—­worst of all—­ripping through the refugee camp as the helpless people screamed.

			Dust and bits of stone rained on the tower walls. Some poured through the bolt slits about Berenice, narrow blades of shrapnel sloshing in on her left and right.

			Sons of bitches, thought Berenice. You sons of bitches . . . 

			<Counting four hits, Capo,> said Vittorio’s voice faintly. <Could have been a lot worse.>

			<Yes,> said Berenice. <But there’s a lot more comi—­>

			Another burst of inhuman screams. More shriekers poured through the spreading wall of smoke; these seemed even wilder, most overshooting the city entirely.

			<What the hell?> said Claudia, amused. <What are they shooting at?>

			She got her answer when one shrieker slammed into the top-­right face of the governor’s keep—­and tore right through it, punching out the other side to go twisting into the walls on the southern face of the fortress.

			Berenice watched in stunned horror as the keep held together for a handful of seconds; and then, very slowly, the right half of the structure totally collapsed.

			<Shit,> said Claudia weakly. <Well. I hope they got everyone out of there.>

			<I’m more worried about the walls, Capo,> said Diela. Her voice quaked. <Ah, though the keep’s defenses were very out of date, they were surely more advanced than the walls of the fortress . . . like the ones we’re situated on right now.>

			Another burst of screaming. More shriekers rained down on the fortress city. Many tore through the outer walls, then the inner walls, then landed amidst the homes of the city, which promptly burst into flames.

			Berenice stared in horror as the fires erupted deep within the city. She’d never thought Tevanne could get so accurate so quickly.

			It must have successfully plated enough hosts here, she thought faintly. They’re sending what they’re seeing back to Tevanne, helping it target.

			She debated trying to track down the hosts, to purge them or kill them to cut off Tevanne’s spies; but she knew it would be too hard, take too long, and Tevanne had likely seen enough already.

			All these people are going to die here, she thought. And I won’t ever see San again. Not ever again.

			Another burst of screams, another string of earth-­shaping eruptions. A section of the western wall collapsed like it was made of straw. The air danced with dust, and the wind grew hot.

			What the hell are we going to do? What the hell are we going to d—­

			Then a voice—­faint, but very clear: <Ber! Ber! BER!>

			She sat up, listening to the words coalescing in the back of her mind. <Sancia?> she said.

			<Yes!> snapped her wife. <What the hell is going on?>

			Berenice sat on the wall, head spinning, and wondered how to express in words that a Tevanni army had seemingly manifested out of nowhere and was now tearing through the aged defenses of Grattiara like a sandmink through a chicken coop.

			Then she realized there were easier ways of doing this.

			She closed her eyes. <San,> she whispered. <Path to me. That’s fastest.>

			<Yes,> said Sancia. <One second . . . >

			Berenice took a deep breath in, and then her mind filled up with Sancia’s thoughts.

			Of all the phenomena that had developed since the advent of twinning minds, “pathing” was the hardest to define.

			On the surface, it seemed simple enough. Much like how longtime colleagues—­or spouses, or friends, or roommates, and so on—­might naturally come to understand one another’s perspectives and styles of thinking, “pathing” among twinned people did the same. It simply took things one step further, so rather than just using your accumulated experiences with your colleague or friend to predict what they might do, you felt their choices happening as they occurred, like a memory of the present abruptly manifesting in your mind.

			The more time you spent with someone, and the more your relationship developed, the closer and deeper you could path to them. Berenice’s team had trained specifically to enable this, building up trust and consent until any member could slip behind the eyes of another and watch the world unfold, allowing information and insights to be shared instantly despite being physically separated by yards or miles.

			But training could only take you so far. At some point you could only path deeper with someone if your relationship was established, and genuine. When you pathed to someone like that—­someone you knew, someone you loved—­the experience was very different.

			Some compared it to remembering a wonderful dream you’d had several nights ago; others compared it to waking up from a deep sleep. But Berenice had always said it felt like returning to a beloved place you hadn’t visited in a very long time, where the instant you passed through the threshold and smelled those familiar aromas and felt the rippled wooden floors under your bare feet, and saw the dust motes dancing in the sunbeams, all the thousands of memories you’d built up in this place blossomed at once.

