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Man rules now where They ruled once;

They shall soon rule where man rules now.

After summer is winter, and after winter summer.

They wait patient and potent,

for here shall They reign again.

—H. P. LOVECRAFT, “The Dunwich Horror”
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The Dark City


IN MY DREAM, I am alone.
The spires of a ruined city reach for gunmetal clouds, the horizon a wound in the belly of the sky.
Acrid chemical smoke burns the insides of my nostrils, and all around, sirens wail, banshees made of iron, steel and steam.
A road stretches out before me, and I must walk. Walk toward the dead city, under the red sky stained with the black taint of fire and smoke.
Something breaks under my boot, and I know before I look down what I’ll see.
Bones. Human skulls, femurs, ribs. The bones of other things as well, things that starved once the humans rotted away. Twisted spines, elongated jaws. Teeth.
I am alone. Alone except for the sirens, alone except for the burning, empty city on the edge of a rotting, polluted river green with algae, host to rubber-skinned, gibbous-eyed things with mouths large enough to swallow me whole and protruding stomachs ready to digest me.
Not even a ghoul remains to send up a howl. The city is dead. My city is dead.
My mother was in that city.
My mother is dead.
I am alone.
And I know that this city, this disaster, this spreading disease of flame and death, is all my fault.
I woke up with my head pounding and the rest of my body fever-hot. My thin blouse stuck to my skin, while the frozen air that swirled through the broken walls of the farmhouse raised steam off my bare legs. The Mists, this place where I’d found myself, so far from my home, was unforgiving in every way, including the predawn temperature.
Kicking back the blankets from the half-rotted mattress, I pulled on my coat and shoes and stepped through the door. It was held in place by only one hinge, which let out a rusty shriek. I froze, but no one sleeping inside stirred.
We were all tired. Tired to the bone.
Outside, unfamiliar stars stared down impassively from a crumpled velvet sky. The horizon was silver now, not red like the sky of my dream, and I felt the pounding of my pulse and the sickness of the nightmare subside.
“Couldn’t sleep?”
“I had a bad dream,” I said to Dean. He leaned against the clay wall, a Lucky Strike jammed between his lips, his hair falling in his face.
Dean blew out a blue cloud that blended with the sky. “I’d offer you one, but it’s my last pack. Somehow I doubt there’ll be a filling station around the next bend in the road.”
“I don’t think so,” I said quietly. I went and leaned against the wall next to him. I was shivering, and my stomach snarled at me. We hadn’t exactly been eating regularly since we’d run away from Lovecraft. Away from everything.
From what I’d done, and from the city that poisoned me with its very existence. As long as I avoided the Iron Land, I could stave off the madness the world of men injected into my blood. I’d managed to escape the fate shared by my mother and brother—a descent into madness that took hold of every member of our family when we turned sixteen—but I’d be safe only as long as I stayed away from the one place I’d ever thought of as home. If I went back, the clock would begin ticking again. I’d had less than a week when I left. Every minute I spent there shortened the span of my sanity.
But how long could I stay away? How long until the people who wanted me to pay for what I’d done in Lovecraft caught up and hauled me back there? Once they did, I’d be gone. I’d be as crazy as my mother, poisoned by the city.
If my mother was still alive.
I couldn’t think through this circle of frantic worry anymore. It was practically all I’d thought about since the night I’d run away with Dean, my friends Cal and Bethina and my brother, Conrad. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t silence the voice: Eventually, they’ll take you back there.
Dean dropped his cigarette butt and stomped on it, then collected the filter and tucked it away. He was adept at moving through a place and leaving no trace. Dean was a lot of things.
His arm went around me and pulled me close. “It’s gonna be all right, Aoife. We’re gonna get out the other side of this, somehow.”
Sixteen years of listening to how I should act like a proper lady tugged at me—I should have told him to take his arm off me, but I moved closer instead. Dean smelled like Dean, like tobacco and old leather and that boy smell of sweat and hair grease. He was practically the only familiar thing in this place, and I was clinging to him with all my might. “You can’t possibly know that,” I mumbled into his jacket, sliding my arms inside and feeling the warmth of his skin and his body.
“No,” Dean agreed. “But men are supposed to say things like that to the womenfolk. Right?”
“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I’m not very good at being womenfolk.”
“I promise, then,” Dean said. “From me to you: nothing is going to happen to you while I’m around.” He pressed his face against my hair, stirring up the already unruly nest of crow’s-feather black atop my head. All the Graysons had black hair and gray eyes; even my mother’s fair hair and complexion hadn’t changed that.
My mother, whom I’d abandoned in Lovecraft. When I’d left Lovecraft in shambles, burning and destroyed because of what I’d done to its Engine, the heart that drove the city, I’d promised to come back for her. That was before I’d realized the scale of what had happened. Rip out the heart of something and it will die. I’d been a fool, and I’d listened to the wrong whispers, and now my mother could be dead and Lovecraft was a wasteland.
“Dean, what am I going to do?” I whispered. “I can’t go back there.”
He sighed. “Princess, I haven’t the faintest idea what’s coming next. But you’ll think of something. You always do.” He planted a kiss on my hairline and straightened. “You’re the brains of this operation, remember?”
The sun was almost up, and the silver line was turning blue and gold. Sunrises were different here in the Mists, the unknowable land between lands, the thin place where things that didn’t like the light hid. The sun never shone, not really. It was a dull silver flame rather than a fireball. Just another strange piece of this strange land we’d all fallen into.
I could admit it, alone with Dean.
I was lost, and I had no idea how to find my way home. And now, I didn’t even know where home might lie.
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In the Mists


BEFORE THE OTHERS woke and after Dean had gone to check that the road was clear, I got my battered composition book out of my bag and opened it on my knees. The book was half full of my engineering homework. It was from my other life, from when I was a schoolgirl who thought that magic was a lie and that a virus was responsible for things like inhuman creatures and uncanny abilities, ghosts and prophetic dreams.
That girl was gone. The Aoife writing was a new girl, one who’d discovered that the necrovirus was a hoax perpetrated by men who sought the magic for themselves. Who were hunting me, even now. The old Aoife wanted to panic, felt the tightening in her chest even now, watched ink dribble from her pen as her hand started to shake. How was I ever going to stop being a fugitive, knowing what I knew?
But the new Aoife didn’t have the luxury of curling up in a ball and pretending the outside world didn’t exist. She had to learn how to be strong and unbending, how to evade the men chasing her and the disease that was eating her mind away from within. Had to, because she had no other choice.
I wrote it all down. I had to write. It was my duty now, because the person who should have been writing this account, my father, was long gone and my brother wasn’t interested. I was the last Grayson still able to record her strange life, as all Graysons before me had. Still, I felt like a fraud the moment I put pen to paper.
First entry:
My name is Aoife Grayson, and I am the last person who should be writing this account, but know I am the only one left who can.
Others like me and my family, the Gateminders, who watch the thin spots known as Gates between the Iron Land, the Mists and the land of Thorn, have the confidence of those who have come before. They know how to navigate the Gates, how each different type works, from the Fae hexenring to the mechanical marvels of the Erlkin. I know nothing.
I have nothing. I am the Gateminder by default, due, I believe, to chaos and chance. It sometimes feels like I’m being punished for uncovering the hoax of the necrovirus, as my father did. For daring to question the Proctors, the order of things. Gateminders before us labored in secret, but at least the rest of the world was not actively encouraged to believe they deserved death.
The Proctors told us that the strange creatures, my family’s madness, everything in the world that could not be explained by science and reason, was a virus. A powerful virus with no origin and no cure. They never hinted that its origin was inhuman and that the cure was to embrace my Faerie blood, the inhuman, immortal side of me, and to stay far away from iron.
At the time, all I saw was that my mother was one of the mad, that my brother was a fugitive and that I was about to follow in their footsteps and go mad. I would be locked up, another victim of the “virus.”
It was all a lie. I was trapped in the stone and iron of Lovecraft, trapped by my own mind and by the lie I believed. And now Lovecraft lies ruined. Ruined because I was stupid.
I scratched out that word, stupid, so many times, writing this. But it’s the right word. I believed the Fae creature Tremaine when he came from Thorn and told me I was the heroine who would free the Fae from bondage, curing my iron madness in the process. He set me up, and I fell, harder than I ever could have imagined.
I should have listened to the words my father left behind, in his own diary: as a Gateminder, you should trust only yourself. Only you stand between the Iron Land of men and what lies beyond. And in that role, you have only your own mind to rely on, your own wit and intellect.
I should have listened to Dean, too. He said it—you can’t trust the Fae. They lie. And Tremaine did lie to me. I destroyed the Lovecraft Engine, in a great cataclysm of magic. I broke down the barriers my father and his Brotherhood of Iron were so careful to construct, over hundreds of years, before the lie of the necrovirus. Barriers the evil things of Thorn had never broken.
I left my mother in Lovecraft.
I can forgive myself, possibly, for being the gullible little girl Tremaine thought I was, but I can never forgive myself for abandoning my mother.
The only way I can sleep at night is by promising myself that I am going to find her and help her escape the city and the iron madness, as I have escaped it, at least temporarily. Conrad, my brother, said that as long as we stay out of the cities, and out of the Iron Land entirely, with its train tracks, iron pipes, steel conveyances, we might stave off madness. In his case, spending months away from the Iron Land meant total remission. In my case, the progress has slowed; I avoided the full psychotic break that usually occurs around age sixteen, and suffer only the occasional headache, visual disturbance out of the corner of my eye and bad dream.
But nothing I’m doing now seems any saner than the dreams I started having weeks ago, before my birthday and the inevitable onset of madness. The dreams are the first sign of acute and chronic iron poisoning, the warning bell. Though I’m still reasonably sane because I fled, the dreams haven’t stopped. I don’t know now if they come from madness or from another source. From something worse.
I do know we’re running, me and Conrad and Dean, Cal and Bethina, too. It seems like there’s no one we aren’t running from. The Proctors and Grey Draven, who has some bizarre notion I’ll lead him to my father, his true target.
The Fae, who did not exact their full price from me after I woke their sleeping queens and ripped the thin, thin barrier between our worlds. Tremaine has more for me to do. He said as much. Opening the Gates between Thorn and Iron was only the beginning.
It was like knocking aside a spiderweb. How could breaking something so huge feel like less than nothing?
These things I do have: My brother. Dean and my friendship with Cal, and I suppose with Bethina, too—she was loyal to my father before I came along, even though she’s only human and the law dictates she should have turned me in. But Bethina is steadfast, and stubborn to a fault; plus, it’s good to have another girl along.
Things I don’t have: A plan to hold off the iron madness and keep ahead of the Proctors and Grey Draven. A way to get to Lovecraft. Anything to go home to if I can get to the city, because the Lovecraft Academy sure isn’t my home any longer. I don’t know what is.
I meant what I said—I’m the last person who should have taken over my father’s burden, recording my life for the next Gateminder. Yet I continue to write in the books that the Brotherhood calls witches’ alphabets, grimoires of power and experience that are supposed to help me along, to keep me safe.
Fat lot of good my father’s records did me. And he’s not here, even though I’ve never needed him more and his absence makes me want to sob or scream.
The one thing he asked of me was to be strong, willful and resolute, and I couldn’t do it.
All I can truthfully say now is that my name is Aoife Grayson, and I have my freedom, and my sanity. I could at least temporarily cure my mother, if I could take her from the Iron Land and the poison that’s clouding her mind.
But I don’t know how much longer she’ll survive in ruined Lovecraft. And if I go back to the iron, I don’t know how much longer I’ll have, either.
After the days of walking, of little food and less sleep, of cold and wet and none of the comforts of the human world—like, say, beds, bathrooms and hot food—the Mists had lost their charm.
The Mists weren’t exactly the world as humans understood it. Humans saw a single world with no others sitting beside it. Really, the Iron Land sat beside all the others like marbles in a sack. But at least the Mists weren’t Thorn, home of the Fae. We’d run here from my father’s house, Graystone, in Arkham, in a desperate bid to escape both the Proctors and my iron madness. The Mists were where the tides of reality ebbed and flowed, and the edges of other places knit and then split apart like wounded skin held by poorly stitched thread.
Austere and alien as the Mists were, though, they were largely devoid of iron, and that was important. Iron made me sick, made me see things. This endless windswept wilderness at least wouldn’t drive me insane, according to Conrad. If Conrad was sane. He certainly hadn’t appeared that way the last time we’d met, when he’d shown up and dragged me here with little preamble. That was the extent of his plan—the part he’d shared with me, anyway. Asking him questions just got silence or grumbling.
Really, I had only his word that he even had a plan other than hiding in the Mists for the rest of our lives, and I hadn’t been able to trust the word of anyone in my family in years.
And despite the lack of iron, I was still dreaming.
I’d fallen to the back of the group, my steps leaden and my thoughts heavier, and Dean slowed down to let me catch up.
“You all right?” He nudged my hand with the back of his and then wound our fingers together.
“No,” I said. “I’m hungry and I feel like my feet are going to fall off.” I’d taken sturdy boots from Graystone, but they were mud-spattered now, and one of the heels was starting to come away. My legs felt like logs, and my mind was fuzzy from lack of sleep. I’d felt this way before, during finals at the Academy, when I’d slept maybe two hours a night and crammed my brain so full I thought it would burst, but I’d never had to trek through a swamp on top of that. More than anything I wanted to shut my eyes and lie down in a patch of soft moss.
“I could use a break myself,” Dean said. “Hey, Connie!”
Dean had taken to calling my brother Connie, and I could see from the twitch of Conrad’s shoulders how much he hated it.
“Yes, Dean?” He turned his head slightly, but he didn’t slow his pace.
“Looks like the group’s voted for a sit-down,” Dean called.
Conrad turned fully to face us but continued walking. He’d always been quicksilver graceful, my brother, in a way I’d never been and never would be. It just wasn’t in me. I tried not to let it bother me as my holey boot filled up with water when I misstepped and put my foot in a soft patch of moss and muddy water. Back in Lovecraft, Conrad was the handsome one, the smart one, and I was, well, the shy, plain younger sister who was never quite as good at anything. Even according to the lore of the Gateminders, he was first in line, being the eldest son of the current Gateminder. I was just the girl. The second choice. The replacement, if neither my father nor Conrad could perform the duties, after all this was said and done—despite my being able to pass between Thorn and Iron, my being able to communicate with the Fae when Conrad had never even seen them. Still just the girl. It stung, and just once, I wanted him to figuratively fall on his face.
“I don’t care what the group wants,” Conrad said to Dean. “We stop when I say we stop, and we need to get through these woods before nightfall. You don’t know the Mists, Dean, despite what you are. You’ve spent your entire life in the Iron Land. I’ve spent almost a year here. The Mists aren’t Thorn or Iron—they’re treacherous, and I don’t want to get caught in an ambush because my baby sister’s feet hurt, so why don’t you two toughen up and accept that I know what I’m talking about?”
Dean snarled under his breath. To look at him, you’d never know he was only half human, but he was, and his other, Erlkin half had a bad temper when it was crossed. Conrad was like me, human blood poisoned with a drop of Fae. More than poisoned—saturated. But at least we weren’t like our mother, struck mad simply by virtue of living in the Iron Land, as all full-blood Fae like her would eventually be. Conrad and I, with our human father, were hopefully all right as long as we steered clear of iron. More than that, though, Conrad thrived and never seemed bothered by much. With his charm and force of will, Conrad could say anything and make it so. It merely annoyed me, but it made Dean furious, and to head off the fight that had been brewing for days, as the fog got thicker, the ground wetter and the food scarcer, I dropped Dean’s hand and jogged to catch up with my brother.
“We’re all tired,” I told him. “If you keep up this pace we’re just going to stop following you. We can’t run from the Proctors and the Fae if we’re dead of exhaustion.” My brother listened to me very rarely; I hoped this would be one of those times.
Conrad’s jaw twitched, and my hopes fell. “It’s not your call, Aoife,” he snapped.
“You’re right,” I agreed, through gritted teeth to avoid outright angry shouting. “It wasn’t my call to leave Lovecraft looking for you, it wasn’t my call to run here when the Proctors came for us. But I followed you, Conrad. I’ve done what you said without complaining for almost a week, and now I’m telling you I’m tired. You can walk.” I stopped and plopped down on a mossy stump. “I’m not going another step.”
