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			1

			The gates are just ahead,” said Gregor. “Get ready.”

			Sancia took a breath and steeled herself as their carriage lumbered through the pouring rain. She could see the lights atop the campo walls from here, bright and sharp and cold, but little more than that. She rubbed her hands together, her fingertips trailing over the calluses on her palms and knuckles, now a shadow of what they’d been during the prime of her thieving days.

			Berenice reached over, grabbed her hands, and gave them both a squeeze. “Just remember the plan,” she said. “Remember that, and nothing will go wrong.”

			“I remember the plan,” said Sancia. “I just also remember there’s a lot of spots in the plan that say, ‘Sancia improvises a bunch of shit.’ Which is not, you know, comforting.”

			“We aren’t getting nervous back there, are we?” said Orso from the pilot’s cockpit. He turned around to look at them, his faded blue eyes wide and wild in his dark, craggy face.

			“A little anxiety,” said Berenice, “is understandable under these circumstances.”

			“But being as we’ve worked our asses off for the better part of six months to get here,” said Orso, “I’m a lot less willing to understand it.”

			“Orso . . .” said Gregor.

			“We are just scrivers going to make a deal with a merchant house,” said Orso, turning back around. “Just four grubby scrivers looking to sell our designs and make some quick cash. That’s all. Nothing to worry about.”

			“I see the walls,” said Gregor. He adjusted the wheel of the carriage and slowed its progress to a crawl.

			Orso peered forward. “Uh. Well. I will admit that is a little worrying.”

			The walls of the Michiel Body Corporate campo emerged from the driving rain. It looked like the Michiels had made some substantial additions since Sancia had last seen them. For starters, the walls were now about forty feet taller, spackled with new gray masonry—that must have taken some work. But it was what sat on top of the new masonry that caught her attention: a series of large, long bronze boxes, installed on the walls about every hundred feet, each one sitting on some kind of swivel stand.

			“That is a shitload of espringal batteries,” muttered Orso.

			Sancia studied the espringal batteries, still and dark in the rain. She watched as a bird flew close to one, and it snapped up, the end of the long box tracking the bird’s flight like a cat might watch a passing bat. The box apparently decided the bird was no cause for concern, and returned to its original position.

			She knew how such rigs worked: the batteries were filled with scrived bolts—arrows that had been convinced to fly preternaturally fast and hard—but the critical bit was that the batteries had been scrived to sense blood. If a battery sensed a bit of blood that it didn’t recognize, it would point its bolts at whoever happened to contain that blood, loose them all, and shred the target to pieces—though the scrivers who designed them had been forced to work quite hard to get them to stop wasting ammunition on stray animals. Especially the gray monkeys, which confused the batteries a great deal.

			It was not an elegant solution. But it worked—people did not approach any campo wall at all anymore.

			“What guarantees do we have, Orso,” said Gregor, “that those things will not shoot us to pieces?”

			Their carriage hit a bump, and gray-brown water sloshed up the sides, spilling into the floorboards.

			“I guess we’re about to find out,” said Orso.

			The gates of the Michiel campo were just ahead now. Sancia could see guards emerging from their stalls, weapons at the ready.

			“Here they come,” said Gregor.

			Their carriage rolled to a stop at a checkpoint before the gates. Two guards approached, both heavily armored, one carrying a very advanced espringal. The armed Michiel guard stood about twenty feet away from the carriage with his espringal lowered, while the other approached and gestured to Gregor. Gregor opened the door and climbed out, which made the Michiel guard a little nervous—Gregor was about a head taller than him, and wearing light leather armor embossed with the Foundryside loggotipo.

			“You lot Foundryside?” asked the guard.

			“We are,” said Gregor.

			“I am under orders that you must all be searched before you are permitted into the campo.”

			“Understood.”

			They exited the carriage one by one and stood in the rain while the guard patted them down. After this, he checked the carriage. It was a rather shabby scrived carriage, one Gregor had rented from an iron trader—its wheels sometimes forgot which way they were supposed to roll—but this had been a strategic choice: the more they looked like a firm down on their luck, the more the Michiels would believe it.

			The guard opened the compartment in the back. Inside was a large wooden chest, which was sealed shut with a bronze lock.

			“And this,” said the guard, “would be the agreed-upon . . . goods?”

			“Obviously,” sniffed Orso.

			“I must examine them.”

			Orso shrugged, unlocked the chest, and opened it. Inside were some bronze plates covered with sigils, a few scriving tools, lots of very large books, and nothing else.

			“That’s it?” said the guard.

			“Intellectual property is never terribly interesting to look at,” said Orso.

			The guard shut the compartment. “Very well. You may proceed.” He handed them each a sachet—a small bronze button with a set of sigils engraved on it. “These will make sure the wall batteries and the other measures won’t consider you a threat. These expire in five hours, mind—after that, all the campo defenses will begin targeting you.”

			Orso sighed. “And here I thought I’d missed life on the campo.”

			They climbed back into the carriage. The bronzed gates cracked and slowly swung open, and Gregor nudged their tiny, shabby carriage through.

			“Part one’s done,” said Orso from the front seat. “We’re in.”

			But Sancia knew this was the easy bit. Very soon, everything would get a lot harder—especially for her.

			Berenice squeezed her hand again. “Move thoughtfully,” she whispered. “And bring freedom to others. That’s what we’re doing, right?”

			“Yeah,” said Sancia. “I guess it’s just that normally when I try to rob a merchant house, I break in—not make a goddamn appointment and dance through the front gate.”

			Their carriage rattled on into the campo.

			Sancia had never been to the inner enclaves of the Michiel campo, so she hadn’t been sure what to expect. She was aware that the Michiels, who were known for being the most accomplished at manipulating heat and light—as well as for being insufferably artsy snobs in general—had one of the most impressive campos in Tevanne. But as Gregor drove their carriage into the depths of the campo, she found she had not expected . . . this.

			Buildings wrought of glass blossomed out of the streetscapes, and twisted and rose and ran together, their innards glimmering with a warm, entrancing luminescence. Whole walls had apparently been converted into art displays, their surfaces shifting and changing to show beautiful, looping designs that moved.

			And then there were the suns.

			She stared at one as it came close. Most campos used floating lanterns as the preferred method of illumination, but it seemed the Michiels had not been satisfied with this. Instead, they had created some kind of giant, glittering, glowing orb that slowly drifted about three hundred feet above the city streets like a miniature sun, bathing everything below it in something very close to daylight. It would have been an astounding sight at any time, but it was especially striking now, drifting along in the pouring rain.

			“Scrumming hell,” said Sancia.

			“Yes,” said Berenice. “You can see the tops of the suns from certain towers in the city, I’ve been told.”

			“Self-indulgent bullshit,” grumbled Orso. “Absolute twaddle.”

			They rumbled on through the towers until they were stopped again at the next gate. There they were instructed to get out of their carriage and into another one—this one a Michiel carriage, full of Michiel guards. The Foundrysiders obeyed, Gregor carrying their locked box, and the carriage took off for the innermost sanctum of the Michiel campo, close to the illustris—the head building of the entire merchant house.

			This was not their destination, however. Instead their carriage rumbled toward a tall, violet, shimmering structure studded with tiny round windows—the Michiel Hypatus Building, where the house scrivers experimented with sigils and logic, finding new ways to reshape reality to their liking.

			They stopped at the front steps and climbed out, the Michiel guards carrying their locked box behind them. No one was there to greet them. Instead they were ushered inside, through chambers of glass and glowing walls and up the stairs, until they finally came to a tall, spacious room that felt like something of a performance venue, with a stage and lights—though the audience area was piled up with couches, cushions, and plates and plates of food.

			Sancia stared at the food as they walked in. It had been a long time since she’d starved, but she still couldn’t believe the sight before her: pies and stews and chocolates and cuts of smoked meats, all delicately arranged on tiered, golden plates. There were also jugs and jugs of wine—she noticed Orso looking at these with a very interested look on his face.

			“I thought the slave rebellions in the plantations meant everyone was tightening their belts,” said Sancia.

			“These will be the senior hypati officers of the campo,” said Berenice quietly. “They will not lack for anything, no matter the circumstances.”

			“You can begin setting up there,” said a Michiel guard, pointing at the table on the stage. “The hypatus will be here shortly.”

			Sancia watched as the guards took up posts in the corners of the room. She wasn’t surprised—she’d known that every second of their time here they would be closely observed.

			“This will work, yes?” said Orso, approaching the table. He was pointing to something sitting on it that to most would have looked like a large, curious metal kiln; but even the most novice scriver would have recognized it as a large heating chamber containing a test lexicon—a much smaller, simpler version of the giant lexicons they used to run the foundries all over Tevanne.

			“It’s much more advanced than what we’re working with now,” said Berenice, studying the rig’s casing.

			Orso snorted. “’Course it is. We haven’t got a million duvots to toss around out in the Commons.”

			“But . . . I think we can make it work, yes?” Berenice said, looking at Sancia.

			Sancia stooped and studied the heating chamber containing the test lexicon. Mostly she was checking the thing’s seams and boundaries—because if they were going to showcase their technology for the Michiels, the whole thing had to be airtight.

			“We need to seal it up here and here,” she said, pointing to two seams she thought looked weak. “But otherwise it should be good.”

			“Check again,” said Orso. “We need our designs to work.”

			Sighing, Berenice and Sancia opened their wooden crate, took out a few scrived magnifying loupes, and began measuring and testing the heating chamber, confirming there were no flaws. It was monotonous work. Sancia felt like a physiquere inspecting a patient for plague lesions.

			She glanced up at Berenice, whose loupe was wedged tight in her eye. “You have any plans after this?” she asked.

			Berenice blinked and looked up at her, puzzled. “Eh?”

			“I was thinking we could go to a puppeting show. Pasqual’s got some kind of scrived giraffe puppet that I’ve heard is quite amazing.”

			Berenice allowed a sardonic smile. “Is that so?”

			“It is. Thought we could swing by a tavern . . .”