			Even now, as the siege closed in around Grattiara, this was what it felt like for Berenice to path to her wife: a sudden, uncontrolled eruption of joy, of clarity, and reassurance as she tumbled into Sancia’s consciousness, this shadowy, shifty, riotous world of impulse and reaction, everything filthy and bawdy and boisterous. In many ways she was Berenice’s total opposite—­and this, perhaps, was why Berenice loved her so much.

			I know who I am, she thought as her wife’s thoughts poured into hers, because I know you.

			<Enough sentiment, girl!> snapped Sancia. <Let me see what you see.>

			Because they were pathed so close, they instantly browsed all the memories of what had occurred in the other’s absence, hours of information exchanged in a fraction of a second. There was little for Berenice to absorb—­Sancia had mostly just been impatiently ­waiting in the Keyship—­but Sancia saw much, from what had happened to the governor’s son to the first volley of shriekers.

			<Another Shorefall Night,> whispered Sancia in horror. <All these people trapped in one place as Tevanne burns the world down around them . . . >

			<Yes,> said Berenice.

			<How the hell did it get here so fast? How did it make a whole army show up out of nowhere?>

			<I’ve no idea,> said Berenice.

			Berenice felt Sancia consciously trying to triangulate the positions of all that Berenice had seen, all she could remember, estimating the distance between Berenice and the Keyship, and Berenice and the Tevanni force in the distance . . . 

			<Hold tight, love,> whispered Sancia’s voice. <We’ll get you out of this.>

			Then the path faded, and the sensation and closeness of Sancia vanished, and Berenice was crouching in the tower wall, gasping for breath among the smoke and the dust.

			<Clef!> said Sancia’s voice. <Fire sinkers north-­northwest, sinking to strike at—­>

			<At six to six-and-a-half miles inland,> said Clef’s voice. <Yeah, yeah, yeah. Got it.>

			And then the air lit up with screams again—­but these came from another direction, from the east, behind one of the coastal hills where the Keyship was positioned.

			Berenice sprang to one of the bolt slits in the tower and watched as a tremendous volley of shriekers rose up from the sea below, arced into the sky, and vanished behind the curtain of wildfire smoke. Then another volley of shriekers raced upward, then another, and another.

			Berenice wondered how accurate their estimations had been. “Sinkers” were a different type of shrieker, one that was designed to rise up and then, at the apex of its parabola, suddenly believe it was heavier—­either by a little or a lot, based on the angle—­and sink back down to the earth to strike a specific target.

			It was an imprecise form of warfare, and most people were bad at conducting it. But Clef had always been uncannily accurate when firing sinkers from the Keyship—­likely because, of course, Clef was not a person. Berenice had always known this, of course, but it felt different to know this while Clef was controlling a merchant house galleon nearly a thousand feet long that was stocked with enough ammunition to destroy a small island.

			Booms and crashes echoed from behind the distant smoke, one after another, a rolling thunder sweeping up the road to the mountain pass that went on and on, until it finally tapered to an end.

			Berenice felt her team holding their breath, peering north into the wall of smoke, waiting to see. Then the wind changed, ever so slightly, thinning out the smoke.

			They could just make out a blackened, burning stretch of scrub­land about six miles out—­almost exactly where the Tevanni artillery had just been positioned at the feet of the mountains.

			<Yes!> cried Vittorio. <Yes, yes, yes!>

			<Thank God,> sighed Claudia. <Thank God almighty . . . >

			<Yes,> said Berenice faintly. <That appears to have been perfectly placed.>

			<You’re not out of danger yet,> said Sancia. <There’s still a huge number of hosts advancing on the city. But the artillery shouldn’t be a concern for a bit. Ber—­you seen any deads yet?>

			<No deadlamps yet, Sancia,> piped up Diela.