The old Aoife would never have dreamed of disagreeing with anyone, but this new Aoife had no such compunctions. Her feet hurt, and I was glad she’d spoken up. She didn’t even care that Conrad was puffing up his chest, getting ready to chastise her like the father we’d never had. We stared at each other while the throaty call of a crow echoed from a nearby thicket. I wasn’t going to be the one to look away. I’d been glad of Conrad’s protection in our care-homes and at the Academy, but since he’d left, I’d realized I didn’t need him. He needed to see it now too. He was my brother, and I loved him, but the closeness of our old relationship had blown away with the ash from the ruined Lovecraft Engine.
“Well?” I said at last. Dean, Cal and Bethina, who’d been a chambermaid in my father’s house before a few days ago, stopped and clustered around me. Conrad had elected himself group leader, but so far they’d stuck with me. Not that I knew where we were going, or where we were going to stay when it got dark again. These were ancient forests, night forests, and who knew what was lurking in the shadows? In Lovecraft, things like nightjars, shape-shifting blood drinkers and springheel jacks, terrifying long-toothed predators, ruled the night along with the ghouls. And those were just the creatures who’d managed to slip through from Thorn and other places. Here in the Mists, this native land of theirs so far from Iron, if they caught us we’d be so much lunch meat. I felt a small, traitorous prick of pride at that and tried not to show it on my face. I’d managed to get us as far as the Mists. I tried to believe I could see us through to wherever we ended up, but I wasn’t very convincing, even inside my own head. Conrad did know the Mists, and I had no idea how to even find my way out of this wood.
Conrad folded his arms. “Aoife, you’re being a child.”
“I left her there, Conrad,” I said quietly, voicing what had been bothering me since the morning dream. “I left her to whatever might happen.”
Conrad sighed, shifting his feet. “Listen, when we get somewhere safe we can talk about this. Right now, we’re exposed and we need to keep moving.” He started walking again, until my words distracted him and he tripped.
“She’s our mother.”
My brother turned back to me, and his face was colder than I’d ever seen it. “Nerissa hasn’t been a mother to me for ten years, Aoife. To you either. She left us to the mercy of people who’d just as soon burn us alive, or cut us open and study us. She didn’t even try to keep us from that when she knew she couldn’t take care of us. Some kind of mother to do that.”
“I said I wouldn’t leave her there,” I told him. I’d promised her. No matter what she’d done, I’d promised that I’d keep her safe because she couldn’t do it for herself. That was what you did, when you had a mother, and I hadn’t managed to do anything except put her in more danger. Guilt made my stomach roil. “This is my fault,” I said, “all of it, but most of all Nerissa, and I have to—”
“Dammit, Aoife!” Conrad bellowed. The crows took flight in a ripple of glossy black against the silver sky. “Going back to the Iron Land and risking your neck won’t change what happened! You’re going to have to accept that so we can all stay alive.”
I wished he’d just slapped me. The hole that opened in me at his words was a hundred times more painful than any blow would have been. Because I knew he was right. My guilt was like a chain around my ankle, attached to a weight the size of my mother. If I couldn’t put the thoughts out of my mind until we’d reached safety, I’d drag them with me. But I didn’t know how. I swiped at my eyes, telling myself my face was damp only with cool fog, not hot tears.
“All right, now,” Dean said. “I think we’ve established neither of you is giving up this ghost, so why don’t we agree to disagree?” He helped me off the stump and put his arm around me. “And Conrad—how about shutting your big trap and not making your sister cry before I knock your teeth in?”
Conrad blinked once. “What did you just say to me?”
“Hey!” I clapped my hands. Boys could be like unruly dogs. Where was a bucket of water when I needed one? “I’ll keep going,” I told Conrad quietly. “But I’m not going to forget about this. I am going to get her back.”
“I’m not saying forget it,” he said. “Just focus on staying safe until our father comes back and can help us settle things.”
He started walking again, his stiff-shouldered posture evidence that he was dismissing Dean and me—and the straggling Cal and Bethina—so I spoke my last thought to his back: “You know, Archie coming back and saving the day is about as likely as a snowball surviving the heart of the Engine.” It was harsh, but it was true. Conrad was the only one who refused to see that.
Second entry:
What can I say about my father? I knew him as only a story for the first fourteen years of my life, a figure both larger and smaller than any real father could hope to be.
I know that he stayed just long enough to watch Conrad take his first steps and see me born before he returned to the city of Arkham, to Graystone, his family home, and then had nothing more to do with us. Nerissa never mentioned it, but I knew they weren’t married, and that a family like the Graysons didn’t need bastards running around. It made me angry, made me feel small and worthless, like a trinket rather than somebody’s child. Usually I pretended I didn’t have a father at all.
I only saw him once: when the Proctors scooped me up and Grey Draven told me the truth about the necrovirus, that it was a lie and that he planned to use me to lure in the insurgents my father was running with. My father showed up and helped me get out of Ravenhouse, the bastion of the Proctors in Lovecraft, and run to Arkham, back to my brother and into the Mists.
We spoke maybe ten words to each other.
So you can see why I don’t have a lot of faith in Archibald Grayson showing up and saving the day, even though Conrad thinks he’ll solve everything. People relied on the Proctors to solve everything too—to keep them safe from the necrovirus—and look what happened. The world is going to burn. Maybe not all at once, but what happened in Lovecraft is surely worldwide news by now, and who knows what’s already crossed over from the Thorn Land to make a picnic of the human race? I can’t even think about it without feeling like I want to cry, scream, or simply lie down, let the guilt eat me alive and give up.
I don’t know if our father is coming back. I don’t know if he’ll help us if he does.
I don’t know anything except that Conrad’s wrong about me, and about our mother when he says that she’s a lost cause, and that if I want to survive, I have to cast my lot with a father I barely know. If I can go back, if I can at least make sure she’s alive and see what condition the city is in from what I did—if it still exists at all—then I’ll know.
I’ll know exactly what I did and what the damage was, the number of deaths and exactly how many tons of guilt should press on me. I’ll know if there’s anything I can do to make it right, because the plain fact is, innocent people shouldn’t pay for my stupidity. That, nobody had to teach me. That’s just the truth.
And maybe if I know what happened, I can stop dreaming about it.
I’d stopped keeping track of how many miles we’d walked days ago, but not of the day. My birthday had come and gone, and so far, I still had my mind. But I wasn’t cured. Periodically I felt the scratches and whispers of the madness, and I waited for the iron poison to awaken it fully in my blood and plunge me down an endless hole of insanity.
The road disappeared for a time, and we relied on the dim sun to navigate until it came into view again. Well, Conrad did. The rest of us were so tired we mostly just trudged. Cal had barely spoken since we’d come through from Arkham to the Mists, and finally, when I looked back and saw him stumble, I dropped back to walk with him.
“How are you holding up?”
Cal grunted. He was a head taller than me, and I watched his knobby Adam’s apple bob up and down.
Of all of us, Cal was the least what he appeared to be. I should have been afraid of him—after all, the Proctors had filled my mind for years with warnings about the ghouls that lived in the old sewer tunnels below the streets and surged up to hunt when the moon was full.
But they’d also told me my mother was crazy and had to be locked away, and that a bloodborne virus was responsible for my abilities and my madness dreams, so there you were. Cal might have been a monster before he’d come to the Academy, a ghoul who’d hunted people like me, but he’d stuck by me when everything went wrong. Draven had sent him to spy on me, threatened to burn Cal’s family alive if he rebelled, and Cal had still helped me get out of Lovecraft. Cal was loyal. I trusted him a lot more than Conrad at that moment.
Which made me feel lousy, like I was betraying my own blood in favor of someone who wasn’t even human, but the fact remained that Cal had been there for me when Conrad hadn’t. And he didn’t have potential madness lurking in the dark corners of his mind, ready to spring forward and sink its teeth in the moment he got too close to the Iron Land. I loved Conrad, but I’d never forget that in his worst moment, he’d hurt me, and hadn’t hesitated to do it. I had a scar to ensure I’d never forget.
“Cal?” I said when he didn’t answer me.
“How do you think I’m holding up, Aoife?” he snapped, thin face growing a deep frown. “Being in this place isn’t going to get us into any less trouble, and it just might get us into more.”
Regardless of the shape he took, Cal had a nearly endless capacity for worrywarting. I was just glad he’d decided to keep his human shape for the time being, though that was a credit more to Bethina than to me. Cal was sweet on her, and she thought he was a regular boy. I just hoped she wouldn’t try to light him on fire when she figured out the truth. Bethina was bubbly and sometimes flighty, but she wasn’t stupid, and eventually all the strange bits of Cal’s personality would fall into place for her.
I’d decided at the outset that I’d cross that bridge when we came to it. Besides, how was I supposed to pull her aside and tell her the nice boy with the city manners was actually a flesh-eating beast? That was a conversation I couldn’t even fathom how to start. It would come up one way or another—Cal wasn’t always good at hiding his true nature. None of us were, I guessed. Dean snarled when he was angry, and I got blinding headaches when I was too close to iron. Conrad was the only one among us who could appear effortlessly human, and I was really starting to resent him for it. He’d been out of the Iron Land long enough that his madness had largely receded. I hoped it would be the same for me, but sooner or later, I’d have to go back, and if he went with me we’d both be in trouble.
“Fine,” I grumbled.
“If you say so,” Cal said, and I could tell I’d played on his last nerve. He could tell I was wishing I could just leave the lot of them, aside from Dean, in the woods and go home.
Not even that. I wished I could wind time backward until none of this had ever occurred. And if I could live that time over again, I would ignore what was happening to me, go on being a good student, a good girl, good little Aoife Grayson, who adored her brother because he was the strong one, the charming one who could do no wrong. He was a brother she could trust, implicitly. A brother who’d never hurt her.
But then I’d also be insane from the iron of Lovecraft, locked up with my mother, and who knew what would have happened to Conrad. I could never have that little girl’s imaginary version of my brother back, and I was just going to have to live with it. If I’d done it sooner, I might not have been so easily swayed by Tremaine, or so quick to dismiss my mother’s ramblings. If I’d been more willing to accept reality, my mother would be safe and alive, instead of alone in a city overrun with creatures of Thorn.
If she’d survived. I didn’t let myself think that my mother might be dead too often, because the very idea was a physical pang in my chest. Nerissa had managed to survive for seven years in the worst madhouses in Lovecraft. She couldn’t be dead. I kept repeating that, with all the dedication of a fanatic. My mother couldn’t be dead. She had to be waiting for me when I went back.
I became aware that Cal’s skinny shadow no longer loped next to me, and I turned back. Cal was frozen, quivering, his nostrils flared and his chest vibrating like a plucked string.
“Cal?” I said with soft alarm, motioning to the others to stop.
His lips drew back from teeth that razored out of human gums, leaving thin red trails of blood and spittle on his lips. They disappeared just as quickly, when Bethina turned toward him, but the wire-tight tension didn’t leave his skinny frame. “Someone else is here.”
Dean cut his eyes toward the brush and back to me. “Get off the road.”
“What’s going on?” Bethina called tremulously from behind Cal.
“Get off the road now!” Dean bellowed, and grabbed me by the arm, dragging me into the brush. I gasped in pain as thorns snagged my sweater, rending skin and finding blood beneath.
I saw Cal, Conrad and Bethina go into the ditch on the other side of the path as Dean pulled me down. Mud soaked into my stockings and through the holes in my boots, and freezing water numbed me.
“What—” I started, but Dean pressed his finger against my lips.
A second later, I felt something unfurl in my mind, like a flower opening under the light of the moon. It prickled across my forehead, over my scalp and down my spine, fingers of feeling scraping across my every nerve.
Please, I thought as panic pressed on my chest, slowing my breath to almost nothing, not here. Not now. I knew the sensation bubbling up from the recesses of my brain, knew it the same way I knew my own heartbeat. My blood was reacting to iron, iron that whoever Cal had scented carried, iron worked into an unseen machine. And with the machinery came something else: the power that my father, in his journal, had called a Weird. And on the heels of the Weird, because machines and iron were inexorably intertwined, the madness would bloom.
My Weird had been quiet since we’d been walking through the Mists, but not now. Now it was pushing against the inside of my skull, threatening to crack it. I pressed a palm against my forehead and dug the heel in, willing myself to stay quiet as my thoughts went wild, clamoring for me to scream and let my Weird free. Behind them was something blacker, something that crawled and giggled as it picked at the scars on my psyche. Let me in, Aoife. Let me show you.…
I saw a sharp stone protruding from the embankment, and I ran my hand against it, dragging it down my palm. Blood dribbled down my wrist and the sharp, clear prick of pain pushed the whispers back. When all else failed, physical hurt would quiet the voices in my head. For now, anyway.
The Weird still pressed on my skull, and I pushed harder against the stone, focusing only on the pain.
On the road, the trees parted ahead of us and disgorged two tall, thin figures. They weren’t Fae—I could tell that much from their lack of silver eyes and pointed teeth—but they weren’t human, either. They moved too smoothly for that, like the fog all around us glided between the trees, and their forms were too slim and angular.
The Erlkin had found us. The people of the Mists, the other half of Dean’s bloodline, had found the intruders in their domain and were coming to exterminate us. At best. At worst, they were Erlkin working for Grey Draven, and we were about to be shackled and taken back to Lovecraft. I pressed my forehead down into the dirt. That couldn’t happen. It would be the end of even a faint hope that I could remain free and sane.
Dean squeezed my arm, each finger carving a groove that would leave purple marks behind. He was telling me to stay quiet. Stay still. Not to give us away.
I wasn’t the one, as it turned out, who screwed up—a splash came from the ditch on the other side of the path and I knew it could only be Cal.
“Oh, iron damn this day!” I hissed, breaking free of Dean’s grasp, trying to reach Cal before the Erlkin did … something. I’d use my Weird, keep them from taking us, keep us free of imprisonment for one more day. Honestly, I didn’t know what I was going to do. The new Aoife moved without thinking, summoning the scream of the Weird into the front of her mind.
Conrad erupted from his side of the ditch before I could fully leap from my hiding spot, entrapped my arms and took me to ground, my knees crashing into the gravel with sharp, hot blossoms of pain as he smothered me.
The Erlkin shouted at us in a guttural language I didn’t understand, but I knew when someone was yelling at me not to move. And Conrad was muttering to me as the ground shook with their approaching footsteps, a single word over and over.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid. So stupid, Aoife.”
“We know there are more of you skulking in there!” the Erlkin shouted in English. “Show your faces!”
“I’m going to let you up and we’re going to run, all right?” Conrad whispered into my hair. “Fast as you can. Just run. The others will be all right—the Erlkin don’t want them, just us.”
I struggled, trying to get out from under his weight. “Get off me, Conrad!” I hissed. “You’re not making this any better.”
“Show yourselves,” the Erlkin ordered. “Or we open fire into the bushes and drag your bodies back to the dirigible!”
“Wait!” Conrad shouted, raising his head. “We aren’t Fae spies. We’re just traveling through. There’s no need for all this, I promise you.”
I heard the lock and snap of a weapon, and my Weird pounded against my skull at the proximity of a complex machine, a machine it wanted to bend and twist to its will. My will. But that couldn’t happen. The Erlkin couldn’t know about my ability, so I held it back, until I thought I’d burst. I threw Conrad’s arms off me, feeling as if I’d suffocate if he touched me for another second.
“I’m Conrad Grayson,” Conrad announced. He stood above me now, hands out to the side, the long, clever fingers we shared splayed in deference to show his empty palms. “I’ve been here before, and I’ve always been a friend to the Erlkin, just like my father, Archibald Grayson. Maybe you’ve heard of him?”
To my right, Bethina and Cal climbed slowly from the ditch they’d thrown themselves into, Bethina clutching Cal’s arm. He was doing an all-right job of not losing his form, but it wasn’t good enough. I could see long teeth, and yellow eyes, and claws. I jerked my chin at him and he swallowed his ghoul face, features rippling until he was human again.
Now that we’d been caught, all I could think about was how we could convince the Erlkin we weren’t a threat. I wasn’t leaving Dean and Cal and Bethina, that much was certain. Conrad could run if he wanted to. I’d already left enough people behind.
“You,” the Erlkin said to Conrad. “Oh, we know all about you, Conrad Grayson.”