			“Try the latest cane wine . . .”

			“A bowl of saffron rice . . .”

			“Sugared redtail, maybe.”

			“Yes,” said Sancia. “And then go see the puppets. Sound good?”

			“Sounds wonderful,” said Berenice. She refixed her loupe and went back to work. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. But! Maybe . . .”

			“Maybe tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow would be better, yes. Though now that I think of it, the day after that . . .”

			“Is even better.”

			“Right in one.”

			Sancia laughed grimly. “Of course.”

			This was an old joke of theirs. Despite their desire to get out of their workshops and enjoy themselves, Sancia and Berenice both knew they almost certainly wouldn’t get it. They’d probably spend another night working till dawn over scriving definition plates and blackboards, and nursing their tottering old lexicon back to health.

			One day, thought Sancia, I will be a person who has a girlfriend all the time and a job when I have to, rather than someone with a job all the time and a girlfriend whenever time allows.

			Then the doors burst open, and a rich, plummy voice cried, “Orso Ignacio! It has been a dog’s age, hasn’t it!”

			The Foundrysiders turned to see about twenty richly dressed men pouring into the room. They all looked carefully arranged, not a hair out of place nor a wrinkle in their robes. Many had their faces painted in intricate lines and patterns—a common affectation of the city’s elite. Even the ones who had affected a fashionably disheveled look had clearly done so with great care and deliberation.

			The foremost was a tall, thin man who positively radiated smug satisfaction. His white-painted face featured gold rings around his eyes, and his robes were open down to his navel, showing a taut, sculpted torso that was dark and curiously oiled.

			“Armand Moretti,” said Orso in tones of false cheer. “It’s so good to see you . . .”

			Orso walked up, hand extended. It was like watching him approach some kind of bizarre mirror: on one side was Orso, tall and unkempt with mad eyes and unruly hair, every inch of him bony and spindly like he sometimes forgot he had a body he needed to take care of; and on the other side was Armand Moretti, hypatus of Michiel Body Corporate, who was about the same size and age, but he looked like the sort of man who occasionally bathed in milks to keep his skin in good condition.

			“So good of you to come, Orso!” Moretti said, shaking Orso’s hand. “And so happy that I could help you out. How long has it been since you started your firm? One year? Two?”

			“Almost three, actually,” said Orso.

			“Really? Has it been that long? I’d have thought from your state of things it’d been less. Well, I’m always eager to extend a supportive hand to those of us from the older days, yes?”

			“Ah—yes,” said Orso, who was clearly trying to manage this naked condescension.

			Moretti glanced at the rest of them, and did a double-take when he saw Berenice. With a twirl of his robes, he approached her. “Ah! And . . . who is this beguiling creature you’ve somehow tricked into laboring for you?”

			“This is Berenice Grimaldi,” said Orso flatly. “Our chief of operations.”

			“Is she? I must say, she is far more pleasant to look at than our chief of operations . . .”

			“It is an honor to meet the famous and renowned Armand Moretti of Michiel Body Corporate,” Berenice said, bowing.

			“And polite too,” said Moretti, reaching out to touch the side of her face. “I assure you, the pleasure is all mine.”

			Sancia had stayed quite still until this point, but she found all this a little much. She walked up behind Berenice, her hands in fists—but Berenice waved her off, her hands clasped behind her back.

			Sancia exchanged a look with Orso. We need to get this show on the road, she thought, before I lose my temper and stomp this dumb asshole’s head into pudding.

			Moretti’s eyes moved to Sancia, and he paused, taken aback. She wasn’t surprised by his reaction. Short, scarred, with a nearly shaven head and drab brown clothing, she knew she resembled something like a rogue monk—and she definitely didn’t look like anyone Moretti ever had to meet.

			She watched as his face worked. “And . . .” he said. “And . . . this is . . .”

			This is why I prefer thieving instead of confidence games, thought Sancia. When thieving, they don’t get to look at you.

			Gregor stepped forward. “This is Sancia Grado, our chief of innovation. And I am Gregor Dandolo, chief of security.” He bowed.

			“Ah, yes!” said Moretti. “The famous Revenant of Dantua. Such a catch, to have you working out in the Commons for Orso’s little shop. It’s so delightfully transgressive, I’m sure your mother must be tearing her hair out.”

			Gregor allowed a tight, contained smile and bowed once more.

			Moretti clapped his hands. “And today we shall see your famous strata box, yes? Your new lexicon technique?”

			“Yes,” said Orso, unlocking the chest and throwing it open. He pulled out a giant, thick tome and set it on the table. “We have all the scriving definitions and protocols here for you to review. These we will hand over after the demonstration. Most of them will make better sense when you’ve seen how they’re actually used.”

			An older Michiel scriver with a thick lisp—something Sancia thought was an affectation—said, “And this is the technique you used during the night of the Mountain? The one that allowed you to use the gravity tool, and attack the Candianos?”

			Orso paused, clearly unsure what to say. Though it was true that this technique had allowed them to effectively destroy one of the four merchant houses of Tevanne, the Foundrysiders had just assumed this would be a rather sensitive subject among the remaining three, and decided to avoid it.

			And yet . . . the Michiel scrivers didn’t seem bothered at all. They watched Orso with expressions of mild interest, like awaiting news of whether or not someone’s cousin was getting married.

			“Uh, yes,” said Orso with a cough. “That is correct. Though it is a more refined version.”

			“Fantastic,” said the scriver, nodding. “Fascinating.”

			“You mustn’t think you can’t talk candidly here, Orso,” said Moretti. “They were a competitor of ours, after all. Thanks to you, we were able to acquire much of the Candiano enclaves for a song.” He poured a glass of wine and raised it to them. “Including the Mountain.”

			“Oh,” said Orso, flustered. “Then . . . we will proceed with our wo—”

			“Don’t you wish to confirm the payment first?” asked Moretti.

			Orso froze, and Sancia instantly knew why: he had forgotten about the money altogether, and was wondering if this had given the game away.

			“Uh, of course,” Orso said. He bowed. “I did not wish to impose.”

			Moretti grinned, drank his wine, and snapped his fingers. A servant boy walked forward with a small wooden chest. “Don’t be concerned. Sixty thousand duvots is no imposition at all.”

			The servant boy opened the chest. The Foundrysiders stared at the piles of golden and silver duvots within.

			Scrumming hell, thought Sancia. That is the most money I have ever seen in my goddamn life.

			But she remembered what Orso had told her—The hell with the money. If we do this right, we’ll walk away with something more valuable than every gold candlestick and scriving rig in the Hypatus Building put together.

			Yet it looked like Orso was having trouble remembering this too. “Very good,” he said in a strangled voice. “Thank you, Armand . . .”

			“Certainly,” said Moretti, clearly pleased to see his effects at work. The servant boy shut the chest with a snap and took it away to the corner.

			Moretti poured himself a fresh glass of wine with a flourish. “You have my approval to proceed.” He drained it and grinned at them. “Astonish me, please.”

			“To do the demonstration,” said Orso, “we will need a single box, preferably iron or steel. Bronze is a little flimsy. And it will need to be of about the same size as the test lexicon here.”

			Moretti sashayed over to a giant cushion. He flicked his hand at a young boy and said, “Please fetch one for him.” The young boy fled, and Moretti flopped down on the cushion. The other scrivers followed suit, draping themselves over the couches and the chairs. Moretti dipped a plum deep into a pot of chocolate, and noisily ate it as he watched Sancia and Berenice go to work on the test lexicon.

			The art of scriving was almost always a two-step process. The first step seemed very simple: a scriver placed a small, imprinted plate on the object that they wished to alter, often somewhere inside it—mostly to keep the printings from being marred. This plate was stamped with a handful of sigils, usually anywhere from about six to ten, and once the plate had been adhered to the object, these sigils would begin convincing it to disobey reality in very unusual ways—hence why this component was called the persuasion plate.

			But a persuasion plate only seemed simple. In reality, each of its six to ten sigils was supported by the second component: a definition plate, stored back at a nearby lexicon. And that was where the real work was done, for a definition plate was composed of thousands of thousands of handwritten sigil strings, all forming very complicated arguments that were strong enough to force some portion of the world to defy reality. The persuasion plate’s sigils simply indicated what those arguments should apply to.

			Creating a definition plate required weeks of testing and analysis. Such experimentation sounded tedious to most—and it was—but it was the sort of experimentation that, when not done properly, could make your head or torso suddenly implode. As such, any definition plate for a successful scriving was worth a fortune in Tevanne.

			And this was what Berenice and Sancia gingerly lifted out of their box and placed within the little lexicon on the table: a definition plate they had personally made that would make reality do something the Michiels would find very, very valuable.

			“And so,” said the older scriver with a lisp, “your people are building a way to . . . duplicate reality?”

			“Not quite,” said Orso as the Michiel servant boy returned with an iron box on a rolling cart. “What they will be doing is convincing both chambers that the reality within them is the same. The world will be unable to tell if the test lexicon in the heating chamber is actually in the heating chamber, or in the iron box you have brought here, or both.”

			Moretti narrowed his eyes. “Which means . . .”

			“Which means that when the two chambers are twinned, you can take this empty box on this cart anywhere you like,” said Orso, tapping the iron box while Sancia and Berenice began to work on it, “and bring a lexicon’s definitions with it.”

			The Michiel scrivers were not eating or drinking anymore. Sancia couldn’t blame them—for Orso had just casually suggested a solution to some of the greatest limitations to scriving.

			Lexicons housed the thousands and thousands of carefully composed definitions and arguments that convinced reality to do things it normally tried very hard not to do. They were giant, complicated, and horrendously expensive, which meant they were an absolute bastard to build, and harder still to transport.

			Yet scrived rigs—like bolts, and carriages, and lanterns—could only work within a mile or two of a foundry lexicon. Get too far away, and reality would grow more certain about what it was or wasn’t, and thus would ignore the persuasion plate on your rig, no matter how carefully its sigils had been written.