			<But one’s got to be coming,> said Berenice. She shut her eyes, picturing the layout of the city, the bay, and the wildfires beyond. <San, Clef—­send the shallops to the city now. We’re going to open up the gates and get these people into the city and down to the piers as fast as we can. Meanwhile, get the Keyship moving. It’s going to be a sitting target for a deadlamp. Just make sure to stay in twinning range. Diela?>

			<Here, Capo,> said the girl.

			<You open the gates, but make sure to monitor your deadlamp rig. Vittorio—­get situated over the gates and shout for everyone to come in single file in an orderly fashion, and that anyone pushing will be shot dead on the spot.>

			<Wow,> said Vittorio. <Are you serious?>

			<Seriously tell them that, yes, but don’t actually do it!> said Berenice. <I just don’t want half these people trampled to death.>

			<This is all fun stuff, Ber,> said Clef. <Death threats, trampling, and so on. But when the deadlamp comes . . . What are we going to do? And please don’t say we’re going to try the same mad shit as last time.>

			<We are indeed going to try the same mad shit as last time,> said Berenice. <And this is not up for debate.>

			Clef groaned. <Aw, hell.>

			Sancia, Berenice noticed, stayed silent—­but she felt a curious disapproval welling up in her wife’s thoughts. It troubled her, but she knew now wasn’t the time to discuss it, especially not while her whole team could hear.

			<Claudia?> asked Berenice.

			<Here, Capo,> said Claudia.

			<Withdraw from the outer walls,> said Berenice. <Get on the western side of the city, and get set up. The deadlamp will likely make straight for the Keyship, on the western side of the fortress. Just make sure you have good line of sight north.>

			<Confirmed, Ber,> said Claudia. She sighed. <There’s a gallery alongside the piers that should work well.>

			<Good. Load a pathplate to Clef for when the lamp comes. We’ll shoot it at the lamp, and he should be able to use that connection to take it over. I’ll take up a position on the rooftops below. Any questions?>

			There was a tense, wearied silence.

			<Then let’s move,> said Berenice.

			She unloaded the standard bolts from her espringal, loaded in another line shot, then ran outside and scanned the rooftops within the fortress. She spied a bartizan at the corner of one of the inner walls and thought it a good spot, sighted it with her espringal, and fired.

			The line shot struck home, and again Berenice was ripped forward, speeding over the rooftops of the fortress city.

			<Are you sure you want to try this?> whispered Sancia’s voice in her mind.

			<Tevanne is a rig,> said Berenice as she flew. <We can use it. Break it.>

			<But Tevanne learns,> said Sancia. <You and Clef did this once before. It’ll remember. It’ll expect it.>

			<Are you worried about me?> said Berenice. A flash of an image in her mind—­a golden key, nestled up against the lexicon of the Keyship. <Or someone else?>

			<I’m worried about you both. About those people. About scrumming everybody!>

			Berenice raised her boots as she decelerated, pressed them to the side of the bartizan, and turned on the adhesive plates so she hung there like a whitenose bat.

			<Isn’t this what you would do, my love?> asked Berenice. <Acrobatics and daredevil rigs, and swooping in with Clef?>

			<That’s true,> said Sancia, slightly sullen. <But look where all that got us.>

			Berenice heard Vittorio shouting. She looked back to see the outer gates open and the hundreds of refugees come pouring through. She couldn’t hear what he was screaming, but it must have been enough to scare them into submission: though many were sobbing in terror, they were walking carefully all in a line, like children playing a game of hold-­the-­rope.

			It’s going well, she told herself. We’re getting them out, we’re going to get them out . . . 

			Then Diela’s voice spoke up, quavering: <Capo?>

			Berenice knew just from the tone of her voice. <It’s here.>

			<Yes.>

			<Let me path to you.>

			She shut her eyes, and in a flash she was within Diela, crouched on the walls above the people streaming through the gates, staring at the detector rig planted on the stone.

			The little black top was now floating an inch off the plate.

			Every quarter inch, thought Berenice, is another mile it’s closer . . . 

			She watched as the top spun higher and higher, and the gap between the plate and the top grew and grew.

			Berenice released the path to Diela. She opened her eyes and took a slow breath in.

			Scrumming hell, she thought. Here we go.
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