I took the chance to examine the Erlkin while he was focused on my brother and his big mouth. He was tall, thin, with hollow cheeks and stringy black hair pulled back with a leather thong at his neck. He looked like a human who’d been dead a few days, whose skin, tinged blue, had begun to tighten. In another life, when I’d been a student, some of us freshmen had been dared to go into the anatomy room in the School of Hospice. The cadaver on the table, dead of a ghoul attack, had looked much the same.
The thing he held in his hands was about the size of a crossbow but had a bulbous end, a glass ball that enclosed a coil of copper piping running back to a bulky gearbox near a trigger. Putting together what I’d learned at the Academy, I guessed it was a stun gun, with a windup static charge.
“You think you can hire slipstreamers to smuggle you back and forth across our borders any time you please?” the lead Erlkin snarled. “You think we don’t know every time your sack of meat walks through the Mists? We’re not stupid, human, nor are we savages. We see you. We know that someone breached the Gates, and we know that our borders aren’t safe. You’re not welcome here, by any true citizen of the Mists who’s not just out to take your money and leave you to die in a swamp.”
I looked up at Conrad in alarm. I’d thought the Erlkin who’d helped us escape Graystone, our father’s house, had been, at the very least, not criminals. Honestly, I’d hoped they’d been in some kind of authority, that Conrad had used his charm to sway the Erlkin to his cause, but I saw now that I was wrong. Slipstreamers, Dean had said, were Erlkin who used the Gates on the sly, for illicit purposes, caring nothing for what might happen if they misused the Gates or allowed something unwanted to come through along with them. It was horribly dangerous—slipstreamers didn’t really know what they were doing, and often as not, their charges disappeared into a void.
In short, I thought we’d been invited to the Mists. But knowing Conrad as I did, I should have guessed he’d done something underhanded. I could have strangled him in that moment, and I doubted Dean or Cal or Bethina would have stopped me, judging from the looks on their faces.
“Listen,” Conrad said, making a smoothing motion in the air between the Erlkin and himself. “I’m sure we can work this out.”
“You’re a wanted man,” the Erlkin snarled. “And the rest of you are trespassers. Every time you cross from the Iron Land or anywhere else to the Mists, you raise the chance of the Fae finding a way in and crossing over with you. This may be an in-between place, but it’s our place. And we don’t want you. Breaching borders without permission of the Erlkin is a grave offense.” He moved his leather-clad finger to the trigger of his weapon. “For the danger you’ve caused our lands, I could put you down right here, by law.”
Conrad took another step forward. I wanted to yell at him not to be an idiot, but I couldn’t make myself talk. I wanted to grab him like he’d grabbed me, foolish and frantic, and run, but the trees rustled behind us and two more Erlkin with similar weapons stepped onto the road. Who knew how many more might be in the trees? I stayed still, my heart pounding, hating myself for hesitating.
“We can work this out,” Conrad said again. “I have money.”
“We’re soldiers—we work for the people of Windhaven. We don’t want your money.” The Erlkin nodded to the weapon in his hands. “This is a shock rifle. Might not kill you, but it’ll knock you out. Now stay put before I prove it to you.”
“I say we shoot him here,” said the other. “Lowlife consorting with slipstreamers, and probably a human criminal himself. We don’t need that kind in our land.”
Both Erlkin raised their rifles. I opened my mouth to shout. Conrad might have been a complete idiot for using criminals to get him into the Mists and escape the Proctors, but he was my brother, and if I had to throw myself into the line of fire, I would.
Before I could do more than stumble to my feet, Dean’s shape appeared between us and the Erlkin. “Don’t shoot.”
The Erlkin looked at Dean, then each other. The pair behind us shifted uncomfortably, but at a gesture from the leader, they lowered their rifles.
“Is it …?” said the one who’d wanted to vaporize Conrad.
“I think it is,” said the leader. He cocked an eyebrow at Dean. “You’ve grown a foot or two, Nails, but I’d know that smug face anywhere.”
I cut a glance at Dean. I knew that he was half Erlkin, but I’d had no idea he was known to the Erlkin at large. I stayed quiet, waiting for him to say something and praying that it wouldn’t be one of the smartass comments that usually came out of his mouth.
Dean bristled, his shoulders going up the way they did when he got insulted. “That’s not my name. It hasn’t been for years, and you of all people, Skip, should know that.”
“That’s his name?” Cal said, surprised. “Skip? Kinda lighthearted.”
“Cal,” I said, trying not to move my lips or my body in any way that could be interpreted as threatening. “Shut up.”
“I forget what you’re running under these days,” Skip said. “Dave or Dale or something, right? While you pretend you’re flesh-and-blood human?”
“It’s Dean,” Dean gritted out. “And I’m a hell of a lot more human than you.”
For a breathless second, I thought Skip was going to shoot Dean, and then move on to Conrad and the rest of us. His cadaverous brow furrowed, and his body language tightened so much I was surprised he didn’t break. Then he dropped his rifle and laughed.
Dean laughed too, but he didn’t drop his shoulders. Neither did Skip, although he pasted a great big smile on his face, one that looked about as out of place as I’d have looked at a formal tea party.
“Hell, man,” Skip said. “How long has it been?”
“Ten years, at least,” Dean said. “We were both still playing with toys, for sure.”
“Yeah, except it looks like you never stopped playing around,” Skip said, gesturing at us. “What on the scorched earth is going on here? You still running humans around in circles and calling yourself an underground guide?”
Dean’s shoulders tightened another notch. “Why are you asking, Skip? You keeping tabs on me?”
“Not me.” Skip shrugged. “But someone up there is keeping an eye on you, boyo, a close and watchful eye, at that.”
Dean didn’t stop smiling, but he dropped back to stand next to me. The implicit meaning wasn’t lost on me: he was with us, even though he shared Erlkin blood, just like Conrad and I shared the Fae’s. None of us was one thing or the other. We were caught in the middle, just like we were caught between the four Erlkin with their rifles.
“We’re not here to make trouble,” Dean told Skip. “We’re just passing through.”
Skip shook his head. “Don’t even try to sell that one to me, Nails. Dean. Whatever. You know we’ve got to take you up. That one’s a wanted criminal, and the others, well.” He sighed. “We know what’s happening in the Iron Land.”
“I really doubt that,” Dean muttered, but he nodded to Conrad and the rest of us. “Fine. Take us up to the city on Windhaven. Can’t say I missed that flying junkyard at all, so let’s get this over with.”
Skip gestured at Conrad. “We’re going to arrest him and put the cuffs on.”
Conrad bristled. “The hell you are.”
“Conrad,” I snapped at him, jabbing him on the arm. “You’ve done enough to aggravate these gentlemen, don’t you think?”
He looked at me like I’d slapped him with my hand rather than my tongue. I felt a pang in return. I used to be a good girl, a nice girl, who never so much as raised her voice. Who would never have scolded her brother for only doing what he thought he had to.
Well, she was gone, along with the life she’d lived. Conrad had led us back into the Mists as a wanted criminal, and he’d gotten us into this mess. I loved my brother, but he could be a prize idiot.
Skip gestured to his fellow soldier, who pulled out a pair of old-fashioned skeleton-key shackles. I flinched when I saw the gleam of polished, oiled iron. I just hoped Conrad would be out of them before the madness started to creep in. The last time he’d had a fit, back in Lovecraft, he’d attacked me and tried to slash my throat. I tried not to think about it, the feel of the knife against my skin, the curious warmth of blood loss, but the memories crept in and I flinched as the Erlkin snapped the cuffs shut around my brother’s wrists.
Skip gestured to the group, and we fell into a loose line, bracketed by the four Erlkin.
Dean grabbed my arm and leaned close enough that his lips were against my ear. “When he asks—and he will—you and I met somewhere that didn’t involve guiding, you’re here because your brother got you mixed up in a scheme, and for the love of all that’s iron, don’t mention the Fae stuff unless you want your head hung out as a warning to anyone else who’d wander into the Mists. Got it?”
“Got it,” I murmured, keeping my eye on the back of Skip’s head. Dean had made it evident there was no love lost between Fae and Erlkin, but I had the sinking impression that I’d gotten into a swamp much deeper and more dangerous than I could have conceived. I wasn’t as good a liar as Dean or Conrad, and I couldn’t lie inside my own mind at all—I was scared of what we’d find when we reached this Windhaven, whatever it was.
“Knew you’d catch on, princess,” Dean muttered, and brushed a kiss against the top of my ear before he let go of me.
I put aside the way his touch made my thoughts jiggle out of alignment. It wasn’t the time for crushes and weak knees, even if I wanted nothing more than to have everything be right again, and my biggest concern to be what to wear on a date with Dean, a real one with no Proctors and no specter of their lie. I raised my voice instead and spoke to Skip.
“Where are we going?”
“Windhaven,” he said. “And to get to Windhaven, we’re going to fly.”
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The Dance of the Air


WE WALKED PERHAPS half a mile, to a clearing down a gravel path off the main road. Skip and his friends kept in tight formation around us. I found it a bit ludicrous—they had no idea who the real threat was. Conrad, presumably, had a Weird like I did, some kind of elemental magic that allowed the Graysons to conjure wind and flame and everything in between. But he had never shown it to me, and I hadn’t brought it up.
It’d be much better if Skip kept thinking of Conrad as criminal but basically harmless, just a stupid human overstepping his bounds. This goal in mind, I walked with my head down, the same ache in my feet that had been there all day twinging in my worn-out boots.
“There’s going to be a weight issue,” said Skip’s short friend. “The dirigible wasn’t built for nine. Or more like ten, including the portly dame.”
“Excuse you!” Bethina snapped. “I’m not an ounce overweight!”
“You’re too heavy for the sky,” Skip said bluntly. “That’s just simple math.”
“Better than being a walking cadaver, like some of us,” I piped up. Skip looked at me, then at Dean.
“Keep a gag on your girlfriend, Deano, unless you want me to do it for you.”
Dean looked at me and, no doubt seeing the murder in my eyes, brushed his hand against mine. “Not the time,” he muttered.
I took a deep breath and then leaned a bit closer to him, so that the sides of our hands stayed in contact as we walked. Dean caught my eye again and gave me a sideways smile.
“You three can walk back to the pickup zone,” Skip told the other Erlkin. “I’ll stay with the prisoner.”
“That’s fifteen miles!” his friend protested.
“You don’t like it, go live in the woods with the slipstreamers,” Skip snapped. “You have your orders.”
We came within range of the dirigible, and surprise made me stop and stare. Far from the metal-walled zeppelins I was accustomed to, the Erlkin’s dirigible looked like it shouldn’t fly at all. It consisted only of a metal cage slung under a balloon with bronze-colored ribs holding it in place, the red skin of the balloon rising and falling like the sides of a sentient creature.
The cage looked delicate, the wire thin and woven intricately, and Skip opened the retractable door with a crank handle. “Get in,” he ordered, shoving Conrad. My brother fell to the floor of the cage, and Skip kicked him hard in the gut.
“Hey!” I shouted, lunging for Skip. Dean grabbed me by the sweater and yanked me back.
“No, Aoife,” he hissed through gritted teeth. I struggled against him for a moment before going still. I’d always had a temper, and it was coming out more and more now that I didn’t have the admonition to be a “proper young lady” hanging over me, as I’d had at the Academy. I gave Skip the worst look I could muster, but I smoothed my hands over my skirt and stood down.
“I’m fine,” I told Dean. “He’s not worth it.”
“You’re a firecracker,” Skip sneered. “Time was, Dean knew just what to do with a girl like you.”
I crouched next to Conrad, cradling his head in my lap as Skip got Cal and Bethina on board and reeled in his mooring lines. “Bastard,” I said to him, stroking my brother’s hair. Seeing Conrad hurt brought back the old feelings, the feelings of the girl who’d do anything for her strong, loyal brother. Conrad coughed weakly.
“I’m fine, Aoife,” he said. “We’ll get this fixed. Just a misunderstanding.”
Once we’d all boarded, the craft rose from the forest floor with a bump. I looked at the ground drifting away below my feet and tried to focus on the construction of the Erlkin’s craft to still my temper and the fear that once we reached Windhaven, we’d be in even worse trouble. The cage was made of fine silver mesh and iron bones that echoed in the wind, giving an empty bong when I tapped my knuckle against it. Hollow bones, like a bird’s, light and strong. The Erlkin were better engineers than the Fae, that was for sure. The Fae feared anything with moving parts, treated it like it was some object from beyond reason if it mimicked their magic in any way.
Except I was in an iron cage, and even now I could feel it pressing on my mind, stirring in my blood and bringing on light-headed fits.
I tried to breathe, to think of orderly numbers and figures, the physics that allowed us to rise from the ground and drift above the treetops. Tried not to think of my dreams or my mother, as impossible as that might be.
“How far?” I asked Dean.
“Not much longer,” he announced. “The faithful of the fold never venture too far from Windhaven. Isn’t that right, Skip?”
Skip said nothing, just kept his hand lightly on the rudder of the dirigible, until we were far enough off the ground that all I could see were the tops of trees, rising through the fog like the blackened fingers of dead hands.
“Not far now,” Skip said, but his tone didn’t fill me with hope.
When Windhaven came into view, it wasn’t a sight that anything in my life, including my visit to the Thorn Land, the home of the Fae, had prepared me for.
The fog parted like the sea before the prow of an old-fashioned ship, and I saw gleaming towers of iron suspended high above the ground.
The distinctive burnt-paper scent of aether reached my nostrils, and as Windhaven got larger, I realized it wasn’t merely suspended—the entire city was flying along before us, moving above the Mists like a great raven casting its shadow across the ground. Iron didn’t poison the Erlkin, I knew—Dean had been just fine spending his life in an iron city surrounded by machines. Good for Dean and the Erlkin. Bad for Conrad and me. My stomach dipped along with the craft.
As we drew closer, I saw that Windhaven’s structures were built on an oval platform supported at the thinnest and widest points by giant fans whirring so loudly that even now, hundreds of yards off, they overwhelmed my ears. At the base of the city a giant aether globe hung by flexible cables, supplying Windhaven with light and communications. It looked small as a marble, or a twinkling star in a vast sky, against the grand scale of the flying city.
A mass of radio aerials flew from the highest tower at the apex of the buildings, which were largely curved but didn’t look as if they’d come together in any particular order. It was, for lack of a better description, a flying scrapyard, albeit one held aloft by engineering that made me dizzy with its genius.
I saw a cluster of spindly docking arms radiating from the back of the flying structure, in the dead spot for drag near one of the giant fans. Some were already occupied by crimson-sailed dirigibles similar to ours. Skip steered us toward an empty berth.
The arm extended toward us, long, flexible cables seeking out the iron ribs of the balloon.
“Magnets,” I said to Cal, analyzing how everything worked out of habit. We’d both been students at the School of Engines before I’d found out he was actually a ghoul and I was actually, in the eyes of the Proctors, an abomination.
“It’s boss,” he murmured, distractedly keeping one hand on Bethina’s where it clutched his arm in a death grip.
The magnets clamped on and reeled us in, safe against the docking arm. A thin ladder that looked like it couldn’t support even its own weight locked onto the outside of the dirigible’s cage.
“I’m not climbing that,” Bethina said instantly.
“You’re welcome to stay here,” Skip said shortly. “Once the city climbs up to night flying altitude, the temperature will drop enough that you should freeze to death in an hour or two. You probably won’t feel a thing.”
Cal put his hand on Bethina’s shoulder. His stringy body was vibrating, and I could tell it was taking everything he had not to change and launch himself at Skip’s throat.
I was thinking it would be a toss-up who clocked Skip first—Cal or me.
“Come on,” Cal soothed Bethina. “It’ll be okay. I’ll be right behind you.” He opened the door and helped her out onto the ladder. She was sheet white, her knuckles the color of bone where she held on to the metal, and I didn’t envy her. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but I had plenty of other fears to fill that void, and being so close to iron was making every one of them stir and raise their heads.
Skip turned to Conrad and pulled a key on a flexible chain from his belt. “I’m going to unlock you to climb up. There are more of us at the top than you could hope to overpower, and if you pull anything you’re going off the side.” He smacked the cage for emphasis, and it rattled. “It’s a long way down.”
“You can lay off the lanternreel-villain talk,” Conrad told him. “I’ll be a good boy.”
Skip curled his lip and looked at Dean. “And what about you, Nails? You going to be a good boy?”