			In short, it was a hell of a lot cheaper to take a basic iron box and convince it that it held a lexicon rather than go about building another lexicon. Unimaginably cheaper. It was the difference between digging miles of irrigation ditches and tapping the ground with a magic wand and summoning up a bubbling spring of water.

			“What are the limitations?” asked Moretti. He sounded a lot less plummy now.

			“Well, originally the reality within the duplicated box would grow quite unstable the longer it went on,” said Orso. “Meaning it would, ah, eventually explode.”

			“But we have resolved this issue,” said Berenice quickly.

			“Yes. Took a lot of work, but . . . the instability has been eliminated,” said Orso.

			“Show me the definition, please,” said Moretti.

			“We’ve already loaded it in,” said Berenice.

			“I know. But I would like to see it.”

			Frowning, Orso slipped the definition plate back out of the lexicon to show him. It was a large, bronze disc, about a foot and a half wide, and it was covered with thousands and thousands of tiny engraved sigils—all done in Berenice’s careful handwriting.

			Moretti stood, walked over, and leaned in close to study the plate. Then he nodded and stepped back. “I see,” he said. “Fascinating.”

			“Can the technique be applied to a larger scale?” said the scriver with the lisp—obviously thinking of foundry lexicons.

			“It could,” said Orso. He replaced it within the little lexicon. “But being as Foundryside Limited has no foundry lexicons to experiment with in the Commons, I cannot give a definitive answer.”

			The Michiel scrivers exchanged simpering smirks at that.

			“We did, however, look at the second-biggest problem with lexicons,” said Orso. “For while constructing a lexicon is difficult and expensive, it’s a one-time cost. But constantly updating all the existing lexicons on your campo with all the latest scriving definitions . . . That gets pretty expensive, yes?”

			The smirks vanished. All eyes were fixed on Orso, while Sancia and Berenice silently toiled away on the iron box like stage assistants before a conjuring trick.

			“What do you mean?” said Moretti quickly.

			“Well, as a former hypatus myself, I know that it takes days, weeks, or even months to fabricate a scriving definition,” said Orso. He tapped the lexicon holding the one he’d just shown them. “Having to carefully write each sigil of the argument perfectly on a bronze plate before placing it in the cradle of a foundry lexicon . . . And you can’t mass-produce them, since one sigil even slightly out of place in an active lexicon could cause absolute havoc. So you have to hand-make them all . . . Which means it can take more than a year for just one new definition to be fully implemented throughout a campo.”

			“Yes,” said Moretti, impatient. “And?”

			“Well, we found the cradle within a foundry lexicon . . . the bit that holds all the definitions . . .” Orso thoughtfully tapped his chin. Sancia thought he was milking it a bit much. “We found that could be twinned quite easily.”

			The Michiel scrivers looked at one another.

			“Are you saying that instead of writing out several hundred definition plates by hand,” said Moretti, glancing at the velvet-lined box, “for our several hundred foundries . . .”

			“Yes?” said Orso.

			“We . . . We could use your technique to twin all the cradles within our foundry lexicons . . .”

			“Yes.”

			“And then if you fed just one set of definition plates into one foundry lexicon . . . then all of them would just believe they contained those arguments?”

			“Yes.”

			“And then all the arguments that we’d written out . . . would apply everywhere?” asked Moretti.

			Orso nodded like the idea had entirely been Moretti’s, rather than his. “That could definitely work, yes.”

			The Michiel scrivers were not slouching in their chairs anymore. Most were sitting up, or sitting forward—and some were even standing.

			Sancia could see the math taking place in their heads: the hours they’d save in sheer labor, and the efficiencies they’d gain, campo-wide. And it would also eliminate a whole host of security concerns, for scriving definitions were easily the most valuable things a campo owned: lexicons might be the heart of a campo, but the definitions were the blood. Even this small-scale application of Orso’s technique would be revolutionary for them.

			“And it’s all here,” said Orso, placing a hand on the giant tome on the table. “I’ve no doubt such advanced minds as yours will make quick work of this . . .”

			“After the demonstration,” said Moretti sharply. “I will want to make sure it works.”

			Orso bowed. “Of course.”

			Berenice and Sancia continued their work, carefully applying the appropriate markers on the iron box. Within half an hour, they were done.

			“Finished,” said Berenice, stepping back and wiping sweat from her brow.

			The Michiel scrivers rose, approached the stage, and studied the alterations they’d made to the test lexicon and its heating chamber, as well as the iron box. Their work was deceptively simple—no more than a bit of bronze, a few plates, and a few hand-wrought sigils, carefully etched.

			“It’s not working now, is it?” said the scriver with the lisp warily.

			Orso gave him a thin smile. “No. It won’t work until the lexicon is ramped up and turned on. Only then will we have successfully twinned reality.”

			“But how shall you prove that it works?” asked the scriver with the lisp.

			“Well,” said Orso, “there are several ways we coul—”

			“No. We shall see to that,” said Moretti. He waved to one of the scrivers at the back of the room, who trotted forward with a box of their own—though this one was silver and bronze, as opposed to Orso’s dull wood.

			Moretti opened the box. Inside was yet another definition plate, along with a small scrived lantern. He turned to Orso with a wide smile on his face. “While it sounds like your demonstration might actually measure up to your initial pitch, rather than seeing you put on a show with your tools, I’d prefer to see how your technique would work with ours. This definition here will argue that this lantern will turn on . . . but only within a foot of whichever lexicon supports it.”

			Orso nodded slowly. “So . . . you mean to turn on the test lexicon, put the little lantern on top of the iron box, and . . . wheel the iron box out of this room to see if the lantern keeps working?”

			“Precisely,” said Moretti. “To a part of the campo that I know you have never seen before. You or your employees.”

			The Michiel scrivers looked at Orso—but he simply shrugged and said, “Certainly.”

			Moretti’s smile dimmed a little. “Proceed,” he said, nodding at his team.

			The Michiel scrivers carefully placed this second scriving definition inside of the test lexicon. Then they shut it, sealed it, and turned it on.

			About half the Michiel scrivers backed away, worried that it might explode. But it did not: there was just a squeak from the cart that the iron box sat on, as if a three-hundred-pound weight had been placed on it . . . 

			Which, Sancia knew, was true. Test lexicons weighed hundreds of pounds. If the iron box believed it now contained one, then it would have just grown incredibly heavy.

			Orso waved to the lantern. Moretti held it up, and turned it on. At first it did nothing—but when he set it on top of the iron box, the lantern suddenly glowed with a bright and steady luminescence.

			The scriver with the lisp gasped. Moretti stared at the lantern, eyes still narrow.

			Orso pointed to the door. “If you would like to take the box beyond,” he said, “myself and my chief of innovation would be happy to walk with you to answer any questions”—he gestured to Sancia, who stepped forward—“while Berenice and Gregor stay behind to ensure nothing goes wrong here.”

			Moretti gave Sancia a lingering glare of disgust. “And . . . why must I have this creature walking through my Hypatus Building?” He glanced at Berenice. “Why not her?”

			“Ahh,” said Orso. “Well. Berenice is quite competent. I always find it works well to pair the competent people with the people who are, uh, less so.”

			Sancia and Gregor exchanged a look—How charming.

			Moretti smiled, slapped on a tremendously false grin, and said, “Of course. That makes perfect sense, then.”

			Two Michiel scrivers took the cart and began to wheel it out the door. Moretti and the rest paraded out after them, with Orso and Sancia among them.

			Sancia took a long, deep breath. Time to go to work.
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			Sancia, Orso, and the Michiel scrivers plodded through the corridors of the Hypatus Building in near silence. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the little glowing lantern sitting atop the iron box, waiting for it to flicker and go out—though Sancia knew it wouldn’t. They had not fooled them. The box really did believe it contained the test lexicon, and all the definitions it asserted about reality.

			“Exactly how far do we plan to go, Armand?” said Orso. “Purely out of curiosity, of course . . .”

			“Until my curiosity is sated, Orso,” said Moretti.

			They took a left, then a right, roving through the halls, deeper and deeper into the workshops and assembly rooms and libraries. Sancia knew that, like nearly every hypatus building on the campo, many wild and dangerous experiments could be found here.

			Or at least, she hoped so.

			Here we go.

			She narrowed her eyes, took a breath . . . and flexed.

			That was the only word for it, really. She knew the human brain didn’t have anything resembling muscles, yet when she wanted to use her scrived sight, it always felt like she was flexing something in her skull, tensing some ligament or tendon or muscle that would then open up . . . Well. Everything.

			The world before her lit up with shimmering tangles of silver, seemingly woven into the walls, the doors, the lanterns, everything: the scrivings that were altering the individual realities of all the objects around her. Each time she looked at a tangle she saw its logic—the arguments and commands that were convincing these objects to disobey physics in very select ways. To see these knots of bindings was to see the hidden rules of the world itself.

			Or that was how she’d come to think of it, at least. It was a bizarre thing, being able to literally see scrivings—even through walls, and the floor and ceiling, for her scrived sight wasn’t nearly as limited by physical obstacles as normal sight—but the really hard bit was describing it. How could she begin to describe the extrasensory? Since there was no one else alive with her talent—purely the result of the scrived plate installed in the side of her head—she had no one to discuss it with.

			She glanced from scriving to scriving, peering closely. She saw many mad experiments and designs working away within the Hypatus Building around her, some quite astonishing.

			The question was—which one was right for the moment?

			Moretti led them down a long corridor, past a group of Michiel laborers pushing a cart full of boxes containing hundreds of tiny glass beads—but as Sancia studied them with her scrived sight, she saw they were actually miniature suns, like the ones she’d seen outside, and she instantly understood that this was a tiny, experimental version that would float throughout a room or a street in a cloud.

			Ah. You’ll do nicely . . . 

			She studied the rigs as the cart approached. The crowd of scrivers stepped to the side for the cart of little suns, while the laborers muttered, “’Scuse us . . . Pardon . . .”

			But Sancia waited a little longer than most. The cart slowed, and she had to push herself aside to make way . . . and as she did so, she placed a bare hand against the box.