“Doubt it,” Dean told him. “Never managed it before.”
Skip snorted before he manhandled Conrad onto the ladder and followed him up.
Dean helped me out, his hand warm on mine even though the breeze whipping along the docking stations was icy cold. “Why does he call you Nails?” I asked.
“Long story,” Dean said. “Not one I’m going to waste time telling, either.”
I looked up the ladder at the dark, arched mouth of the entrance to Windhaven. The lump of fear in my chest hadn’t dissolved, and in fact felt like it had grown. “Is this in any way a good idea?”
“No,” Dean said. “Probably the opposite, as a matter of fact, but I don’t see that we’ve got much of a choice on this one.”
I didn’t either, so up I went. As we climbed, we went from breathless open space to a tiny tunnel. Skip was waiting at the top of the ladder, snapping the cuffs back on Conrad, and as soon as we were all on our feet on the platform, we marched down the tunnel to a hatch leading to Windhaven proper, marked with a symbol in the shape of a wheel and spokes with wings attached.
More Erlkin dressed in uniforms like Skip’s waited at the hatch, and he handed Conrad off to them before turning to me. “We’ll keep your friends in holding until we determine their status. You too. Nails, you’re free to go.” He gave Dean a look I couldn’t identify. Not anger, not contempt, but not pleasure, either. “I’m sure Shard will want to see you.”
An Erlkin even taller than Skip took my arm. “You come with me, girlie.”
I glanced back at Dean as they led me away. I was smart enough to know that I had to stay calm and passive with this many edgy Erlkin around, so I didn’t fight, but it was hard to take my eyes off Dean. Dean was constant, and he was safety. Separated from him, I didn’t know how long I could hold off the madness dreams. Besides, I didn’t want to leave him and the gleam of his silver eyes, the blush that sat on his lips, full for a boy’s, and the feeling of his strong hands gripping mine.
Dean didn’t look at me. He was staring into the middle distance, and I could tell he was seeing something I couldn’t see at all.
I didn’t get to view much of Windhaven as the Erlkin marched me to my cell. They kept me belowdecks, and we passed through a series of hatches lit by spitting aether globes, the walls pitted with rust and painted with more of the strange pictograms like the wheel-shaped symbol that marked the entry. I reasoned it was the Erlkin language, and these must be shorthand for directions to the various levels of the city-ship. I tucked them away in my memory to write out and puzzle over later. I was good at symbols and riddles, and the sooner I didn’t have to rely on an Erlkin to translate, the sooner I’d be able to escape Windhaven if I had to.
I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but I had the bad feeling it was going to, and rapidly. The Erlkin didn’t seem overly friendly now, when they thought Conrad and I were only human. Who knew what would happen if they ferreted out our secret?
The cell wasn’t nearly as cell-like as the one the Proctors had shoved me in when they’d caught me, after I’d escaped Lovecraft. It was more like a deserted classroom, plain metal tables with stenotypes arranged around the perimeter of the room, and a chalkboard with numbers—latitude and longitude—written on it. It looked as if the room’s rightful occupants had just stepped out.
The Erlkin pulled out a chair for me and sat me in it with a hard push. He dropped my bag next to me, after searching it and removing my engineer’s toolkit and anything else I could use to escape. Luckily he didn’t find my notebook, which I’d tucked away in a hidden pocket.
“Stay put,” he said. “Someone will be in after a while.”
“How specific,” I muttered. “Will it be before my hair turns gray?”
The Erlkin sneered at me and closed the hatch. I heard a rumble and saw the rods at the top and bottom lock into place. It would take a blast to dislodge the door now. I was stuck in here until they decided to let me out. If they ever did. Unless I used my Weird.
I had discovered in Lovecraft that I could move machines, that they responded to my blood as my blood responded to iron. But to use my Weird was to invite pounding headaches, hallucinations and nosebleeds. I drummed my fingers against the nearest desk. The Erlkin hadn’t actually hurt anyone yet. I had to save my strength for when we were really in danger. Being on the run had taught me that, if nothing else.
Windhaven moved slowly, but it did move. I could feel the barest vibration of motion from where I sat at the bare desk, spatters of ink coating the pale surface.
I searched the drawers and found a mechanical pencil. It would have to do. I flipped open my battered notebook and sketched out the symbols I’d seen from memory. Underneath I scribbled Erlkin symbols as seen at Windhaven.
My father had never run into the Erlkin, except once. They’d taken him into the Mists, like they had Conrad, before the Fae could get to him.
But were they the same smugglers who had gotten Conrad into trouble? Or had it been someone else, someone who had allowed my father to escape the Fae? I didn’t know, nor did I know where my father was now.
I started an entry on the next page. Writing at least gave me something to occupy my mind, rather than fretting over what would happen when the door opened again. Fretting rarely did anyone any good.
Third entry:
The Erlkin seem hostile at best, but they helped my father escape so the Fae couldn’t force him to do what they eventually made me do—break the Gates, allowing the Fae and their nightmare creatures to flow freely through the Iron Land and attempt to eradicate the iron, then annex the land to the Thorn. And they helped Conrad, or at least a certain group of them did.
They don’t love the Fae any more than they love humans or other trespassers, that much Dean told me. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Straight out of Proctor propaganda, when it encouraged us to inform on each other, to collude to send heretics to the castigator for punishment.
Who’s worse? The Proctors or me? They fought the power beyond their understanding with lies and terror. On the other hand, I’ve read enough from my father’s books about the Brotherhood of Iron to realize that at least I’m not entirely alone in my struggle. The Brotherhood was my grandfather’s cadre of scientists, magic users and scholars. They fought that same power by keeping their society absolutely secret, accepting the occasional casualty and adhering to ancient rules that neither the Fae nor the Proctors are playing by any longer. My father himself fought it … or did he? I still don’t know why he broke with the Brotherhood, only that Draven has a score to settle with him.
And then there’s me. I didn’t even try to fight the power. I set it free, and in the process I shattered the world.
Not shattered—cracked. I’ve cracked the mask, and the true face is showing from underneath, and it is horrible, ugly and crawling with maggots, something no human eye should be forced to look at.
Where is my father? He got me out of Lovecraft, but he could be dead now, for all I know. If he didn’t get out before the blast, before the cataclysm, he could be gone, like all the other poor souls.
Gone. My mother can’t be gone. I can’t have unwound things that badly. I’ll get out of Windhaven and go back and find her, no matter what Conrad says. I’ll do what I have to.
Somehow.
* * *
The sound of the hatch wheel spinning alerted me, and I jammed the pencil back into the drawer and my notebook back into my bag. When the hatch opened, I was sitting primly, my ankles crossed and my hands folded, like the star of any comportment class.
A single Erlkin entered, and I tried not to stare. She was nearly as tall as Skip, with twin braids running from her temples down her back, thin and tight as bullwhips. Her clothes were a simple olive drab jacket with a double row of silver buttons and tight military pants tucked into steam ventor’s boots like the ones Dean wore, steel toes gleaming and the leather spit-polished.
“Aoife Grayson, I gather,” she said. She gestured at me with a long-fingered hand. “Stand up.”
I raised an eyebrow at her, more in surprise that she was being so businesslike about taking me prisoner than anything else. “Why?”
Her lip twitched, and I could tell she wasn’t used to being questioned when she gave an order. “Get up, you wretched girl,” she said, and grabbed my arm, hefting me easily out of the chair. I wasn’t big, and she was, and strong besides. “I just want to get a look at you.” She took my chin between her thumb and forefinger and turned my head from side to side. “Skinny,” she said, “but not too skinny. Not a pale-faced wreck, either. That hair—that hair is most definitely human.”
I flushed, even though my grooming or lack thereof should have been the furthest thing from my mind. My black curls had been a gift from my father—my mother had hair as sleek and golden as a lion’s pelt. Back at the Academy, my hair had been one of my primary worries. Things sure did change. “I’ve been in the wind.”
“And a sense of humor,” the Erlkin marveled. “You pass very well. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were a sweet little human.” Her grip on my chin tightened, and I felt her fingernails dig into my skin. “But you’re not, are you? You’re a filthy quicksilver-blood changeling.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t think I caught your name.” My voice rose on the last word, but I tried to keep the fear there and not let it creep into my face. She knew what I was. Who I was. And I had no idea what the Erlkin did to people like me.
The woman smiled. It was cold, like watching the steel of a switchblade pop out. “I’m Shard. Dean’s mother.”
I stayed frozen, not making eye contact. After a time, Shard tilted her head. “Got anything to say for yourself, Aoife?”
The first thing that came to mind made my stomach drop out, as if Windhaven had begun to plummet from the sky. It was a horrifying thought, but it was entirely possible, seeing as Dean shared half his blood with the Erlkin, just as I shared mine with the Fae. “Dean told you about me. What I am.”
“Hmm?” Shard shook her head, her smile softening a degree so that she no longer looked like she was about to eat me. “He didn’t tell me a thing, dear. I smell it on you, like sewer filth.”
I twitched back a step from Shard. She could have passed for human. Though her features were sharp and ethereal, she didn’t have the predatory quality shared by most of the Erlkin I’d seen, with bones jutting from their faces like they’d been specially made to frighten anyone who looked at them. But she was more terrifying than Skip and his cronies by an order of ten. “I … smell? Strange?”
“I was a tracker, dear,” Shard said. “I spent my days chasing down fugitives and slipstreamers. You stink like a Fae, but you don’t look like one. You’re a changeling. Half-breed is probably the right word.”
“I don’t like that word,” I told her angrily. How dare Shard pass judgment on my family? She didn’t even know us. I was guilty of being gullible and trusting, it was true, but I wasn’t the enemy. Shard let go of my face, giving my cheek a pat that stopped just shy of being a slap. I flinched, and felt like the worst sort of frightened, shrinking girl.
“I don’t give a damn what you like, dear. You brought the shadow of the Fae here. You and that brother of yours.” She folded her arms and regarded me. “You’re lucky Nails is taken with you. Otherwise, you’d be over the side of Windhaven without a second thought.”
With that, she opened the door and gestured me out of the makeshift cell. “Come on,” she snapped, when I hesitated. “We’re not barbarians. Get moving and clean yourself up. That Fae stench is bad enough without your generally unwashed state on top of it.”
Shard led me up another ladder, down another set of halls and to a hatch that was less rusted, and painted with a number rather than one of the cryptic symbols. “You should be comfortable here.” She appraised me. “You’re the size of one of my lieutenants. I’ll have some clothes sent over for you.”
She opened the hatch and waited until I was inside, when she promptly shut and locked it again.
It was a better class of cell, but I was still a prisoner, and I had no idea what was happening to Dean, Conrad and the others. I slung my bag down and took in my new surroundings, sitting on the carpet and wrapping my arms around my legs. I was alone—I felt I was entitled to have a few seconds of pure panic and shaking before I got myself together and tried to find a way out.
Shard hadn’t outright condemned me, but it was clear Conrad and I weren’t welcome. The sooner we were away from these hostile Erlkin, the better.
I breathed in, breathed out and willed my heartbeat to slow down. After a moment, I stood up and examined the room. I would cope. I’d use my brain and get us out of here. It was what I did. Iron or not, I had to keep myself together for just a little longer.
The room was cramped, the ceiling following the curve of Windhaven’s hull, the base of the floating city that held up the spires above, and the bunk barely looked long enough for me to fit into. There was one empty closet and a desk barely larger than a single sheet of paper. A thin door opened onto a water closet with a steam hob and copper covering the walls in one corner, sloping down to a drain so that I could wash standing up.
Otherwise, it was only me and my things.
First things first—I took out my notebook and pried the cover off the air-shaft vent above the door, standing on the desk to reach it. I slipped the notebook inside and slid the vent cover back in place. Knowing that no one would happen upon my writing if they searched the room while I was gone made the tightness in my gut relax a little. I’d gotten very good at hiding things, living under the Proctors—searches for contraband had been practically weekly at the Academy, and with a brother who was a wanted heretic, who sent me letters that I couldn’t bear to throw away, a foolproof hiding place in my dorm room had been essential.
Next thing—I had to find a way out of here under my own power. I wouldn’t be at the mercy of the Erlkin when they so clearly mistrusted me. Besides, I couldn’t waste time at Windhaven—I had to keep my plan in motion. Evade my pursuers, go back to Lovecraft and get my mother.
Once she was safe, I could come up with a cunning plan, like the heroine of some adventure play, to set right what had happened in Lovecraft. I could find a way to outsmart the Fae and reverse the shattering of the Iron Land’s Gate, the only protection ordinary humans had. I might even find a way to stave off iron madness a little longer.
I wished Dean were in the room with me. He was good for telling my ideas to, no matter how far-fetched they were. Dean was a believer in doing the impossible, which he was usually convinced needed only a little push from my brain and his charm to become possible. He had more confidence in me than I did, most days. I could have used his hand in mine, his wiry arms around me, the shine of his silver eyes. I could have used a moment pressed against his chest, smelling leather and tobacco.
I had begun to need Dean. But he wasn’t here. So I was going to have to do this one on my own.
Portholes were an obvious choice. I checked the one above the bed. It was latched but not locked, yet when I looked I saw only the slick riveted side of the hull above and below and small pieces of iron to the side, on flexible springs. Designed, I thought, to increase or decrease drag and enable Windhaven to turn. It really was a miraculous thing, this flying city. Not my city, though. Not where I needed to be.
At any rate, the small rudders were too far away to be of any use. The wind would peel me off the side of the craft and toss me to the swampy ground of this place before I could even think of grabbing for one.
That left the door. The idea made sense on paper, but in reality, the place was lousy with Erlkin on the other side. Plus, I had no idea about the layout of the underside of Windhaven, the myriad tunnels and hatches that comprised the bulk of the flying fortress, so if I did manage to get out, I’d be running blind.
Still, I went to the door and eased my forehead against it. My Weird responded to the locks and the mechanisms in the wall, to the gears that vibrated throughout Windhaven.
It would be easy to slip the lock, and I splayed my fingers against the metal. Pressure built in my skull, my mind aligning itself with the thing that lived in my blood, which could talk to machines and make them its disciples.
When the hatch wheel unlocked and started to turn, I let out a small sound and jumped back onto the bed just as the door swung open.
An Erlkin about my size came in, holding a uniform over her arm. “You Aoife?”
I nodded. “Who are you?”
She curled her lip at me. “Captain Shard told me to bring you clean clothes.” She tossed them onto the bed next to me.
“Thank you,” I said, with a game smile. I really wanted to return her glare, but I was the prisoner, and I wanted the Erlkin to think I was harmless. Well, less harmful than Conrad, anyway. At least until I figured out how much trouble we were actually in.
“Half-breed,” the Erlkin spat at me, and then left, the hatch slamming shut behind her retreating back.
I slumped on my bed next to the clothes, shoving them aside to give myself space. The hull vibrated gently, and I leaned into it. I was exhausted, and being in a place that wasn’t an abandoned farmhouse or the crook of a tree was lulling me to sleep.
I tried to stay awake and think of more plans to get Conrad out of trouble, but sleep stole my senses, and soon I was deep under the waves of dreaming.
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The Sea of Dreams


IN MY DREAM, I was still alone. But this time, the skyline of Lovecraft had faded into the distance, and I saw it like a mirage on the horizon, shimmering. I stood in a room, the floor inlaid with silver, a star map of constellations I had never before laid eyes on. Alien stars, from an alien sky.
Before me stood a figure twice as tall as I, only a shadow, smooth and without feature. I stayed still, unsure of my footing in the dream. I always felt only vaguely attached to my dream-body, as if my mind were floating free in the void of outer space and my body were waiting back on Earth.
Behind the figure, a great gear rose, half of it above the platform on which we stood. Above us, a hundred skies turned by, sunrises and sunsets, skylines and the blackness of space. And in those skies things twisted and writhed, great tentacles of darkness coming down to merge and mingle with the shadow figure before me.
I found I could speak, which wasn’t always the case in these madness dreams—for that was surely what this was, brought on by the iron of Windhaven. “Where am I?”
The figure stared back impassively. I knew he was staring, despite his lack of eyes or any features at all. I could feel his gaze, hot and penetrating. Beyond him, beyond the gear and the platform, the skies spun faster. They were more than skies now—it was as if we were inside a giant dome and lanternreels in the thousands and millions were projected onto the glass sides.
“Where am I?” I asked again.
The figure reached out a hand. It was fathomless, black smoke in the shape of a human thing, and I felt cold emanate from the shadow as it drew closer to me. The tentacles writhed faster, lashing, and from all around us came a great moaning, which vibrated the dome to its core and came up through my feet into my bones.
Who are you? the figure hissed. Why did you come here?
“You tell me,” I whispered, my lips barely able to move from the frozen air of the dream and my own fear. This felt too strong, too real, to be purely a result of the iron around me. The madness was getting worse. I was starting to believe my own dreams. I dug my fingers into my palms, but in this dream place, I felt no pain. That didn’t soothe my worries any.
“I don’t know where here is,” I said. The great gear behind the figure began to turn, and as it did the tentacles retreated, the black figures floating in the skies shrinking away. In my ears, and through the dome, a thousand screams echoed.
You shouldn’t be here, the figure told me. This isn’t your dream. This isn’t a dream at all.
Then, as if I’d fallen from a great height, I snapped awake.
* * *
My head was throbbing, and it was dark in the room when I opened my eyes. For a moment I didn’t know where I was, and then it all came back to me. I slumped against the pillow. My clothes, none too clean to start, were soaked with sweat. That had been a bad one. Usually my encroaching madness didn’t talk back to me in my dreams.
I fumbled around until I found the aether lamp above the bed and turned the valve, the blue glow filling the tiny room. I took the uniform the Erlkin had left for me and stripped out of my filthy skirt and sweater, all the way down to nothing. I took my underthings into the water closet and ran hot water into the basin, washing them and leaving them on the towel bar to dry. While they dripped I stepped into the copper stall and let the trickle from the pipe above wash the grime off my skin.
The Erlkin didn’t skimp on amenities for their guests, and I wrapped a fluffy Turkish towel around myself and a smaller one around my damp hair in an effort to keep it from blowing up like a thundercloud.
I looked out the porthole again, but there was nothing now except night, a row of running lights on the hull streaming away from me like fireflies in the blackness.
When the hatch rattled again, I shrieked and spun, pulling the towel up to my chin. “Who’s there!” I demanded, casting around for something to throw or prod the intruder with.
“Whoa, princess,” Dean said, ducking through the hatch and shutting it. “Shhh. Nobody knows I’m here.”
“Dean,” I breathed in relief. Dean took in the scene, and me. Wrapped in a towel.
“Oh,” he said. “Sorry about that.”
“Do you knock?” I demanded, tightening my grip on the towel.
A slow smile grew on Dean’s face. “Don’t make a habit of it.” He cleared his throat, making a visible effort to keep his eyes fastened on my face. “This isn’t exactly going to convince me to start, you know.”
“You’re terrible,” I said, trying to collect the clothes the Erlkin had left for me and slide into the water closet, while at the same time hiding the warmth his stare brought to my cheeks.
Dean smiled wider. “Isn’t that why you like me so much?”
“Right now I’m not sure I like you at all,” I teased, shutting the door but for a crack, so Dean and I could still talk.
“You sure riled my mother,” he said, his shadow falling across the opening. I unfolded the clothes—brown pants with a wealth of pockets and a plain white high-collared shirt and dust-colored uniform jacket. They were patched and smelled of a cedar chest, but they fit when I slipped them on, and they were clean. By my standards lately, bliss.
“I don’t think she liked me very much,” I said, opening the door again. “Or at all.” I met his eyes. “Did you say something to her about Conrad and me? Is she going to let us go? I’m not angry, if you did. I understand she’s your mother, but I need to know.” Needed to know that Dean was as loyal as I’d always thought, and that he wasn’t the reason I was locked up in Windhaven with Shard looking for an excuse to jettison me out a hatch.
Dean was a good liar. He had eyes the color of silvery thunderheads, changeable and unpredictable and impossible to truly fathom. But he’d never lied to me. Not when it mattered.
“Course I didn’t, princess,” he said easily. “My mother is just sneaky that way—I could never put anything past her either. She’s also calculating, and she’s not dumb. She’ll realize you’re not a Fae spy and your brother isn’t a criminal. She’s our best tracker and the captain of Windhaven—she answers to the Wytch King only. She and a few other generals are just under him in terms of who bosses around the rest of the Erlkin. Everything will be all right once she gets her nose back into joint.”
He couldn’t even look at me when he said it. Well, I supposed there was a first time for everything—first kiss, first touch against bare skin, first lie. At least I could hope the part about him not ratting us out was true. I thought it probably was—Dean hadn’t seemed overly fond of his mother when we’d talked about her, and I certainly didn’t tell my mother everything. Or anything, because it didn’t matter to Nerissa in her madness anyway.
When I didn’t reply at once, Dean put his index finger under my chin and raised my face to his. “Hey. You believe me, don’t you, princess?”
“Sure,” I lied right back, amazed at how easily it came to my tongue. “It’ll all get straightened out, I guess.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Dean said with a forced joviality that wasn’t like him. Dean didn’t smile when there was no reason to smile, and he didn’t lie to me—except now. Before I could decide whether to confront him or hold off until I’d discovered a sure way out of this flying iron hellhole, Dean drew me into his arms and pressed his lips to mine. “It’ll be okay, Aoife,” he murmured against my mouth. “I promise, all right? No matter what happens, I’ve got you.”
I kissed him back, because even when I was frustrated and wary, Dean had an effect on me I couldn’t fully explain. He made me light-headed and dizzy, wanting nothing but to taste him and keep tasting him until I’d had my fill. He made me need him, with his taste and his scent and his beautiful eyes, and I realized I had to just not think about what had happened for a few minutes and be with him.
Outside in the corridor, footsteps and voices stopped us from doing more than lying back on the narrow bunk. “I’m going to bug out. I really don’t want to play the scene with my mother if she catches me in here.” He looked for a moment as if he’d kiss me again, but then he rolled off the bed and stood, the usual edgy tension stringing back into his body. “I’ll see you later, Aoife.”
“Dean,” I said, as he put his hand on the hatch. “Tell me the truth. What’s going to happen to Conrad and me?”
Dean raised his shoulders, and I could tell that he was done stretching the truth. “It’s not good, Aoife. The Fae and the Fae-blooded don’t have any friends here.” His eyes darkened. “But I won’t let them hurt you. I’ll take Windhaven to the ground first.”
“I hope it won’t come to that,” I said as he spun the hatch open. We both jumped when we were confronted with Skip’s ever-sneering face.
“Well, look at you, Nails,” he said. “Still sniffing around the henhouse, are ya, even though the bird’s been naughty?”
“Go jump off a high spire,” Dean snapped. “I can talk to Aoife any time I want.”
I blushed, sure Skip could tell exactly what had been happening before Dean opened the door. His smirk didn’t argue with my assumption.
“You sure can,” he said, “but you’ll be doing it during an audience with the king.” Skip reached past Dean and grabbed me. I yanked against him reflexively and I fought the urge to punch him.
Skip overpowered me easily, giving a laugh when Dean snarled at him. “Come on, princess,” he said in a pitch-perfect mockery of Dean’s voice. “The Wytch King wants to speak with you.”
He dragged me off by the arm before either Dean or I could object, and all I could see when I looked back were Dean’s worried eyes, cloudy and uneasy as wind-driven storm clouds.
After a nerve-racking minute, Dean caught up with us. My feet barely touched the metal plates that comprised the floors of Windhaven. Skip’s stride was long and quick, and my arm burned where he grabbed it. “You’re a lucky little human,” he told me. “One of the few to ever lay eyes on the Wytch King.”
I managed to keep my voice steady, though I was terrified beyond belief. Even Dean had seemed afraid of the Wytch King when he’d finally told me the truth about being half Erlkin and about his people, and Dean wasn’t afraid of anything, that I could see. “What does he want with me?”
“I imagine you interest him,” Skip said. “Or he’s hungry. Erlkin like live meat.” He grinned at me, every tooth like a carving knife.
“Stop it,” Dean growled from behind us. “Right this redhot second.” He pried Skip’s viselike grip off my arm and slid his hand into mine. “The Wytch King doesn’t eat people,” he said to me.
I squeezed his hand. Whatever would happen between us, at least he was here now. I was relieved—without Dean, with my exhaustion and the weight of memory constantly on me, I was about an inch from being a blubbering mess.
“You used to be a lot more fun, Nails,” Skip muttered as we mounted a broad set of steps. The double doors at the top were flanked by two Erlkin in uniform sporting shock rifles.
“And you used to be a lot less of a jerk,” Dean muttered back.
The doors swung back of their own accord, and I was distracted from the imminent fistfight between Dean and Skip by what lay beyond. I’d been expecting a throne room, the sort of thing Cal’s fantasy-story heroes like Conan and Lancelot would enter, hair flowing and swords gleaming. Some grand hall covered in silk from floor to ceiling and emblazoned with noble crests.
Instead, the room was bare, containing only a broad metal table and a long swath of black velvet curtains covering the back part of the vast, echoing chamber.
The Wytch King himself sat in a swivel chair with his back to us, pale hands with pale fingers tapping against the dark, rough leather of his chair. He turned to face us, and I felt my stomach drop as if Windhaven had plummeted from the sky.
The Wytch King’s gaze was silver and pupil-less, glossed over with a mercury sheen that seemed to slip and slither across the surface of his eyes. His lips were black, and his teeth were filed to sharp points. He wore a high-necked black uniform that looked eerily like those the officers among the Proctors wore. He sniffed the air with flattened nostrils, and those silver eyes locked on me. They were the same color as Dean’s, but where Dean’s burned with life and warmth, the Wytch King might as well have been made from clockwork.
I felt a million things in that moment—fear, disgust, the urge to scream. Those were the initial tidal wave of panic, and then my engineer’s brain kicked in. The logical, impassive side that didn’t get scared or confused. I tried to assess how much danger I was actually in, and what I could do to get myself out of it. Not much, came the rapid answer, which started the panic all over again.
“Sir,” Skip said. “The human girl.”
The Wytch King stood, extended his hand to me, and smiled. “Hello, Aoife. I’ve been waiting to meet you.”
I looked at the hand, the nails blackened at the edges with some foreign substance I couldn’t identify. I recoiled at the thought of touching him, but I knew I couldn’t risk angering the Erlkin further. I put my hand in his and gripped it firmly.
His fist closed around mine like a bear trap, and while I struggled, all my fantasies of being resolute and a good ambassador for the Iron Land slipped from my mind and were replaced with the same low-frequency hum of panic that had been present since I’d left my father’s home.
“You aren’t soft,” he said. “Your hands are calloused. Not what I’d expect from a Fae spy.”
“I’m not a spy!” I said hotly, nearly at a shout. Skip’s hand dropped to his weapon and I turned my eyes on him, raising my voice to a real yell. “You want to shoot me, you pasty-faced freak?” I yelled. “Go ahead. Go ahead and do it so you can tell your friends how you stopped the dangerous Fae spy who hasn’t done a thing except try to stay alive.”
I ripped my hand from the Wytch King’s grasp, and his nails left tracks of blood across my palm. My chest was heaving, my vision was tunneled in black, and I could hear my heartbeat roaring in my ears. I didn’t even realize I’d balled up my fists and started for Skip until Dean caught me and spun me into his arms.
“Aoife,” he said against my ear. “Aoife!” again, louder, when I reflexively fought back against his embrace. “You’re bleeding,” Dean murmured. He released me and uncurled my hand to show three long furrows in my skin, oozing blood. “Let me take care of that for you,” he said softly. “Just cool your jets, all right? This is not the place. I know how you feel. But it just isn’t.”
“You know and I know we’re not leaving here,” I said, trying to still the shakes running through me. “They’ve already made up their minds that Conrad and I are working against them.”
The Wytch King began to laugh. It was an eerie sound, more like static crackling over the aether than a sound borne from a living throat. He wheezed for a moment and then slapped his knee. “I like your girl, Nails. Like her very much.” He turned those flat doll’s eyes on me, and once again I felt the chill of something cold and older than I could imagine sweep over me. The Erlkin might not have had the iron affliction or cruel, spiteful streak of the Fae, but they weren’t human, and things like me were prey to them. I was acutely aware of that as the king stared at me.
“It doesn’t change the fact,” he said, “that your brother consorted with slipstreamers, smugglers who weaken our borders by bringing your kind through. And I will not let that go unanswered. I can’t. My people rely on me to keep them safe, just as you rely on Nails.”
“I keep myself safe,” I said, steel creeping into my tone. “I’ve been doing it for a long time.” How dare he imply I was some helpless, sappy girl, cowering in fear unless she had a boyfriend to protect her? The more time I spent with the Wytch King, the more his unpleasantness reminded me of Grey Draven’s. The former Head of Lovecraft, the man who’d tried to use me to lure my father into a trap, had the same single-minded coldness as the Wytch King. I didn’t know if that made the Wytch King more human or Grey Draven less so.
“You welcome some humans,” I challenged the king, spurred by the memory of Draven and his cold-blooded threat to find and exterminate my father, Conrad and anyone else of the Grayson line he could get his hands on when I wouldn’t cooperate with him. “You helped my father.” Maybe if I could convince the Wytch King I wasn’t his enemy, I could wheedle my father’s location out of him. The thought made me stand a little straighter and try to act as if I weren’t a knock-kneed mess. During my life at the Academy, I’d gotten good at pretending such things.
“I did,” the Wytch King agreed. “I helped Archie Grayson, because the enemy of my enemy is my ally, and Archie has never crossed an Erlkin widdershins, which is more than I can say for most of your kind.” He took his seat again, leather and springs creaking under surprising weight. “But you’re not your father, little miss. And if the Fae and that human-shaped stain on the world who calls himself Grey Draven have their say, you’re never going to follow his footsteps through the Gates either.”
This time, the chill I felt had nothing to do with his stare. “How do you know him?” I demanded. Were we in even worse trouble than I thought? Had Draven somehow snowed the Erlkin into an alliance to bring me in, use me as the bait he needed to lure my father?
“We do not voluntarily shut ourselves in a cocoon of superstition like the Fae, Aoife,” said the Wytch King. “Don’t look so alarmed. I’ve heard of what happened in that iron city, the one called Lovecraft. Draven’s made sure your face is plastered across every newsreel there is, and your name spoken hourly on the aether waves. Your disappearing act has become something of an embarrassment to him now that he’s used the disaster to rise through the ranks, according to my spies.”
I had never imagined that Draven would use the destruction of his own city, the city he’d been responsible for, to leverage a promotion with the Proctors, but in retrospect I felt stupid for being so naive. Of course Draven would seize the chance—a supposedly mad terrorist attacks his city, and he, stalwart, picks up the pieces and puts on the brave face. Of course the Proctors would promote him, give him all the power he needed to hunt down the person responsible: me. It fell into place like the worst sort of war machine, efficient, sleek and deadly.
“Draven’s in charge of the Proctors now?” I whispered.
The Wytch King chuckled. “The director, from what I hear. Head of the whole business, making sweeping changes. There’s chatter that he’ll be president someday.”
I felt numb, dizzy, as if I were plummeting. Draven had the ear of the current president of the War Council. Only Inquisitor Hoover, who’d founded the Bureau of Proctors, stood above him.
If I’d thought getting back to Lovecraft would be hard before now, it had just taken on a whole new dimension of impossibility. Never mind the city—I wouldn’t be safe anywhere in the Iron Land where the Proctors had eyes.
Dean squeezed my hand gently, and I could tell by the lines between his eyes that his thoughts had followed the same track. I just felt worse—not only had I destroyed Lovecraft, I’d catapulted Draven into a position of even more power.
Somewhere, that ugly Fae Tremaine was laughing himself sick, I just knew it.
“So, my dear,” said the Wytch King. He raised his fingers and licked my blood delicately from his nails. “I wouldn’t be so anxious to escape Windhaven just yet. Once your brother has had his day in court, you’ll be free to go. Until then, well …” He tilted his head. “Silver-tinged Fae blood or no, it will be very interesting to have humans aboard. Very, very interesting.”
He gestured us out, and with prodding from Skip, we exited the king’s chamber.
Back in the hall, I looked at Dean and asked a question I already half knew the answer to, hoping he’d say something different. “Do we want to be interesting to the Wytch King?”
“Hell no,” Dean said. “Not one little bit.”