			The instant she made physical contact with the box of rigs, her mind lit up with a sea of tiny voices:

			<We are the sun! We are the sun itself! When the sky cracks open and the sheath is released, we shall be as the sun, all of us suns, all of us drifting through the air, following our mark . . . >

			Sancia listened as the tiny scrivings spoke to her in unison. It all happened in a flash—she was getting very good at conversing with rigs these days—but she knew she still didn’t have much time.

			<Tell me what your mark is?> she asked the box of lanterns.

			<Mark is the following thing, the point where we must go! We move all as one, following the mark, for what a joy it is to be the sun, what a joy it is to be the sun . . . >

			She listened to the burst of information. The little orbs, it seemed, had been convinced to glow, and float—and to follow, like dogs on a leash. In the final version, you’d probably carry around some kind of signal—a ring, or a necklace—and the cloud of tiny orbs would float behind you, or around you. A spectacular effect, really. This had all been defined pretty well, but the scrivers who’d designed them had clearly struggled to define how the little suns should float: at what speed, and at what position, and so on.

			<What happens if you hit a wall?> asked Sancia.

			<We reverse course and attempt to return to correct distance from the marker!>

			<Okay. And at what speed must you follow the marker?>

			< . . . speed?>

			<Yeah. You float, right? What speed do you float along at?>

			A short silence.

			<Undefined!>

			<They never defined the speed at which you move?>

			<N-No?>

			<Then . . . how do you float?>

			<Must stay within six feet of the marker at all times arrayed in constellation configuration!> the lamps chirped.

			Sancia suppressed a grin. It wasn’t surprising that this rig’s scrivers hadn’t defined something so critical—it was a brand-new design, after all—but it was damned useful for her right now.

			<And . . . how long is a foot?>

			<Twelve inches?>

			<Oh, no, no,> said Sancia. <They changed all that recently. Let me tell you . . . >

			Rapidly, Sancia argued with the little lamps, disputing their concept of distance, asserting that a foot was actually a fraction of an inch. This would mean that when the lamps exited the box, they’d hurtle toward their “marker” at top speed, constantly trying to be ever-closer—but in doing so, they’d inevitably hit a wall, which would cause them to massively overcorrect their float positions.

			Really, it was all almost too easy. But she’d gotten very, very good at this in the past three years.

			< . . . and that’s how that works, got it?> she finished.

			<We do!>

			<And when are you going to do it?>

			<In forty seconds!>

			<Excellent. Thank you.>

			She took her hand away. The voices went silent, and everyone continued on their way.

			She exhaled. In real time, the entire exchange had lasted no more than two or three seconds. No one had noticed a thing.

			Moretti took a left, then a right, then another left. “I would like to take this to the courtyard, Orso,” he said. “Just to see if it will work out of doors.”

			“Of course.”

			“Is there any issue with rain, or moisture?”

			“I haven’t fully tested that . . . but I’ve no reason to imagine there would be . . .”

			Sancia, still flexing her scrived sight, peered through the floors of the Hypatus Building, examining the scrivings behind the walls or under the floors.

			Then she saw it—a giant, bright ball of glowing tangles several floors below her, one so intense it made her head hurt to see it . . . 

			The hypatus lexicon. The rig that housed all the experimental arguments the Michiels had ever made.

			And there it is. That’s my target.

			“You have quite the impressive installation here, Armand,” said Orso. “A lot cheerier than Ofelia’s.”

			“Mm? Oh, yes,” said Moretti. “I can’t imagine what the Dandolo Hypatus Building is like. Probably papers and ink all over the place . . . and everyone in drab little roo—”

			There was a crack from the hallway behind them. Then a scream.

			The parade of scrivers stopped. Everyone looked back.

			Ah, thought Sancia. Here we go . . . 

			“What was that?” said the scriver with a lisp.

			But then came another sound, like hail on a metal roof.

			Moretti’s eyes grew wide as a tiny, intensely bright ball of light came hurtling down the hallway, quickly followed by dozens more. “Oh shit!” he cried.

			Instantly, they were inundated by tiny beads of bright light that caromed off of every surface with a high-pitched clanking, shooting about with a blinding speed. There had to be hundreds of them, if not thousands, and the scrivers reacted like they were a swarm of hornets—because they did hurt, Sancia found: she felt several slam into her back like they’d been fired from a slingshot, and knew she’d have some bruises soon.

			“Son of a bitch!” screamed Moretti. “Which damned fool turned on the sun clouds?”

			Everything descended into chaos as the scrivers covered their heads and faces, and sought shelter from the flood of ricocheting balls of blinding light.

			I think I did too good of a job, thought Sancia, convincing those little balls to fly around too fast . . . 

			But she didn’t have time to worry about that. She took three steps down the hall, found a locked door to an empty workshop, and placed her hand against it.

			<I await the signals,> the door said to her. <I am as a wall of stone without the signal, I am—>

			<When was the last time a key was used on you?> she asked.

			<Oh? Ah. About . . . two hours ago . . . >

			<And what is the window of time that a key must be applied for you to unlock?>

			<That would be . . . ten seconds?>

			<And how long is a second?>

			It struggled there. Time and space, she knew, were very tricky things for scrived items to understand. How would you describe a second to something that had no concept of time? Scrivers always struggled with it.

			<You’ve got it all wrong,> said Sancia. <Let me explain how long a second really is . . . >

			Sancia worked away on the door, convincing it that a second was actually an improbably long period of time, and thus the last key used would still apply now, and the door should open. And as she worked, she began to feel the sigils seeping into her mind, as she always did.

			The better Sancia had gotten at communing with scrivings, the more she began to sense and feel and eventually even see the sigils on their persuasion plates as she spoke to them. She thought she understood why: in broad strokes, she was feeling what the object was feeling, experiencing the arguments someone else had placed upon it, what they did and how they worked.

			To commune with a scrived item was, in a way, to feel its scrivings and bindings placed upon you. And every time, Sancia worried a little that whenever she broke away, she was a little more altered than she’d been before.

			Finally there was a click.

			The door opened.

			Sancia darted inside, shut the door, and convinced it to lock again. Then she turned to the workshop behind her, flexing her scrived sight.

			She darted forward, remembering what Orso had told her when they’d first started planning this job: We won’t need to bring any weapons or tricks with us at all, of course.

			She’d asked—Why is that?

			Because every hypatus building is full of mad shit, he’d said. Why bother making weapons when we can just get you inside, set you loose, and turn the whole place into a weapon?

			Sancia dashed through the workshops, listening to the clanking, clattering, and cries behind her. She figured she had about ten minutes before they managed to resolve the situation and noticed she was gone.

			She flexed her scrived sight and peered down through the walls and floors of the building. That bright, hot tangle of scrivings was four stories below. Now she needed to find the way to access it.

			The lexicon itself will be too well guarded, she remembered Orso telling her. There’s no way you can get to it. But there is, how shall I say, infrastructure available . . . 

			She walked down one hallway, flexing her scrived sight as hard as she could. She passed through workshops full of countless panes of glass—the Michiels were getting very good at creating glass that imitated daylight, she saw—and glowing floor tiles, and hanging chandeliers that created a curiously calming fluting sound, and mirrors that shone with a curiously intense, haunting luminescence.

			Crap, crap, crap, she thought.

			She kept moving, glancing about for a way to her target, listening to the screams and commotion from the corridors behind her. Even with her scrived sight, it was hard to keep her bearings in this building. It seemed honeycombed with workshops and rooms, and many had windows that had somehow been scrived so they appeared to face the outside, further scrambling her sense of direction.

			Suddenly she saw a bundle of scrivings running toward her—rapier, espringal, armor—recognized what it was, and calmly moved to hide behind an open door.

			She waited. Finally a Michiel guard charged past, muttering, “I swear to God, every day it’s something new in this place . . .”

			She listened until he was gone, then continued farther into the building, one corridor, then another, until she spied what she’d been looking for: a long, thick line of scrivings, running horizontally about two floors below her, all arguing something about the pressure of water . . . 

			Water pipes, she thought. To keep the lexicon cool . . . 

			But she’d need to find a way down to them. The stairs were not an option, she’d be too exposed there. The windows might be an option. But perhaps there was a better one . . . 

			She looked around, and spied something running vertically throughout the building: some kind of chimney with a plate in it that was absolutely loaded up with scrivings about gravity . . . 

			Did they really put a goddamn dumbwaiter in their hypatus building?

			What was she saying? Of course the Michiels would.

			She started off toward it.

			If you had told Sancia three years ago that one day she’d not only break into the Michiel Hypatus Building in the middle of the day but navigate through its countless chambers and guard posts and checkpoints with ease, she would have thought you mad. And yet with her scrived sight, she was able to winnow her way through the building like a hot knife through eel fat: she danced about the guards and scrivers, spying the rigs in their pockets as they moved and ducking behind doors or behind corners just at the perfect moment; she tore through locks and sachet checks and scrived doors like they’d been built to expect her passage; she even managed to hide in plain sight once, standing behind a new type of scrived lamp and convincing it to glow unnaturally bright so that the scriver who wandered by just squinted at it angrily before continuing on, grousing, “What damned fool thought that’d be a good idea . . .”

			And she left everything more or less as she’d found it. The Michiels would have no idea she’d ever even been here.

			Within a handful of minutes, she’d arrived at the office with the dumbwaiter, and she crammed herself inside.

			She was familiar with the techniques they’d used to scrive the dumbwaiter—basically an amplified version of the argument they used to make the floating lanterns float—so within seconds she’d convinced the thing to let her descend into the belly of the Hypatus Building, closer to the water pipes leading to the lexicon.

			The dumbwaiter brought her lower, and lower.

			I’m doing good, she thought as she fell. I’m doing really good! It’s good to be back at it.

			Her hand thoughtlessly crept to her chest as if feeling for a necklace, expecting to feel the cool metal pressing against her skin. But there was nothing there.

			The smile faded.

			This was her first effort at any real thieving since the Mountain—and still, it wasn’t the same.

			The dumbwaiter came to a stop. She slid the hatch open and saw she was in yet another workshop—this one full of adhesive plates that were built to stick to walls—and crawled out.

			The water pipes will be accessible closer to the lexicon itself, Orso had told her. But there’ll be more security down there. The more important you are, the closer your office is to the lexicon—which means more guards, more defenses, and more wards.

			She crept to the workshop door, gazing forward with her scrived sight. She cracked the door open and peeked out. On the other side of the door was another corridor—and just a few feet to the left and down the corridor was a chamber where she could access the water pipes for the lexicon, probably below some kind of maintenance hatch in the floor.

			Yet in the room with this hatch were three Michiel guards, all very armed, all standing at attention. She quickly realized why: there was an office next door with far more defensive wardings than all the other ones . . . which made her suspect the chambers belonged to Armand Moretti himself.

			Shit. Now what?

			Crouching in the corridor, she studied the room. Moretti’s chambers were exactly as she might have expected: lots of ridiculous, overindulgent displays of light and glass . . . 

			But there were a lot of scrived pots. Probably for keeping his damned chocolates warm. And while the guards were stationed before the front doors to his chamber, that didn’t mean there wasn’t another way in.

			She walked along the corridor, peering in rooms until she found his bedchamber—she suspected that was what it was by the unusual amount of warm, glowing scrived lights placed around what she assumed was his bed. And though she hadn’t known Mr. Moretti for long, she felt she’d gotten a pretty decent bead on his character . . . 

			Aha, she thought. There was a rig hidden in the wall next to his bedchamber, one that looked a lot like a door—probably for allowing lovers to slip in and out, unseen.

			She walked up to it, placed her hand on the wall, and listened.

			<I await the sachet of my master . . . the sigils arranged just so, and pressed against the warmth of my skin, filling me with light, filling me with meaning, filling me with purpose . . . >

			She wrinkled her nose. She much preferred tinkering with Orso’s scrivings. They could be a bit grumpy, but at least they were a lot less touchy-feely.

			She overpowered the door, slipped into his chambers, and found the biggest scrived pot of chocolate available. She looked around, grabbed a big bottle of grapeseed oil, and dumped it in. Then placed her hand on the side of the pot, and listened.

			< . . . just slightly warmer than the human body,> said the pot in tones of quiet contentment. <Not too hot. Not boiling hot. Just . . . warm. Just as warm as flesh, flesh on a summer day, flesh under the bright light of the sun . . . >

			<Hey, I got news for you about flesh,> she said to the pot.

			<Mm? Really?>

			She rapidly convinced the scrived pot that human flesh was several times hotter than what it’d been originally told—or it would be, in about one minute. And then it should believe that for exactly one minute after that; otherwise if it kept believing it should be so terribly hot it might set the whole building on fire.

			<That’s terribly interesting!> said the pot. <I’ve been doing this wrong all this time!>

			<Yeah, you sure have,> she said. <So—try doing it the right way in a bit, okay?>

			The scrived pot emphatically agreed. Sancia slipped back out the secret door and huddled in the workshop with the adhesive plates once more. Then she licked her finger, reached down, and applied the finger to the heel of her boot.

			Instantly, the heel of her boot recognized her saliva and popped off, revealing a small hollow within. Sancia picked up her heel and peered inside.

			No one in their right mind would have ever imagined someone would scrive the heel of their boot. That had been Berenice’s idea. But they’d needed a way to get this final component into the campo—for even Sancia wouldn’t have been able to make this on the fly.

			It looked like a small, square metal plate. But as Sancia touched it with her bare skin and spoke to it with her talent, it suddenly popped up like a paper sculpture, and became a small cube.

			She cradled the tiny cube in her hands, studying it, observing the countless scrivings and arguments etched into its surface in microscopic writing. She and Berenice and Orso had worked on this for better than a half a year, and all of it had come to this moment. Otherwise they’d just sold Orso’s greatest idea and mightily empowered a merchant house for nothing.

			She looked through the walls in front of her and spied the scrived pot. She saw its arguments had suddenly changed, and now its temperature was leaping up, up, up . . . 

			Here goes.

			She moved her gaze to study the three guards outside Moretti’s chambers. For a moment nothing happened. Then one guard whirled about, and there was a cry of “Smoke! Smoke! Fire!”

			She watched as the three guards charged into the chambers. When they were far enough away, Sancia darted out into the chamber with the hatch to the water pipe.

			The room was already full of smoke—apparently grapeseed oil smoked up like the devil—but she spied the hatch in the corner of the chamber. She darted over and quietly pulled it open.

			She studied the scrivings in the pipe below. There was a small valve in the side, but she couldn’t just open it—then water would come spraying out.

			Once you get to the water pipes, Orso had told her, you’re going to have to find a way to convince them to stop piping in water. Then you can open the pipes, drop in the cube, and be done. But it’s dangerous. You’ll only have about fifteen seconds before you have to resume the flow. I think. I really don’t know.

			She’d asked—Why is that?

			Because no one has ever tested shutting down the flow of cooling water to a lexicon. They need a lot of water to stay cool, and if they don’t get it, well . . . A lexicon is just a giant pile of scrivings and arguments that make reality weak and confused. If the lexicon unravels, and everything gets too confused . . . That would be very bad for not only us, but everyone who lives within about a mile of the Hypatus Building. So let’s be conservative and say you only have ten seconds to drop the cube in.

			Sancia stared at the pipes in the floor.

			Ten seconds. Great.

			“Son of a bitch!” cried the guards in the smoking room. “What in hell did he put in this pot?”

			She started unscrewing the valve, very, very slowly.

			If I get this wrong . . . Well. At least Orso won’t be able to scream at me.

			She kept unscrewing it until it had only a few threads left. Then she placed a bare hand to the side of the pipe, and listened.

			<BURST OF BUBBLES,> shouted the pipes. <PUSHING, TUMBLING, RUSHING, SLOSHING, DOWN AND DOWN AND DOWN AND DOWN . . . >

			She winced. She wasn’t surprised to find that the arguments within the pipe were unusually powerful—this was a critical part of the lexicon, after all—but this meant it’d take time to convince them . . . and then, worse, more time to restore them to their original arguments, and allow the water to resume flowing.

			She took a breath. Scrivings have trouble with distance, direction, and time, she told herself. These are always the doors. These are always the way you can unlock them.

			<Who told you what down was?> she asked it.

			<WHAT?> said the pipes. <WHAT WAS THAT?>

			<I said,> she told it, <what is down?>

			It responded. <WELL, DOWN IS . . . > Sancia listened, and then began applying her arguments, one after the other, as fast as she could.

			“Ugh,” said one of the guards. “It’s smoked up the ceiling . . . Should we get a mop?”

			<I SEE,> said the pipes after they’d listened. <VERY WELL, THEN. ABOVE THIS JUNCTURE, I SHALL FORCE ALL WATER OUT.>

			Sancia swallowed as she watched the pipes begin to force water away from the valve . . . which meant that, as of right now, the lexicon far below her would start to unravel.

			She started counting.

			One.

			She fumbled with the valve, unscrewing it as fast as she could.

			Two.

			The valve came loose, and she almost dropped it—which would have alerted the guards to her presence. She snatched it, and carefully laid it on the floor, one bare hand still applied to the pipe.

			Three.

			She fumbled for the little metal cube in her pocket, and pulled it out.

			“Just put the pot out!” cried one of the guards. “You know we’re not allowed in here anyway!”

			Four.

			She flexed her scrived sight. The lexicon below her was beginning to burn a strangely bright, unsettling shade of white . . . 

			She stuffed the little cube into the pipe and delicately picked the valve top back up.

			Five.

			She started screwing it in, one turn, then another, then another—just far enough.

			Six.

			<Actually, I was wrong!> she cried to the pipes.

			<MM? WRONG ABOUT WHAT? WHAT IS THERE TO BE WRONG ABOUT?>

			The lexicon below her was now a disturbing pink.

			“The damned thing’s still burning hot!” screamed one of the guards.

			<I was wrong about where down was!> She forced her arguments upon the pipes, one after the other.

			Seven.

			<I . . . I SUPPOSE THAT COULD MAKE SENSE,> said the pipes. <BUT CAN YOU REMIND ME WHAT WATER IS, AGAIN?>

			“Shit, shit, shit,” whispered Sancia. She focused as hard as she could, telling the pipes what water was, how it worked, how it felt, how to recognize it, activating its bindings one after another.

			Eight . . . 

			“No, no, no!” shouted a guard. “Don’t drop the pot on his damned bed!”

			<AH. I SEE NOW,> said the pipes. <VERY CLEVER. VERY CLEVER INDEED.>

			<So—you’ll put water through again?> she asked desperately.

			<WHY, OF COURSE! OF COURSE . . . >

			She heard the slosh of water within the pipes, and a loud, oddly pleasing gurgling. She looked down at the lexicon far below her.

			For a moment it did nothing—the pink just intensified unpleasantly, and she felt her belly blossom with utter terror . . . 

			Well. I did it. I killed a lexicon. And now we’re all going to scrumming die.

			But then the pinkness faded, very slowly, bit by bit . . . until it had returned to the usual bright white.

			She almost sighed, overwhelmed with relief. But then she remembered the little cube.

			She looked back down, and saw she could track its passage through the pipes of the lexicon: it was a bright little star of white-hot scrivings, swooping and tumbling about in the flow of the waters—until it grew close to the massive rig.

			At this point, the little cube’s density scrivings were activated, and it dropped like a stone, sticking to the bottom of the pipe and refusing to budge in the rush of the water. It was practically right in the belly of the thing. It held fast.

			I did it. Holy shit, I did it . . . 

			“And just how are we going to explain to the hypatus that we set his bed on fire!” screamed a guard inside Moretti’s chambers.

			Sancia shut the hatch and slipped away.

			Two floors above, Sancia opened the locked door and was met by the sight of a half dozen Michiel scrivers lying on the floor, groaning and moaning, their faces and bodies covered in bright-red welts.