“I didn’t think so,” I told Dean with a sigh, before we separated, the brush of his fingers on my cheek the last thing I had to remember him by before Skip took me by the arm.
I let him take me back to my room, playing the part of the good little human girl, even though I was more determined than ever to be anything but. Anything but the Fae spy the Erlkin believed me to be. Anything but the simple, pliant girl Grey Draven wanted to think I was. That wasn’t going to fix anything, wasn’t going to find my father and free Conrad. And it wasn’t going to save my mother.
After I calculated that enough time had passed for most of Windhaven to be asleep, I tried the hatch of my room again. Using my Weird here was rolling the dice—the madness could find a way in as easily as my gift—but I felt the lock give quickly when I applied the force of my mind to it. My nose didn’t even start bleeding, as it had been wont to do in the past. I felt a brief boil of nausea in my guts, and thankfully, that was all. I was relieved. Knocking myself down would defeat the whole purpose of using my gift in the first place.
I didn’t know precisely where I was headed, I just knew I couldn’t let the Erlkin treat me like a prisoner any longer. And the more of Windhaven I saw and mapped in my mind, the easier it would be for me to get Conrad and escape when the time came.
I was sure it would come to that. I had a feeling, heavy in my chest, that arriving under the purview of the Erlkin had irretrievably left me in their web.
Windhaven’s lower decks appeared to be constructed like those of a seagoing ship, with layers of hulls and corridors stacked next to one another, like a heart with chambers too numerous to count. Brass ladders led from one level to the next, and I began to see repeats in the Erlkin symbols—numbers or levels, in diminishing order as I climbed, fewer and fewer spokes filling in each wheel.
The highest landing I could reach was blocked by a brass hatch, a skull and crossbones stamped straight into the metal. Not a fool, I pressed my hand and ear to the hatch and heard the howl of the wind from the other side. I wagered if I opened it, I’d be swept off Windhaven and meet the ground quickly enough, so I turned and went back down the stairs to the corridor. A series of arrows marked a symbol shaped like a lotus flower, and I followed them as the corridors narrowed around me, until only one hatch remained straight ahead.
It opened before I could put a hand on it to test what was on the other side, and I found Shard’s thin, elfin face and burning eyes glaring down at me. I flinched. This was the exact opposite of what I’d had in mind when I snuck out.
“It took you long enough,” Shard snapped. “How did you get out?”
I backpedaled a step. Her glare felt like a slap. “You were watching me?”
Shard pushed the hatch wider. “We can see all of Windhaven from here.”
I stepped into the room and gasped. Below my feet, the ground fell away, and clouds drifted below the belly of Windhaven. The walls and floors of the room were glass, bulbous petals of glass riveted to the walls along brass veins.
Rising from the glass in the center of the room like the stamens of this odd frozen flower was a pilot console replete with dozens of dials and four rudders that steered the four great fans. To one side sat a bank of dials and knobs marked with more of the strange symbols, and to the other was a wall filled with screens that twitched and danced with images.
Like the lanternreel screens back home in Lovecraft, but writ small. Dozens of them, showing rooms and halls and the exterior hull of Windhaven.
“The aether feeds images from all over Windhaven,” said Shard, “and sends them to the screens here. So yes, we saw you escape, and yes, I saw you with my son.”
She turned to me, but I refused to look away. “And?” I asked her, brash as the criminal she believed me to be. “Have you decided that I’m not a Fae spy? Or are you going to toss me off Windhaven without a parachute? Either way, make up your mind soon. I’m bored being locked in a tiny room on this floating lug nut.”
Shard moved her hand lightning quick and smacked me across the face. It wasn’t hard enough to draw blood, but my cheek stung where she’d struck. I flinched, feeling all my bravery disappear with the pain. I’d tried to act like Dean, but I didn’t have his nerve. Most of my bravery was like fast-burning aether—a bright flame with a quick flare, and then nothing except ashes.
“I hear you managed to impress the Wytch King,” she said. “So you’re probably not a Fae spy, I’ll give you that much. But what you are is a rude, impetuous little girl who can still bring the Fae to us, and for that alone, we’re not letting you leave.”
“ ‘We’?” I said. “You speak for all of the Erlkin?” I wasn’t sure exactly how much power Shard wielded aboard Windhaven, and she certainly didn’t seem to agree with the Wytch King’s assessment of me. This could go either way.
“You’re important to my son,” Shard said, her voice softer. She looked out the front of the bubbled glass, at the fog drifting back from the prow of Windhaven. “And Nails is important to me. I already lost him once when he chose his father over me.” Her eyes drifted back to my face, and I could tell by the coldness in them I was no more substantial to her than the fog outside. “I won’t let it happen again. Not now.”
“I—” I started, but Shard waved her hand.
“Go back to your room, Aoife. Nobody but Windhaven crew is supposed to be up here.”
“I care about Dean,” I blurted. That was a truth I didn’t have to question, ever. Dean, aside from Nerissa and Conrad, was always first in my thoughts. “Just as much as you do. He saved my life. I’m not trying to lead him astray or get him in trouble, but he should be able to have his own life in the Iron Land if he wants it.”
“No, he should not,” Shard said shortly. “Saying that just proves how young and unsuited for Nails you are.” She gestured at one of the Erlkin arrayed around the deck, checking gauges or watching the rudders and the aether screens. “Take Ms. Grayson back to her room. If she won’t stay in it, move her to a holding cell.”
“Yes, Commander,” said the Erlkin, and moved for me. Before she could close her hands around my arm, an alarm began to whoop from the flight console.
“Commander!” the pilot shouted. “Contact on the aether waves! Bearing one-zero-two!”
“Show me,” Shard said tensely. The Erlkin she’d snapped at darted back to her station.
“This ping,” said the pilot, pointing to a radio screen. A large, wavering blob appeared and disappeared under the stroke of the aether detector. “Huge.” She flipped another switch. “And closing in fast.”
I felt the fear return, smooth and cold as an iron ball in my stomach. Whatever was out there in the fog, I knew from the prickles all over my exposed skin that it wasn’t going to be a friendly encounter.
“We’re being hailed!” another Erlkin at the side console shouted.
“Put it through the aethervox,” said Shard. A moment of static blanketed all other sound, and then a voice I thought I’d only hear again in my nightmares barked out of the cloth-covered speakers mounted at the apex of the glass bubble.
“This is Grey Draven, Director of the Bureau of Proctors. You are an enemy vessel, carrying fugitives. You are ordered to heave to and surrender any wanted criminals on board.”
I froze. I couldn’t have moved for anything in the world, no longer able to pretend that Draven wouldn’t find me. Before I’d spoken to the Wytch King, I’d fervently hoped that Draven had died, like so many in Lovecraft, when the Engine was destroyed. Failing that, I’d simply hoped to run forever and never have to look at his face again. But he was out there, in the fog, inexorable, and I was never going to escape.
Draven, while he was alive, was never going to leave me be.
Shard cut her gaze to me, then shoved the radio operator out of the way and depressed the return switch, a finely wrought ebony knob. “You’re out of your depth, Mr. Draven. The Proctors don’t rule here, and no humans are wanted by the likes of you once you cross the borders of the Mists. Go home.”
“I know you have her.” Draven’s voice was precise and flat as a scalpel blade. “Don’t play games with me, you goblin bitch.”
I watched Shard’s back stiffen, but she was all calm as she responded. “Go home, Mr. Draven. I don’t know how you got to the Mists, but leave. There’s nothing for you here.”
Draven laughed. “I came through the Gates, of course. The gates Miss Grayson so kindly ripped asunder when she destroyed the Engine in my city.” A pause, while Shard turned to stare at me. “Oh, I’m sure she didn’t tell you that,” Draven purred. “That she’s the reason for all of this misery. That with her unnatural talents, she sent a pulse of power from the Engine to the Gates so great that it shattered the very fabric between our worlds and all the others, that she destroyed countless innocent lives, that she’s a traitor to her kind, prey to the honeyed words of the Fae.”
Shard took a step toward me, another. Her eyes weren’t flat now. She’d been proven right. I was nothing but a criminal, something foul that had contaminated her little flying world. I was in deep trouble, and began to consider where I could run to. Nowhere good.
“Commander,” said the pilot. “We have visual contact.”
Shard let her gaze wander from me, and we both stared as a dirigible hove out of the mists. It was the largest I had ever seen, a zeppelin with its rigid balloon painted matte black and embossed with the gold seal of the Proctors, raven’s wings stamped just underneath the gear and sickle, the symbol of the Master Builder, the false god Draven and his kind had created to replace magic and religion.
The dirigible was running red lanterns, a color aether took on when it was treated with other chemicals to burn brighter or hotter or longer. The hull was silver and looked like the body of a beast that lived deep under the ocean and only surfaced in legend, when it feasted on what floated above.
Gatling guns swiveled toward Windhaven from the hull, their cylinders turning slowly, and the dirigible was so close I swore I could count the individual bullets waiting to stream forth and puncture the glass bubble we stood in.
Shard swore, a coarse, barking word I didn’t understand but recognized instantly as a curse. “Evasive action,” she snapped. “Get us out of their fire zone!”
“Headwind, Commander,” the pilot said. “We can’t.”
“Do it!” Shard screamed.
“You have a choice, Erlkin,” Draven’s voice purred. “It’s an easy one. Give me Aoife Grayson or I blow that floating scrap heap out of the sky.”
I backed toward the door, desperate to get away from Draven’s voice and the view of his great dark shadow of an airship. If I couldn’t see or hear him, I could pretend this wasn’t happening. Shard wasn’t paying attention to me now. She was screaming orders, and her crew was scrambling to obey.
“I guess you’ve made your choice,” Draven said. “Too bad.” With that, tracers of orange fire streaked across the distance between the zeppelin and Windhaven. One shell shot through the glass of the pilothouse and embedded itself in the far wall. Wind screamed through the opening, and cracks like spiderwebs spread from the hole. Windhaven appeared to be well armored, but Draven’s gunners had been lucky, and the glass fell away in jagged slices as the negative pressure fought with the bullet holes.
“Return fire!” Shard bellowed. “Don’t let them get another shot like that!”
I bumped into the hatch and reached behind me to spin the wheel. My heart was hammering in time with the rounds from the Gatling guns on Draven’s airship. I couldn’t think beyond the cold fact that we had to get off Windhaven before Draven boarded it and found us. If he’d already tracked us here, there was nowhere I could truly hide from him. Draven was relentless. Eventually he’d board Windhaven, and then we’d be, as Cal would put it, screwed up like sugar in the gearbox.
I’d known Draven was depraved and possibly insane, but obsessive enough to track me into a foreign land full of hostile Erlkin? I shuddered to think what he’d do if he actually caught me again.
I slipped out through the hatch, unnoticed by any of the crew, and fled down the corridor, back the way I’d come. Windhaven jolted and swayed under round after round of fire, and there was a shriek followed by a thump that rocked me off my feet, sending vibrations through the entire hull.
Some kind of antiaircraft projectile. Windhaven righted, but I felt a change in the tenor of the turbines. We’d been hit, and a dip in my stomach told me the craft was losing altitude.
Hands took me by the arm and tried to right me, and I swatted at them reflexively.
“Relax!” Dean shouted over the whooping alarms and thudding of projectiles as Windhaven and the dirigible exchanged fire. “It’s me. Just me.”
“Thanks be for small favors,” I said, slumping. “We have to go, Dean. Now.”
His face was grim, and his jaw twitched when he nodded. “Yeah. Figure no good’s going to come of me staying here. My mother can take care of herself.”
I let him pull me to my feet. “Where are Conrad and the others?” I said.
“Cal and Bethina are in the regular cabins like you,” Dean told me. “My mother put Conrad in a holding cell down near the engine room.”
“Of course she did,” I muttered. Nothing could ever be easy on me and my family. “Is there a way we can tell Cal and Bethina how to meet us at the balloon bay?”
“There’s aethervox between the rooms, yeah,” Dean said. We stopped at a red iron box with a symbol stamped on the outside, three lines rising from a triangle. Dean picked up the handset and cranked a knob to bring up power, then turned two dials, one for deck number and one for room.
Erlkin were beginning to fill the corridor around us, rushing to and fro. Nobody paid any attention to me, since I was with Dean and they had more pressing matters, like the ever-increasing tilt of the floor beneath our feet. The hit to the bridge must have been worse than it looked. We were falling, and at a rate of speed that made my stomach float slightly off center, a sick reminder of the impact that awaited us. I’d brought Draven here, and now I’d destroy Windhaven like I’d destroyed Lovecraft—unless I got off the ship and directed Draven’s rage away from the Erlkin. I’d honestly rather be back under his thumb than have the weight of more lives on me.
“Cal!” Dean yelled. “Get the milkmaid and meet us in the balloon docks.” He paused and then rolled his eyes at me. “Why do you think, dummy? Get your ass moving!” He slammed down the handset and turned to me. “I swear, that kid’s thick as two boards. Let’s go.”
“I’m sorry,” I said as we ran against the tide of Erlkin moving toward the bridge and the doors to the outside. “This is my fault.”
“This is no more your fault than mine,” Dean said. “Draven’s the one shooting shells at our hull.”
As if to punctuate his point, an explosion rocked us against one of the curved walls and debris sprayed from a direct hit, filling the air with dust. The fine paneling and polished copper that made up the walls of the corridor and the section of hull beyond bowed and broke, and a shriek of cold air snatched at my hair and cheeks. A smoking hole reaching down into nothing stared back from where I’d been about to place my foot, half the floor and wall gone. Draven was using heavy shells—it took more than mere bullets to punch through inches of iron and rivets.
Dean’s forehead was cut, and blood ran from one of his ears. My own were ringing, like I’d stuck my head inside a bell, and wetness trickled into my left eye. “You’re bleeding!” Dean shouted at me, though I read his lips more than heard him speak.
I swiped at my face and my entire palm came away coated red. “I’m fine!” I shouted back. Whatever had hit me, I could still walk, and that was the important thing. I could panic about the amount of blood when we were away from Windhaven.
We struggled to our feet, and Dean went first along the narrow span of corridor that hadn’t been blown away. To the side was open air, and below I could see down at least four decks, sparks and escaping aether mingling to create tongues of short-lived blue fire amid the twisted wreckage.
“This way,” Dean panted. His voice came to me sounding flat and far away, like a bad connection over the aether.
We reached a stairwell, and looking over the railing dizzied me. We were at least twenty levels up.
“No lifts,” Dean said. “We’re in one and another shell hits …” He clapped his hands together.
“I hope Conrad’s all right,” I said. He had to be. My dazzlingly clever brother, who could escape any trap. He’d be fine. If he wasn’t, I’d lost my only other family and was totally alone. I couldn’t let myself contemplate that right now. I could only run.
Dean didn’t say anything, but he did move faster, taking the stairs two at a time.
The downward journey seemed interminable, especially when I was alone with my own heartbeat and the faint screech of the alarms. Every time Windhaven bounced violently, I had to stop and grab the rail or risk being pitched headfirst off the landing.
“Here,” Dean said at last. “Prison level.”
“Thank stone you know your way around here,” I panted, slowing at last. Dean shrugged.
“I grew up here. Skip and I used to sneak off all the time.”
I tried not to look too surprised. I’d always thought Dean hated the Erlkin side of him, and had pictured him absconding to Lovecraft as soon as he could toddle. But maybe it had been later. Shard’s pain over Dean’s return certainly seemed to indicate that.
By the cells, two Erlkin in uniform carried the same sort of guns Skip and the other soldiers had carried slung across their backs when they’d caught us in the forest. The cells themselves were plain gray doors, each marked, mercifully, with a number rather than a foreign symbol.
“We should evacuate,” one Erlkin was insisting, gripping his gun so tightly I could see the white of his bone through his papery skin. They hadn’t spotted us yet, and I waited in the curve of the corridor with Dean, sharing his breath and smelling the salt of his sweat and the sweetish odor of tobacco that permeated his clothes.
“And do what with the prisoners?” the other Erlkin demanded.
“Hell, I don’t care!” the other said. “Leave their asses behind. Filthy Fae and slipstreamers, the lot of them.”
“Fine,” said the other as another artillery blast shook Windhaven. “Let’s get to the balloons.”
I pulled Dean into an alcove as they passed, but they were beyond caring about a couple of teenagers wandering around. Dean picked up a left-behind manifest hanging on a clipboard and skimmed the sheet of vellum, pointing down the corridor. “Cell nine.”