			“Is it over?” she asked. “Sorry, I got hit by a few and I just . . . I just ducked in and hid in that office there . . .”

			The Michiel scrivers glared at her and pulled themselves to their feet, not bothering to respond.

			“Did the box work?” she asked. “Do we need to do any more testing?”

			“No!” snapped Moretti, whose face paint and hair were now an absolute mess. There were even holes in his robes from where the little glass beads had shot through. “What the devil were you doing in there?”

			“I told you, sheltering from th—”

			“Search her! Now!”

			Two Michiel guards approached her, their armor covered in tiny dents from the lamps. She sighed and put her arms up, and they searched her rather invasively.

			“Nothing,” said one when they’d finished.

			“Son of a bitch,” spat Moretti. “Orso! At the very least, reprimand this horrid little girl for her impertinence!”

			Sancia tried to suppress a grin. But then she heard a voice hissing behind her: “Hid in that office there . . . You just . . . You just hid in that office there, eh?”

			She turned to find Orso Ignacio glaring at her murderously, his face trembling with fury—his welt-covered, bruised, pockmarked face.
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			Moretti did not apologize for the accident with the sun cloud. He seemed to take it as a natural risk that one might get pummeled by tiny glass beads at any moment when in a hypatus building. Instead, he and Orso—both bruised and furious—sat at the table before the piles and piles of paperwork, nearly all of which was intended to satisfy the other authorities on the Michiel campo.

			“Sign there,” said Moretti. He winced as he touched the side of his face. “And there. And there . . .”

			Finally it was done. The Michiels packed up all the tools the Foundrysiders had brought—the plates, the tomes—and took them away, leaving only the chest of duvots beside the table.

			Moretti stood and tried to smile, but apparently even this was too painful. “Congratulations, Orso. You will forgive me if I do not shake hands. Or bow. Or discuss this further.” One hand touched his left buttock, and he made an unpleasant grunt of pain. “I have . . . some pressing issues I need to attend to . . . Please, go in peace.”

			He departed. Two Michiel guards approached, and one said, “We’ll escort you back to your transportation.”

			“Thank you,” said Gregor. He picked up the chest of duvots and they followed them out.

			Berenice gave Sancia an intense look. Sancia nodded, very slightly. A giant grin blossomed on Berenice’s face—an unusual show of enthusiasm, since she was often preternaturally controlled—and Sancia had to fight from kissing her right then and there.

			They trooped out to the Michiel carriage in silence, and rode back to their own shabby carriage in silence, and then drove it away from the campo in silence, until finally they were through the outer gates, and back into the Commons—the muddy, steaming, shambling, messy Commons.

			“I am going to keep driving,” said Gregor, his voice shaking with either excitement or anxiety, Sancia couldn’t tell. “They are certainly still watching. We need to maintain until we get back to our firm, out of eyesigh—”

			“Did you do it?” blurted Orso. “Did it work?”

			“Yeah,” said Sancia.

			“It . . . It did?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It really did, Sancia?” said Gregor from the cockpit.

			“Yeah.”

			“For once,” said Berenice with a sigh, “you could answer with more than one word . . .”

			Orso nearly began crying with joy. “Yes. Yes! Oh my scrumming God, yes!”

			“You aren’t mad about your face?” said Sancia.

			“My face? Who the hell cares about my face? I’d have cut the damned thing off to do what we did back there! Oh, we’ll have a merry old carnival this year, now won’t we! Let’s get home, as fast as we can!”

			Their carriage bumped and trundled through the Commons as evening fell. Sancia gripped Berenice’s hand tight and kept staring out the window, praying and hoping that they wouldn’t see any Michiel assassins or guards pursuing them. So far she hadn’t seen anything besides the chattering gray monkeys, which nested in the building rooftops of the Commons.

			“Still nothing?” asked Gregor from the pilot’s cockpit.

			“Nothing,” said Sancia. And she knew she was right. Not only did her scrived sight give her an edge, it was hard to sneak through the Commons these days. There were too many lamps now, thanks to the changes Orso and Foundryside had wrought in the past three years.

			After Orso had started his own scriving firm out in the Commons, no one had been sure how the merchant houses would react. Would they just kill him outright? Blow up the building with shrieker bolts? Either had seemed very likely.

			Yet within days, their decision was made for them—for soon dozens and dozens of merchant house scrivers, some of them the geniuses of the campos, had followed in his footsteps: they’d abandoned the merchant houses, set up shop in the Commons, and started their own miniature merchant houses.

			Now there were walled-off blocks here and there among the rookeries, tiny compounds that the other new scriving firms had built into their own headquarters. These firms operated miniature foundries and manufacturing bays within those walls, tinkering and experimenting day and night. Since the Commons was so poorly designed, resembling a rabbit’s warren more than a civilized neighborhood, the new firms had resorted to giant, stationary floating lanterns that hovered above their new compounds, with the words “FRIZETTI” and “BALDANO” stitched on the sides so people could find them. Within months, the nebulous, half-pejorative term “Lamplands” came into use, and all who labored in such neighborhoods were Lamplanders.

			The merchant houses, and the Tevanni Council, had been utterly perplexed as to how to respond to all this. Between a slave rebellion abroad and a scriver rebellion at home, they’d been utterly paralyzed. Which suited Foundryside just fine.

			Orso sat forward as they finally approached their own headquarters. “We’re finally there. Holy shit, we’re almost home free.”

			The carriage trundled up to the Diestro Building—the lopsided, improvised, and shabby headquarters of Foundryside Limited—and the rambling iron wall that sealed it off from the streets. Even though it was almost night, a queue of Lamplands scrivers was waiting at the gates for them.

			“We’ve been here all day!” one scriver complained as they got out. “You’re holding up our work, Orso!”

			“Not open for business today!” snarled Orso as he pushed past them. “Scrum off!”

			“What!” said another. “You can’t do that. You didn’t even put out a sign!”

			“A consulting firm had damned well better consult!” said yet a third.

			“Well, it’s damned well not going to today!” Orso shot a thumb over his shoulder. “Hit the road! Come back tomorrow! Or don’t, I don’t care!”

			Muttering, the scrivers departed, and the Foundrysiders opened their gates, crossed the courtyard, and piled into the front doors of their offices. Gregor went about locking the door and setting up their defensive wards—windows and walls and floorboards that could suddenly turn quite hostile to the wrong person there at the wrong time—but stopped when Orso took a deep breath, raised both his fists, and gave a rough cry of victory.

			“We did it!” he shouted. “We really did it!”

			“Mm, mostly Sancia did it,” said Berenice.

			“And it is not done yet,” said Gregor. “This will take weeks to finish.”

			Orso collapsed onto the floor, legs quaking. “Whatever. Soon we’ll have the entire Michiel campo at our mercy . . . and the bastards don’t even know it ye—”

			There was a knock at the door. Everyone froze.

			Gregor took a scrived rapier from beside the front door and peered through the peephole.

			“Ah,” he said.

			He turned the knob and opened the door to reveal a middle-aged man and a young woman standing on the front step. The man had a graying, unkempt beard, and he wore a set of jerkin and breeches that might have been fashionable a decade ago. The woman was younger, about Berenice’s age, clad in a leather apron with leather gloves, and her arms shone with glistening burn scars.

			Gregor nodded to them. “Claudia, Gio. Fancy meeting you here.”

			They slipped inside and Gregor shut the door. “We’ve been waiting for you to get back!” said Gio.

			“How did it go?” said Claudia. “Did it work?”

			“’Course it worked,” said Sancia. “Since when have I failed at a job?”

			“There was that time you burned down the waterfront,” said Claudia. “Do you remember that time you burned down the waterfront?”

			“Yes,” said Gregor flatly.

			Giovanni and Claudia were old ex-employees of Foundryside. Both of them had come from the black market, and both had left to start their own scriving firms after the Lamplands had taken off. Orso held only a very minor grudge against them, which Sancia considered a major evolution of his moral character.

			“How long will it take for it to be done?” said Gio.

			“How long’s a piece of string?” snapped Orso. “As long as it is.”

			“So the Michiels aren’t using it now?” asked Claudia.

			“No!” said Orso. Then he thought about it. “Well. At least, I don’t think so.”

			“Why don’t we go see?” suggested Gregor.

			They walked through the foyer and into the central area of their offices. Once this had been corridors and little apartments and chambers, but they’d ripped all the walls down and turned the entire floor into something very different—a library.

			But not a normal library. This was a library of scriving procedures, and designs, and sigil strings, and argument definitions, all compiled over the course of three years. A sign hung above the doorway reading: all library visitors must submit one (1) scriving design to be reviewed for approval and pay the fifty (50) duvot fee in order to receive a library sachet.

			Claudia and Gio stopped at the front desk. “Uh. We’ll need you to help us out here . . .”

			“Huh?” said Sancia. “Oh, right.” The library’s defenses had been scrived to sense the Foundrysiders’ blood and permit them—but such permissions were denied to Claudia and Giovanni.

			Sancia walked to the front desk and pressed a finger to a drawer. The lock popped open, and she pulled the drawer out and rummaged through it for two sachets. She tossed them to the two scrivers. “There. Now come on!”

			They walked past the towering bookshelves, and the tables piled up with tomes, and the chests full of definition plates, until finally they came to a small, red door at the back of the library. Orso took out a scrived key, stuffed it into the lock, opened it, and ran down the staircase to the basement as the others followed.

			“It will take them time to implement our designs,” he said. “Maybe days, maybe weeks. But I’ve no doubt they’ll try.”

			The basement was an unruly, filthy place, filled with stacks of books and blackboards, piles of papers covered in sigils, and boxes of scrived bowls for heating soft metals. Sitting in the middle of the basement floor were two curious contraptions: one was a rather shabby test lexicon, somewhat like the one they’d worked with back at the Michiel campo—it bore a large, sloppy “FS” imprint at the top, indicating it was the property of Foundryside. But the other was a large dome of iron, with a round glass window set in the side. Through the window one could see dozens of round bronze plates hanging on racks within the dome.

			Any scriver worth their wine would have been dumbfounded to find this rig sitting here in this musty, crackling basement: it was the cradle of a foundry lexicon, the bit that held all the carefully written arguments that the lexicon would then use to reshape reality, like a campo attorney taking a bunch of legal books to dictate the law.

			But this specimen was different in two ways: for one, there was no actual foundry lexicon to go with it; and two, all the definition plates inside were blank.

			Orso looked at Sancia. “Is it ready?”

			She flexed her scrived sight and studied the lexicon cradle. “Looks ready to me.”

			He exhaled, relieved. “Oh, thank God.”

			Giovanni walked around the lexicon cradle, nodding very slightly. “So, just to review how this works . . . When the Michiels begin bringing out an updated definition . . .”

			“They’ll almost certainly use our designs to twin all of their lexicon cradles,” said Berenice. “That way, they only have to write one set of arguments—and then if you put that set in one cradle, reality will think you’re putting it in all their lexicons all over their campo, all at once.”

			“Saving a fortune in time, money, resources . . .” Orso waved a hand. “Everything.”

			Claudia nodded. “And what Sancia did at the hypatus offices . . . That little cube you said you’d made . . .”

			“It’s a relay rig!” said Orso, literally hopping up and down with joy. “Like a red cuckoo sneaking its egg into a nest! Sancia had to get it damned close to the lexicon, but now that she’s done it, it’s tricked their goddamn hypatus lexicon into treating this cradle like it’s on the Michiel campo!”

			Giovanni looked faint with amazement. He slowly sat down on the basement floor. “So when they feed all their arguments into their hypatus lexicon . . . All the proprietary designs and sigil strings they’ve spent thousands of duvots producing over however many years . . .”

			“Then these blank plates here will fill up with those very same designs!” cried Orso, bouncing around the room. “All those incredibly valuable arguments that can convince reality to tie itself in scrumming knots will literally be written out on our blank plates! Everything that makes the goddamn Michiels so high and so mighty is going to pass through my goddamn basement in a matter of days, or even hours!”

			“Holy shit,” said Claudia. “You really think you’ve done it?”

			Berenice heaved a huge, slow sigh. “I think so, yes. We should be able to steal every single scriving definition the Michiels have ever made.”

			“And make their whole house irrelevant overnight,” said Sancia.

			There was a long silence.

			“You all seem very merry,” said Gregor. “But I think my job as chief of security is going to get very, very difficult very soon. The second they find out, they’ll want our heads for this, Orso. Though they might want other bits of our anatomy first.”

			“We have some time to relax,” said Orso. “It’s not like they’re going to twin the chamber and start feeding in their definitions tonight or something. We have time enough to get our house in order, set up the necessary protocols, an—”

			There was a snap from the cradle.

			They all jumped and stared at one another.

			Another silence—this one much, much longer.

			Sancia peered into the cradle. “It . . . looks like the plates have changed.”

			“Already?” said Berenice, aghast. “They implemented our techniques already?”

			“You’re joking . . .” said Gregor.

			“Perhaps . . .” said Orso hoarsely. “Perhaps I did not give Moretti enough credit . . .”

			He walked over to the test lexicon and turned it off. Then with one last look at everyone, he opened the door to the chamber, reached inside, and slid a bronze plate out.

			The plate was no longer blank. Now it was covered with thousands and thousands of sigils—and though Sancia wasn’t sure, she suspected these sigils were in the handwriting of Armand Moretti himself.

			Orso looked up at them with tears in his eyes. “We did it. We’ve stolen the jewels out from under the sleeping dragon. And no one in Tevanne even knows it yet.”
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			Sancia tipped back the glass of wine and felt a thrill of warmth as it slipped down her throat and into her belly. She wiped her mouth with a relish that bordered on extravagant. “That,” she said, “is exactly what I needed.”

			Gregor watched her over the brim of his cup of weak tea, his face fixed in an expression of morbid fascination. “You know you’re not supposed to drink the dregs, yes? All the bits of sugarcane settle down there?”

			“She knows.” Berenice sighed. “It is difficult to get someone who’s grown up eating nothing but rice and beans to understand how to appreciate wine.”

			“I eat a lot more than rice and beans these days,” said Sancia, grinning at her.

			Berenice froze, and Gregor tactfully turned away. “That is enough,” Berenice said quietly. But she smiled.

			Sancia extended her glass to her. “The hell with Pasqual’s giraffe puppets,” she said. “I’d rather be here than anywhere in the world.”

			They were all crowded into their usual corner table at the neighborhood taverna, the Cracked Crucible. Though the plaster walls were cracking, the pipe smoke noxious, and the wine unsettlingly viscous, it was considered a critical gathering spot for the Lamplands cognoscenti. Mostly because it was the taverna that Orso preferred—and where Orso went, other scrivers tended to follow.

			“You’re not worried the Michiels will figure it out?” said Claudia.

			“Having met these gentlemen,” said Gregor, “I am not.”

			“A slow leak of information,” said Orso, his eyes glittering. “They’ve been stabbed in an artery and don’t even know they’re dying yet.”

			“And what are you going to do with their definitions once you have them all?” asked Gio.

			He grinned evilly. “The same thing we already do,” he said. “Give them away.”

			Claudia stared at him. “You’re not serious.”

			“Once we have all their most powerful arguments,” said Orso grandly, “we shall make copies of the plates, bundle them up, and leave them on the doorstep of every firm in the Lamplands. They will all wake up to a very pleasant Monsoon Carnival gift, I should think. And maybe we’ll toss a few to the black markets, and let them go overseas. And may they spread, and spread, and spread.”

			“You don’t want to sell them first?” said Gio. “You could make a damned fortune, man. I know my firm would be the first to buy.”

			Claudia nodded fervently. She and Gio had left Foundryside to start their own firms, but they were having their fair share of issues. Sancia wasn’t surprised to hear they might be interested in looking at merchant house definitions for inspiration.

			“Gio, lad,” said Orso, “I’d trade every duvot in every campo’s coffers just to piss down their necks for a hot minute. This was not, and shall not ever be, about the money.” He sat up straight and assumed a dignified, regal pose. “This was about our principles.”

			“Piss and principles,” said Claudia. “What natural bedmates.”

			“I still fail to see your strategy, Orso,” said Gio with a sigh.

			Orso thought about it. “Have you ever seen a drunk play bottla ball when everyone else is sober?”

			“I have both seen, and been, that particular drunk,” said Gio.

			“What are you talking about now, Orso?” said Sancia.

			“Well, if the drunk isn’t coordinated enough to actually win the game—to really make good choices,” said Orso, “then he just tosses his ball into the clusters of his opponents’ and sends them rocketing all over the place. Not strategic throws with specific ends—but a play at scrambling the whole court, and ruining everyone else’s game.”

			“So—in this metaphor,” said Gio, “you’re a drunk throwing balls?”

			“I am saying that when one has no good choices,” said Orso, “the smartest choice is to scramble the court. And that is what we shall do.”

			They toasted their success, once, twice, more, and shared bowls of coconut rice and shrimp. But then one droopy young man sidled up to their table and leaned over Claudia’s shoulder to talk to them.

			“I wanted to ask you,” the young man mumbled, “about that density fix you gave me.”

			“Not tonight, Otto,” sighed Sancia.

			“I know you fixed it,” said Otto, “but I can’t duplicate what you did.”

			“We can discuss this at the library tomorrow,” Berenice told him. “During a scheduled appointment.”

			“I’m under a deadline,” said Otto. “If . . . If there could be just something you could show me . . .”

			Sancia and Berenice dutifully ignored him.

			“Please,” he said. “My position is at risk . . .”

			“Ugh!” said Sancia. She slopped down more wine, grabbed a knife, and began scrawling sigils in the tabletop. “Sit down and shut up. Because I’m only going to do this once.”

			The young man watched as Sancia drew out a simple set of sigil strings that governed density and started to walk him through the process. A few Crucible patrons stood to observe as well.

			“You are giving away our services!” Orso hissed.

			“I’ll haul the goddamn table back to the library if I have to!” said Sancia.

			Claudia and Giovanni laughed. “It’s your fault for starting a damned scriving charity, Orso,” said Gio. “Everyone expects your help now.”

			“The library is not a charity,” Orso said. “Foundryside is a private interest pooling public, communal goods.”

			Which was true. After founding Foundryside, Orso had been faced with a dilemma: he’d created a brand-new twinning technique, but there’d been absolutely no market for it. Only merchant houses had the resources to use it, and the merchant houses wouldn’t touch him with a ten-thousand-foot pole—unless they could shove it through his throat.

			But then the other scrivers had moved into the Commons and started their own firms, and Orso had realized he had another valuable resource on his hands: Sancia. Specifically, the plate in her head that allowed her to engage with scrivings. That, combined with his and Berenice’s depth of knowledge, meant they were experts in an industry that suddenly needed a lot of help.

			So they’d pivoted, and made Foundryside a consulting firm. If you had a design or a rig or a string that you just couldn’t get to work, you took it to Foundryside, and they’d help you fix it, for a fee. The Lamplands even came up with a nickname for Sancia and Berenice: they were “the Muses,” bringing brilliance down from upon high.

			But there was a catch: whatever design they helped you fix went into their library. And their library could be perused by anyone who’d also donated a design to it, and paid the fee.

			It was a terrifying concept for most scrivers, who came from the campos, where the question of intellectual property was something that regularly got people imprisoned or murdered every month. Sharing scriving designs? Building some kind of library that could be browsed by almost anyone? It seemed mad.

			But eventually the scrivers realized: they were not on the campos anymore. And they needed help. “In order to gain,” Orso told them, “you must first give.” And finally, they did.

			At first, Sancia had been reluctant to put her talents to such use. But Orso had told her his bet: “Whatever we do to empower the Lamplands will eventually undermine the merchant houses. By making the Lamplands strong, we will make the houses and their empires weak.”

			And that was all Sancia had ever been interested in.