Relief coursing through me, I ran down the hall and stopped at number nine, peering through the barred window in the top half of the door. Conrad had braced himself against the far wall of the cell, and his face slackened in relief when he saw me.
“Oh, thank stone,” he said. “Get me out of here.”
The lock was a tumbler and a bolt, nine pins, too complicated for me to try to shove with my mind at a time like this. If I had an episode and knocked myself out, I’d be useless, and we’d be sitting ducks for Draven. “Dean!” I shouted. “Keys!”
“They’re not here!” he yelled back. “Guards must’ve taken ’em.” He came down the corridor, looking up as Windhaven shuddered like an animal in the throes of a death rattle. The aether lamps flickered, throwing us from bright to black and back again. “We need to move,” he said. “Before all the evac balloons are gone.”
“Leave me,” Conrad said. “There’s no help for it.”
“No,” I snarled. “We’re not splitting up again—that’s what got us into trouble the first time.” When he opened his mouth to protest, I played my ace. Conrad and I could be equally stubborn, but I was better at changing his mind than he was at changing mine. “Draven is out there, Conrad. He’ll torture you. Throw you in some dark hole.” I’d already lost Nerissa. I couldn’t abandon Conrad to Draven and ever expect to sleep again. If he survived the crash of Windhaven at all.
“Yeah,” Dean said. “Nobody here is going to be your friend if you stay, man. It’s time to motor.”
“Aoife,” Conrad said. “Don’t listen to him. Get out before it’s too late and we’re both back in Draven’s cells.”
“Don’t,” Dean started, pointing at Conrad. “Don’t make your sister feel any worse than she already does.”
“I’m making her feel worse?” Conrad came to the bars, looking for all the world as if they were the only thing preventing him from wringing Dean’s neck. “You little grease monkey, it’s your mother who locked me up in here!”
“Both of you shut up!” I shouted, sick of their arguing. My head throbbed, warning me that all the iron on the prison level was building up in my blood. “Let me think!”
Dean and Conrad stared at me for a moment and then went quiet. They both knew me well enough. I pressed my palm against the door lock and tried to tamp down the panic inside me, control my heartbeat and breath. It wasn’t easy. I felt fragile, as if the frantic racing of my pulse would shatter the delicate vessel of my body.
My Weird came as intolerable pressure against my skull. My vision skewed and filled with the glow of the aether lamps, but I pushed the pain back. I grabbed the pressure and squeezed it out through my pores, my tear ducts, my nose and mouth, funneled the thing in my blood into the lock. It popped open, dead bolt flying back so violently it bowed the iron of the door, which in turn swung back and hit the cell wall with a sound like a gong.
“Come on,” I said, reaching for Conrad, who stood still and glassy-eyed, and grabbing his arm. This was the first time he’d seen me use my Weird, and much as I wanted to know he didn’t think I was a freak, we just didn’t have the time to talk now. He stumbled as I yanked him.
“Jeez, Aoife,” he said. “I’m coming, I’m coming.”
Dean leading the way, we ran toward the balloon bays as fast as the jostling, tilting vessel would allow.
Just before we reached the outer catwalks, which sprang away from Windhaven like a collection of spindly antennae, we ran into Cal. Bethina was with him, clinging to his arm as Windhaven shuddered under our feet, the death throes of the city feeding through the soles of my boots.
“It’s no good in the balloons,” Cal said. “Some got off, but they got shot down. They’re trying to slag the docking arms.”
Indeed, many of the catwalks were wrecked and smoking, just twisted memories of what they’d been. My heart sank to my feet. Draven was going to make me his prisoner again. Torture and interrogate me. Use me to bring in my father.
No.
I dug my fingers into my temples, determined to stop the clawing and whispering of the iron poisoning that tried to seduce me into the frantic, illogical thoughts of end-stage madness.
“Is there another way off?” I demanded of Dean. He nodded.
“There’s emergency craft for the crew and the security force. The last ones off the boat.”
“Good,” I said, already moving. “Let’s get there before somebody else has the same great idea.”
“I don’t know if they’re anything you want to try to escape a hail of gunfire in,” Dean said. “Took one out once when I was a kid and damn near pasted myself against a mountain.”
I kept moving. “We don’t have a choice.” We could either risk dying while getting off the ship or be condemned to something worse when Draven caught us. In my mind, the course was obvious, no matter how slim the chance we’d all survive in one piece might be.
“Agreed,” Conrad said. “We have to run. However we can. If we stay here we’re dead for sure.”
“Okay.” Dean nodded. “Better than no damn plan at all. Come with me.”
Cal grabbed Bethina’s hand, and Conrad brought up the rear. I followed Dean, and we made our way back toward the top of Windhaven so we could fall toward the ground, and freedom.
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Through the Mist Gate


BEFORE LONG, WE ran into clots of Erlkin in the corridors, and Dean cursed. “We can’t get down to the bay.”
“Where is it?” I said. Dean pointed his finger at the floor.
“Below the pilothouse,” he said. “They can reach it by evacuation tube.”
I bit my lip. The idea that sprang to mind just then was insane, but it was less of a danger than passively waiting for Draven to catch us again.
“Come with me,” I said, hoping the others wouldn’t ask too many questions, because I didn’t have a lot of answers. That was the problem with on-the-fly plans—sometimes you fell. I turned and started toward the room where Shard had kept me, hoping now wouldn’t be one of those times.
Dean shook his head as I crossed the room and opened the porthole. “Oh, no, Aoife,” he said, realizing what I had in mind.
“We’re not moving,” I said. “We can make it.”
“Yeah, and the next time we take a direct hit we’re going to get shaken off like so many pieces of dust,” Cal said, gesturing at the porthole and the ledge beyond. “This is crazy, Aoife.”
“You of all people have something real to lose when Draven boards us,” I told him, giving him a cutting look. Bethina glanced between us.
“What’s she mean?”
“Nothing,” Cal snarled. “Nothing.”
Above us, I heard the whirr of powerful turbines and a knocking against the hull.
“Boarding ladders,” Dean said. “The Proctors are coming onto Windhaven. We don’t have any more time.”
I levered my leg out the porthole. “I’m going.”
“Me too,” Bethina said, squaring her shoulders. “It couldn’t be any worse than here.”
Clinging to the metal skin of a vessel floating in midair was not my idea of a pleasant experience. I reached out and grabbed the nearest rudder, and for a breathless moment before my foot found the ledge, I swung free.
Dean followed, then Cal. He helped Bethina, and Conrad came last. I allowed myself a small moment of relief that everyone had gone along with me with minimal arguing. We might have a chance after all.
“I changed my mind!” Bethina shrieked above the wind howling around us. “I want to go back!”
“No!” Cal shouted. “No going back now! I’m right behind you.”
I crawled down the side of Windhaven, gripping the rudders and the rungs of a maintenance ladder, feeling the shudders of Draven’s boarding under my hands. But as the bottom hull curved, holding on became harder, gravity pulling my weight away from the hand- and footholds.
“You okay?” Dean grunted as we climbed.
“No,” I gritted out. I couldn’t see him where he hung above me, just heard his ragged breathing. “Okay is not what I am at the moment.”
“Hang on, princess,” he said. “This is nothing. This is a walk in the park.”
“You have a very strange idea of a park,” I panted. Two plump blue balloons were tethered at the bottom of Windhaven’s hull. I reached the first and risked taking one hand off the hull to open the basket door. My hands and arms were on fire, and I could feel tremors starting in my shoulder and working down to my fingers.
“Go on,” Dean said. “Start untethering this thing and I’ll help the others.”
To get into the basket, I had to turn myself around and crawl in upside down and practically headfirst. Spinning with vertigo, I let go and dropped onto the wire mesh. I pulled myself to my feet and went to the balloon’s tether, a flexible metal arm that was attached to the evacuation tube above us.
Dean landed on the mesh next to me, then stood and pulled Cal into the basket after him. He reached out for Bethina, who shook her head, copper curls hanging free in space. “I can’t let go!”
“Foul the gears, Bethina!” Dean shouted. “You can’t stay plastered to the bloody hull for the rest of your life!”
“If I let go, I’ll fall!” Bethina cried. Tears were streaming down her face, streaking like rain in the wind.
“You won’t fall, doll,” Dean promised, his voice changing to a soothing tone. “I’ve got strong arms. I’ll catch you.”
“Go!” Conrad snarled at her from where he clung to the ladder behind her. “I could have climbed up and down this ship twice in the time it’s taking you.”
“Conrad!” I snapped, horrified at how he could be so insensitive at a time like this. “That is really not helping!”
Bethina extended one trembling hand to Dean, and he caught her and hauled her aboard. When she stood up, shaking, she cast Conrad a look that could have stopped traffic. Cal wrapped his arms around her, and she buried her face against his collar. I almost wished she’d just slapped Conrad. Maybe then he would have learned that he couldn’t say whatever he wanted whenever he wanted to whoever was within earshot.
I finished untethering the balloon and the craft floated upward, bumping gently against the underside of Windhaven.
“At last,” Conrad breathed, and moved to close the gap and jump aboard from where he hung.
But before he could, Windhaven groaned, the propeller blades spinning to life high above us, and the floating city listed sharply to one side.
Conrad missed the balloon cage and lost his grip on the hull, pitching off the edge of the cage. He caught the mesh with two of his fingers, slipping down toward the nothing of the mist below.
“Conrad!” I shrieked, diving across space and catching his hand. He flailed and latched onto my sleeve, and with horror I felt myself sliding out of the balloon cage. Bethina screamed, sounding very far away, and Dean shouted something at Cal, but all I could see was the fear in Conrad’s eyes as he hung over the gently roiling cauldron of fog. Everything else was sucked away; there was only the knowledge that I had to save him, and the resolute stone in my stomach saying it wouldn’t end this way. Not after everything we’d been through.
I scrabbled for hold and grabbed the bar at the foot of the balloon’s door, hanging on with all my strength. Conrad grappled for purchase on my other arm. The pain was worse than anything I’d ever felt, and it radiated through me. But I couldn’t let go—I wouldn’t. Conrad’s fingers found my skin, digging furrows in my wrist.
“Aoife!” Dean shouted, dropping to his stomach as the balloon swayed wildly, free of its restraints. He grabbed me by the wrist with one hand and the shoulder of my jacket by the other, trying to haul me back into the basket. “Cal, get over here!” he bellowed. Cal left the rudder of the balloon waving wildly and joined Dean, reaching out his lanky arm and catching Conrad’s free hand. With heaving and straining and a lot of swearing, they finally hauled us back in.
Conrad collapsed, shaking, and I lay perfectly still, unable to move. My right arm, the one Conrad had grabbed, felt boneless and disconnected from the rest of my body. I could feel blood from scrapes dribbling across my skin, turning cold against the air. My forehead had begun bleeding again, sending stinging red spots into my vision. All of it was from far away, though, as if I were attached to my body by nothing more than the air we were floating in.
Dean’s face drifted into my tunneled vision. “You all right?” he said. “Let me get a look at you, princess.”
Cal helped Conrad to a place in the corner of the basket while Dean turned my head from side to side. “Don’t check out on me,” he murmured. “You’re fine. We’re all fine.”
“We might not be!” Cal shouted, pointing ahead of us. The balloon was trapped beneath Windhaven’s hull like a butterfly beneath a glass bulb. The brass finial at the top of the harness holding the balloon’s gas bag in place squealed along the underside of the floating city, trying desperately to gain altitude.
I followed the sight line of Cal’s finger along our route and felt panic rise in my chest, unfreezing my body from the shock of finding myself still alive.
The great propeller fan on the rear of Windhaven pulled us closer and closer as it sucked air into its blades, turning the city at a bank so steep that metal screeched and rivets popped and flew like bullets around us. One punctured the silk of the balloon, but we didn’t drop clear of the fan.
“We’re going to get chopped up!” Cal shouted. “We need to lose altitude!”
“And how exactly do you propose we do that?” Dean asked him.
“Steer us out of here, then!” Cal cried as the balloon bounced harder. Conrad twined his fingers in the mesh of the passenger cage. Bethina grabbed me around the shoulders and held me still so that I wouldn’t get thrown around in my fragile state.
Dean snatched the rudder, straining so hard the cords of muscle in his neck stood out like the cables of a suspension bridge.
“It’s too strong,” he panted. “I can’t turn it.” Conrad got up shakily and tried to help him, but even their combined efforts weren’t moving us quickly enough.
I crawled to the front of the passenger cage, curling my fingers in the mesh and using it to pull myself to my knees.
I focused my senses on the fan. It was the largest thing in my mind, a great mechanism of gears and blades, harnessing power from the wind and using it to hold up a device that was never supposed to fly.
My Weird wanted to touch the fan, wanted to connect with it, like reaching into a flame because it burns so brightly you have to feel it against your flesh even though you know it will sear your skin.
I pushed, with all my strength, pushed against the fan, willed it to reverse its direction and allow us to escape Draven.
My head throbbed, heat blossoming across my skin as if my blood were molten in my veins. Then the wind changed direction, blew so hard that it knocked me backward, and I lost my grip on my Weird, falling out of touch with my body and into the dark of unconsciousness.
I came to on a bed of moss that was the delicate blue color of a summer sky. I inhaled its dry, earthy scent and waited for my eyes to focus. There was a bit of dried blood crusted in the corner of my eye, and I swiped at it as I took in my surroundings. We were in a dead forest, gray spindly trees reaching twisted, bare branches into fog. Everything was gray and blue and white, as if we had fallen into a world with all other color leached out.
I rolled onto my other side and caught a more vivid slash of blue: the balloon, deflated. The cage was half sunk in the black muck of a swamp, and nobody was inside.
I sat up, alone for a moment in the drifting grayness, and called out. “Dean? Conrad?” My voice didn’t actually form words, just came out in a croak. What if something had happened? What if I was the only one left? My stomach clenched.
“Miss?” Bethina materialized from the fog, and I collapsed back onto the moss in relief. I wasn’t alone.
“Oh, stones! She’s awake!” Bethina called back into the nothingness. The others came running, and Dean crouched beside me.
“Easy,” he said. “You’ve been out for a while.”
Conrad crouched on my other side and pulled my chin so I was facing him. “Pupils are the same size,” he announced. “The bump on the head is superficial. We can move her.”
“I’ve got it under control,” Dean snapped. “Aoife isn’t going anywhere if she’s not in shape to walk.”
“Excuse me, but you’re not in charge here,” Conrad said. “Nor are you my sister’s keeper. I took care of her for fifteen years, I think I know when she’s fit to walk.”
“You call leaving her all by herself taking care of her?” Dean snorted. “Attacking her, putting a mark on her she can never wash off? Please. Aoife’s better off with me.”
“Listen, Erlkin,” Conrad snarled. “I know exactly what your idea of taking care of my sister entails, and that’s gonna stop right now. She’s a good girl and she doesn’t need your paws all over—”
“Stop it!” I shouted, and every one of my injuries throbbed, but I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from flinching. “You are both,” I enunciated carefully, so there would be no mistake, “behaving like complete idiots.”
I stretched out my hand to Cal. “Can you please help me up? We should get moving before Draven sends out men on the ground to track us.”
“Sure thing,” Cal said quickly, easing between Dean and Conrad and taking my hand. I left them crouched on the moss, glaring at each other. I wasn’t a shiny brass trophy, and I wasn’t in the mood to be batted back and forth in Dean and Conrad’s little contest to see who was the biggest, baddest boy in our group. Right now, Bethina would do a better job of leading us to safety, and she’d scream a lot less too.
There was no path through the fog, just spongy ground punctuated by vernal pools that seeped into my boots whenever I mistakenly splashed down in one. The dead forest was endless, as if a blight crept ahead of us through the fog, washing all life out of the world. This was even eerier than the ancient forest we’d come to when we crossed from Lovecraft. The creeping sensation up my spine told me we shouldn’t be here.
“What happened to this place?” I asked Dean, when he caught up with my limping steps.
“Fire,” he said. “Long time ago, before I was born. Maybe before my mother, too.”
“Big fire,” I said. The fog swirled back and forth, thinning to lace. The dead forest went on as far as the eye could see.
“The Fae set it,” Dean said. “They were looking for insurgents, some of my kind who’d set off an explosion in the silver mines in the Thorn Land. They burned the entire forest to the ground. Killed thousands.”