			She finished scrawling out the strings on the table. “See now?” she said. “See how it works?”

			Otto blinked. “I . . . think so . . .”

			“I do not think he actually does,” said Gregor quietly into his tankard.

			Orso clapped his hands. “Otto, you are in luck. If you pop by the offices tomorrow, we will schedule a remedial consultation for you, and give you the low discount of only twice our regular fees.”

			“How can it be low,” said Otto, “if it’s also twice as mu—”

			“Good day!” snarled Orso, and he pointed a finger at the door. Otto turned and slumped away.

			“I so cherish helping out our Lamplands brothers,” said Orso, sitting back. “But I do wish some of them weren’t such dull-witted, brainless bastards.”

			Sancia and Berenice exchanged a smile, exulting in the moment, in their success, in the feeling that they were finally starting something new. Sancia tossed back more wine.

			“Slow down,” said Berenice. Her fingers trailed down Sancia’s back. “It’s early.”

			“I’ve earned it,” said Sancia. “Haven’t we all earned it?”

			“We have,” said Orso. He raised his glass again. “Tonight we have saved this city. We have saved scriving itself. And no one even knows it. We are all keepers of a secret flame, lighting the way forward.” He drank—or tried to, as a good bit of it wound up spilling down his chin.

			They toasted again, but Gregor’s face was quiet and closed as he drank his tea.

			“Something wrong?” asked Sancia.

			“Not a flame, I think,” he said. “A spark. We intend to start an inferno.” He looked out the greasy window at the foggy lanes outside. “Yet fires do not care about who they burn.”

			Together they wobbled home through the lanes of the Commons. To Sancia’s eyes the sky-bound lamps were smears of yellow and orange and purple on the dark canvas of the night sky. Though the Monsoon Carnival was still days away, a few people were already in costumes. Sancia had a slight scare when someone ran past her wearing the classic Papa Monsoon costume: the black cloak, black mask, and black three-cornered hat of the mythical man who brought the storms and death every six years.

			“’Magine it,” belched Orso as they stepped over the creaking wooden sidewalks. “Imagine it as it used to be. Hundreds of firms, thinking, working, collaborating . . . That was as it was.” He stopped and looked down one alley. The wind rippled through the evening sky and all the lanterns danced, the names and colors intermixing, and for a moment it looked like Orso’s head was afire with flames of many hues. “It can be that way again. We can bring it back. Think of all the soldiers, all the scrivers, all the people waiting for a better way of living . . . All of this, all of it can change.”

			“Let’s not get maudlin,” said Gregor. “Let us get home instead.”

			Sancia looked at Gregor, and saw he did not look drunk, or happy, or cheerful. Rather, he wore the same expression that he so often did: a look of troubled, quiet loneliness, like a man still puzzling over a bad dream.

			“Come, come,” he said, shepherding them on. “Come on. Off to bed with all of you.”

			“I’m sorry, Gregor,” said Sancia.

			“For what?” he asked.

			Because I couldn’t fix you, she wished to say. But then there was a blare of piping from the corner, and reeling laughter, and the moment was gone.

			Berenice helped her up the stairs a step at a time. “Just because you can finally drink,” she said, “it doesn’t mean you should do so with quite so much enthusiasm.”

			“Kiss me,” said Sancia.

			“I have. Repeatedly. Despite the taste of Crucible wine on your lips.”

			“We did it. We really pulled it off, Ber.”

			“I know we did.”

			“But the hell of it was . . . it wasn’t even all that hard,” said Sancia.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Well, not for me, anyways. If you could get me to the Morsinis, or the Dandolos . . . We could wipe out the lot of them.”

			“You can hardly handle these stairs. Let’s manage our aspirations accordingly.”

			They turned on the next landing and started up the next flight.

			“Can we tell him?” asked Sancia.

			“Tell who?” Then she realized. “Oh. Yes. Of course.”

			They walked up the steps to the Foundryside attic, where they lived together. Berenice unlocked their door—which had been scrived to demand both the presence of their blood and their saliva—and Sancia staggered in and made for the closet.

			“Would you let me do that?” said Berenice, locking the door. “You’ll make such a mess of things . . .”

			But Sancia ignored her. She stumbled to the closet and pawed through their clothes and books until she’d revealed a small panel in the back. She pressed her hand to it, and there was a pop.

			“Locks and locks and locks,” she muttered, pulling the panel away. She reached inside. “And yet all I want is . . . ah.”

			She felt her fingers close over the metal—over his head, so curiously butterfly-shaped, and his tooth, strange and rippled.

			As always, she waited for a moment—to hear his voice, his chatter, his mad running commentary on everything. But there was nothing.

			She sighed sadly and pulled him out, his gold glinting in the light of the scrived lanterns.

			“Hello, Clef,” she whispered to him.

			The key, of course, said nothing back. Or rather, the mind imprisoned within it—the man once named Claviedes, his personality and memories warped by the designs of the key—did not. When the tool had been aging and run-down, Clef had been able to converse with Sancia directly, whispering in her ear like a songbird in a fairy tale—until he’d been forced to reset himself, and restore all the boundaries within the device. He’d been silent ever since.

			Sancia believed he was still in there, a mind trapped within all the invisible machinery inside the key, silent but sentient, and lonely.

			“Bring him out here, if you’re doing it,” said Berenice. “I daresay he’s sick of the dark.”

			Sancia pulled out the little golden key, shakily stood, and walked over and sat by Berenice on the foot of their bed. She held him up to her lips and whispered to him, “We did it, Clef. We did what you said.”

			Berenice sat quietly, allowing Sancia this moment.

			“Move thoughtfully,” she said. “And bring freedom to others. And . . . I think we’re going to. The houses are weak, and they know they’re weak. They’ve lost scrivers. Lost money. They can’t keep control of their plantations—the slaves there are rebelling left and right. And . . . and if we just give them a push, we can . . .”

			Sancia fell silent, and a sudden swell of guilt bloomed in her.

			“Don’t,” said Berenice.

			“Don’t what?”

			“Don’t start beating yourself up.”

			“You always say that.”

			“You are doing what you can. Freeing who you can. And just because you couldn’t free Clef, or . . . or Gregor, it doesn’t take away the rest of what we’ve done.”

			Sancia shut her eyes wistfully. “I cracked that hypatus building like it was nothing. You’d think . . . You’d think I’d be able to do more.”

			Berenice gently took Clef from her fingers. “Whoever made Clef was a sight better than you, or Orso, or the both of you put together.”

			“And Gregor?”

			Berenice was silent. The subject of Gregor loomed over all of them like a shadow—for he, like Sancia, was a scrived human being, bearing a command plate in his head that could alter his thoughts, his abilities . . . and perhaps more.

			So the question was—who had done that to him? Who had made him what he was, a specimen that far outstripped anything Foundryside had ever made? And why? Despite all their work and research, they still didn’t know.

			“Perhaps Valeria could have fixed him,” said Sancia bitterly, “if she hadn’t gone and vanished on us.”

			“The less you talk about Valeria,” said Berenice, “the better I sleep.”

			“Don’t little children pray to angels to watch over them as they slumber?”

			“Valeria was many things. But I think ‘angel’ is definitely far afield.”

			Sancia went to their washing basin and splashed cold water on her face. She stared at her reflection in the dimly lit waters, and studied the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, the lines around her mouth, and the silvery sprinkles in her closely cropped hair.

			She returned to the bed and sat. When did I get so old? She flopped back. When did I get so scrumming old?

			Berenice replaced the key in the secret panel in their closet and sat next to her.

			“Is this going to cut it?” asked Sancia.

			“Is what going to cut what?” asked Berenice.

			“What we’re doing. Orso’s grand plan. It feels clever enough, bringing down another merchant house. I just worry it’s another move in the same old game.” She gave a bleak shrug. “Candiano, Morsini, Dandolo, Michiel . . . even the hierophants, however long ago they were. I feel like they’re all links in a chain, binding us up. But every time we break a link, another gets forged to replace it. When does it stop?”

			“For now, stop thinking about it,” Berenice said.

			“I can’t,” Sancia said. “How can I?”

			Sancia looked up as Berenice slid closer to her.

			“Ah,” said Sancia, smiling. “I see.”

			Gregor Dandolo lay on his cot in his tiny room, trying to sleep. He shut his eyes, and opened them, and shut them and opened them again.

			It had been a wonderful night. A triumphant night. He should feel happy, he knew. He should feel satisfied with the culmination of months of dangerous and daring work. So why couldn’t he sleep?

			Because though Foundryside might have changed things, he thought, you still remain the same.

			He listened to the pipers outside, to the shouts and the calls from the early Monsoon Carnival revelers, to the chattering of gray monkeys as they feuded over which rooftop belonged to which tribe. Finally he could bear it no more, and he stood up and peered through his window at the city beyond.

			He stared out at the sea of giant floating lanterns. His gaze followed a familiar path, shifting across the luminous ramble of the Lamplands to something that looked like a huge, black wave rising out of the sprawl of the city.

			The Dandolo campo walls. The tops of the walls had been fitted with spotlight lanterns, which flashed and swiveled at random, sensing blood, or movement, or heat, or whatever other phenomena you could convince a rig to detect. Ever since Sancia had almost single-handedly destroyed the Candiano walls, all the campos had started investing a lot of research in identifying threats. Gregor wasn’t sure how many of those new systems accidentally eliminated innocent people—say, a drunk who got too close to the walls, or someone who brought the wrong sachet on the wrong day—but he was sure it was more than zero.

			He watched the Dandolo spotlights dance, slashing through the steam and the smoke unfurling from the foundry stacks.

			Are you there, Mother?

			The spotlights whirled again.

			What are you making within those walls? His right hand rose and massaged the side of his head. I wonder—are you making someone like me?

			He lay back down, but did not sleep. Ever since the night of the Mountain—the night when the scrivings on his mind had been activated, and he’d waged war upon the Candianos, slaughtering dozens—Gregor Dandolo found he did not much like sleep. He always worried that he might wake up a different person.
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