“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. I understood then why Shard had looked at me with such coldness. It didn’t excuse her locking me up and refusing to believe a word I said, but it at least explained it.
Dean shrugged. “Not my world. I left as soon as I was able.”
“Shard and Skip,” I said, “they both call you Nails. Why do you have two names?” Cal had two names, but he was a ghoul—wholly other. Dean was more human by a mile than he was Erlkin, from what I could see, and I wanted to know what his name in the Mists meant. I wanted to know everything about him, not that he’d tell me without a lot of effort on my part. But I was willing to try.
“Nails isn’t my name,” Dean said tightly. He fished in his pockets and pulled out a pack of Lucky Strikes, crushed beyond recognition. “Dammit,” he muttered, shoving the twisted cardboard back into his jeans.
“Your mother seems to think it is,” I said. Dean shook his head.
“You have to understand, the Erlkin are a slave race. Way back in the primordial ooze they lived underground, and when the Fae dug down looking for silver, they enslaved the creatures they found. They wouldn’t give us real names, names with meaning and magic, so they called us after scraps—glass and silver, drill bits and rock crushers.”
“Nails,” I offered.
“Yup,” Dean said. “When the first generation of free Erlkin named their children, they gave them slave names as a way to tell the Fae they didn’t own us anymore. It’s tradition now.” His mouth twitched. “But I’m not Erlkin, and I don’t need to be reminded that I was ever anyone’s slave.”
“I noticed your mother doesn’t have any problem with your being a half-breed, unlike her problems with me,” I muttered.
“Oh, she has plenty of problems with it,” Dean said with a laugh drier than the dead trees all around us. “But she knows that I’m her fault, too. Stealing away and meeting a human—tsk, tsk and all that. I know it was a lot easier for her in her position at Windhaven after I lit out for Lovecraft and decided to live with my old man. She got that nice shiny captain’s promotion the minute I left.” Bitterness tinged his voice like unsweetened tea on the tongue.
“You really have a brother?” I asked. Dean had only mentioned him in passing, but I was realizing that in spite of spending nearly all my waking moments with him since we’d met, I still knew virtually nothing about his family or his life before me.
“Half-brother,” Dean said. “One hundred percent pure boring human. Older than me by a good few years—my pops had a wife before Shard bewitched his poor dumb self. The woman ditched him and Kurt—that’s my brother. Kurt was never too fond of me, even though his old lady was long gone. Didn’t blame him except when he and I were slugging it out. I wouldn’t be itching to bond with the bastard child of my father’s new girlfriend if I were him either.”
“And where’s Kurt now?” I prompted, racking my brain to remember what else Dean had told me about his past.
“Hell if I know,” Dean said. “He went MIA fighting the Crimson Guard, ’bout a year before you and I crossed paths.” He sighed, and I could tell from his twitchy gait and fingers that he wanted a cigarette. “Truth is, Aoife, I never really felt like I was part of the family. I was a wayward kid and I wasn’t at home much. But it beat the pants off staying in Windhaven and marching in lockstep like my good little Erlkin relatives.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “About Kurt.”
“It’s all right,” Dean said. “Like I told you, we were never close. Not like you and Conrad.”
“Conrad and I haven’t been that close for a while,” I said quietly. “And we’ve been apart since he ran away a year ago.”
“You’ll get it back,” Dean said. “He looks out for you, and even if he’s a cranky bastard, he cares about you. I can tell by the way he’s giving me the hairy eyeball right now.”
I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Conrad was indeed staring a hole into the back of Dean’s head as we walked. I sighed and dropped back to match my stride to my brother’s.
“Will you quit glaring? You’re embarrassing me.”
“I don’t like your friend, Aoife,” Conrad told me. “Not one bit. He’s too familiar with you.”
“He’s familiar because I want him to be familiar,” I snapped. “Stop acting like you’re our father, Conrad, because you’re not.”
He flinched, and I felt as if I might as well have smacked him across the face. “I know that,” he muttered. “But he’s not here, is he? Nobody knows where he is or if he’s even alive.”
I stayed quiet for few steps, our feet squashing into the bog the only sound besides the faint murmur of Cal and Bethina’s conversation. Conrad was right—we didn’t know. None of the Erlkin would admit to knowing where Archie had gone. And he’d made no attempt to contact us. Not that he could, even if he was in a position to. After the Engine exploded Conrad and I had effectively vanished from the Iron Land without a trace.
No matter how much I wished Archie would appear again and make it right, as he had when I’d been in Draven’s prison, he wasn’t going to, and it was time I accepted that. I bit down hard on my lip to hold back my tears. “We know where Nerissa is,” I said after a time, when I could speak without a break in my voice.
“No,” Conrad said instantly. “Don’t even think of that, Aoife. We can’t go back there.”
“Draven already found us,” I said. “He’ll find us no matter where we go, and I have to get Nerissa out of Lovecraft.” Or what was left of Lovecraft. I imagined a wasteland overrun with ghouls and pockets of vicious survivors barricaded in their homes while black-clad Proctor squads roamed the streets and their clockwork ravens swooped overhead, watching every living thing left in the desolation.
“Why?” Conrad demanded. “She was locked up in a madhouse when everything went sideways. Those places are fortresses. She’s probably safer there than on the run with us anyway. And honestly, Aoife—that woman never did one bit of good for us our entire lives. She’s crazy.”
“She’s not crazy,” I snarled, feeling my teeth draw back over my lips. My anger flared bright and I felt the insane urge to strike out at Conrad. I’d never wanted to actually hit him before, beyond a light smack when we were arguing over something minor. “She’s poisoned by iron, like we were. She’ll be fine if we can get her out of the city.”
“You don’t know that,” Conrad said. “She’s been exposed to iron for years longer than us, Aoife. And she’s full-blood Fae besides. Her mind could be punched full of holes, just like the doctors always said it was.” He stopped and folded his arms, brows drawing together. “Why do you care so much, Aoife? You were always more angry at her than I was for leaving us, making us wards of the city.”
“Because,” I said softly. “I left her there, Conrad. I did this, and when everything went wrong and the city got destroyed I had to leave her.” A sob bubbled out of my chest and I didn’t try to stop it. Crying was better than screaming or collapsing and refusing to go on. “I have to go back and try to fix her,” I whispered. “Fix her and try to fix what I did to Lovecraft. Mend it somehow, the Gates and the Engine and all of it.”
“People aren’t machines, Aoife,” Conrad said softly, and reached for my hand, squeezing all my fingers by wrapping his thumb and forefinger around them like he had when we were very small. “Some, nobody can fix.”
“I have to try,” I whispered. My dreams would never cease, and the weight of my guilt would never be lifted, until I was able to look at what I’d done to Lovecraft with my own eyes, until I had at least tried to get my mother out of the iron city that had turned her into someone my brother and I didn’t recognize.
Conrad sighed and then dropped my hand, shoving his through his unruly black hair, so much like mine.
“All right,” he said at last. “Say I was insane enough to go back to the Iron World—where I can’t even remember my own name once the poison takes hold—risk using the Gates now that they’ve been breached by the Proctors and stone knows what else, travel overland with ghouls on the loose, and go back into the very same city I barely escaped from a year ago—what then? How are we even going to find Nerissa if she’s not still in Christobel Asylum, never mind get her in shape to walk out of there on the kind of rough journey we’ve had? How would we evade the Proctors and Draven?”
I chewed on my lip for a moment. The sting wasn’t worse than the pain through the rest of my body, but Conrad’s questions were. “I don’t know,” I told him. “But I will by the time we get to Lovecraft.”
I filled Dean in on the plan—if you could call it that—while we walked, and to his credit, he reacted better than Conrad had. “I can’t say what I’d do if Shard and I were in the same situation,” he said.
“You are,” I said. “Draven was boarding Windhaven. He’s not inclined to be kind.”
Dean sniffed. “My mother can take care of herself. And a city full of Erlkin is a far cry from some scared, sniveling humans hiding in a basement.”
“I hope so,” I said. “You know I feel terrible. I thought he’d never find me in the Mists.”
“Not your fault,” Dean said shortly. “Draven’s a pit bull. He’ll hold on till he’s dead or somebody else is.”
“He doesn’t want me dead,” I muttered. “He doesn’t want me at all. He just wants bait for my father.”
Dean stopped us at the crest of a hill, behind a half-collapsed stone wall. We had come out of the dead forest and were standing on the outskirts of a ruined village, small white stone cottages topped with rotting thatch, the only thing stirring in the breeze.
“Wait here,” Dean said. I looked down the slope toward where the cottages disappeared into the ever-flowing mist.
“Why? Where are we?”
“The Mist Gate,” Conrad said, nearly making me jump out of my skin. Cal joined us, and his nostrils flared.
“Humans are down there,” he muttered, out of Bethina’s hearing.
“Draven’s, likely,” Dean said. “He’ll have guards to make sure his bread crumbs don’t dry up and blow away.”
“How did he even come through?” Conrad said. “Humans can’t pass into the Mists, not even members of the Brotherhood. Not without help.” He shifted, obviously remembering the “help” the Erlkin slipstreamers had given him, crossing him over like so much contraband.
“He might have it,” I said
He jerked his thumb down the hill. “So what do we do about them?”
Cal’s tongue flicked out. “Leave that to me.”
“Cal, no,” I hissed, glancing behind me at Bethina. “What about her?”
“Keep her busy,” Cal said, shrugging. “We need to get out of here, and this is the quickest way.”
“Cal,” I snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous.” I turned and pointed at Conrad. “You and I.” We were the only ones besides Cal who had the ability to defend ourselves, even if my Weird was unreliable and my fighting skills nonexistent. At least I didn’t have to turn into a long-clawed, fanged monster to tap into my particular talent. I didn’t relish confronting the Proctors again, but I had to think of the group, not just myself.
“Me?” Conrad squawked, but I grabbed his arm and tugged him along, keeping to the shadows of the ruined cottages.
We crept down the hill, and before long I could hear low conversation in human voices.
“You better at least have a plan,” Conrad hissed. “These guys will have guns.”
I stopped in the archway of what had once been a barn. Peering around the corner, I could just make out two shapes standing in the fog.
I’d seen the hexenrings the Fae used to travel between the Iron World and their own, circles of simple stones or mushrooms wreathed with enchantments that could bend space and time, but the Erlkin’s Gates were a mystery to me. I’d watched Conrad use them only once, when he’d helped us escape from the ruins of the Iron World. Not even him, really—the slipstreamers had opened the way.
After I’d broken the Gates … and presumably allowed Draven to manipulate them somehow, without Erlkin aid.
That bothered me. If the Mists were open, what was to stop a free-for-all, beings crossing every Gate between every land? The fact that we’d seen only Draven so far in the Mists made me think there was something larger going on, possibly worse, but I hoped with everything I had that what I’d done to the Gates to Thorn hadn’t rippled to the rest of the lands.
That would be worse than one destroyed city. That would be worse than anything.
Now is not the time, Aoife. I steadied my breathing, and with it, my racing thoughts.
Two Proctors stood beyond the last of the ruins, in front of a tumbledown iron structure that was hard to make out distinctly through the mist.
I crouched down and hefted one of the stones that had fallen from the cottage wall.
“Whistle,” I told Conrad. He raised an eyebrow.
“Whistle? Are you cracked?”
“Will you just trust me for once?” I hissed. I might not have had a grand and daring plan for sneaking into Lovecraft, but I could at least handle a couple of Proctors. All students in Lovecraft learned how to get around guidelines and curfew, and uniformed Proctors weren’t usually the best and brightest of the crop anyway.
Conrad’s face was marked deeply with skepticism, but he put his fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle.
Instantly the Proctors snapped alert, and the closer one started toward us. “Hey!” his partner shouted. “Draven said we were supposed to stand on this spot!”
“That could be him now,” the other insisted.
“No,” the first said. “He told us to stay put.”
“You really want to be the one who kept him waiting?” said the first Proctor. “You’ve seen how he gets. Especially since he got to be a bigwig in the Bureau.”
The other sighed, but then jerked his head in assent. “Make it fast, will ya? This place is the worst. Creepy as all hell.”
“Hello?” the first Proctor shouted. “Any virals lurking, show yourselves!”
I blinked, momentarily surprised that the Proctors still believed in the necrovirus. But how could they not? I wondered what excuse Draven had come up with to bring them all here, to a place that wasn’t supposed to exist and could get you burned for heresy for suggesting that it did.
The Proctor passed the stone wall, so close I could have reached out and plucked at the sleeve of his black uniform. Once he’d passed out of sight of his friend, I stepped out from cover behind him and swung the rock swiftly and surely, connecting with the back of his skull.
Conrad gaped at me, then at the sprawled Proctor on the ground, who lay unmoving. “Well?” I said to Conrad, hefting the rock. “Whistle again.”
“Stone and sun, Aoife,” Conrad muttered. “You’re not the sister I left behind, that’s for sure.”
“You’re not the brother who left, Conrad,” I retorted. That brother wouldn’t have looked at me like I was crazy for doing what was necessary, and it made me sad. But that was for another time, when we weren’t surrounded by Proctors and who knew what other dangers. “It’s a natural progression, as far as I’m concerned.”
Conrad rolled his eyes at me as if I were unbearably childish, but he stuck his fingers back in his mouth. The second Proctor fell in much the same way as the first.
Once Cal and Dean had helped Conrad tie the Proctors up, using their own belts and some rope in Cal’s backpack, we approached the Gate.
“All right,” Dean rubbed his hands together. “Conrad, get this bad boy up and running, and get us far away from Draven and his jackbooted blackbirds.”
“Me?” Conrad pointed at Dean. “You’re the Erlkin, you get us out of here.”
“Brother, I know less than nothing about those contraptions,” Dean said. “I’ve lived most of my life in the Iron Land, just like you. ’Sides, you need a technician or a slipstreamer to work the Gates, if you don’t want just anything getting in.”
“Yeah, you’re the one who’s been going back and forth like he knows a magic trick, according to Bethina and Aoife,” Cal piped up. “How’d you do it, Conrad?”
“I didn’t, all right!” Conrad answered, clearly irritated. “I paid Erlkin to take me back and forth. Just like that square deal Skip said.” He kicked a clump of muddy earth with his shoe. “I don’t know how to work the Gates. Is that what you want me to say? It’s the one thing I’m supposed to do as a Gateminder, besides have a Weird, and I can’t. I tried, I can’t, and I never could. And now that the Gates are so screwed up even people like us can’t always use them, I’ll never get the chance to try again. You happy now?”
“Damn, man,” Dean said after a moment. “You don’t have to put your dukes up. We were just asking a question.”
“Yeah,” Cal said. “I didn’t know. And it doesn’t matter,” he added quickly. “You just haven’t gotten the hang of it yet.”
I hadn’t known either, and I looked at Conrad with a new light shining on him, surprised that he’d admitted to all of us he wasn’t perfect. I’d assumed Conrad had found his Weird, and more importantly, learned how to manipulate the Gates, long before he’d sent me the letter that started me looking for him. I had no way of knowing he’d found someone to smuggle him. That he’d never touched his Weird.
That it was all up to me.
While Conrad sighed and paced away from the group, I turned in the opposite direction and went to examine the Gate. Conrad needed his space when he got in moods like this. He always had. Bethina looked for a moment like she was going to try to speak to him, but Cal laid a hand on her arm and shook his head.
Gates were, from what little I’d gleaned from the Fae, tears in the fabric between the Lands. Call it physics, or magic, or heresy, barriers kept humans, Fae, Erlkin and the older, darker things apart. Erected after the great Storm, when magic ran unbidden through the Iron Land and nearly caused a catastrophe on a global scale, the Gates had been a human idea first, but the Fae had taken them, twisted them. The Erlkin’s physical markers for their Gates were a far cry from the stone circles of the Fae and the simple thin spaces in the fabric of the Iron Land that a Gateminder felt as a tingle down the spine. This Gate was an iron structure, a plinth that tapered to a point at the top. A network of iron lattice filled the center, and in it a small tube of aether glittered, held at either end by spindly iron arms. That much aether could flatten the land for half a mile if it made contact with the air. I drew back my hand from the iron. I had better not screw this up.
“What do you think?” Dean asked at my shoulder. I jumped and let out a small noise.
“Sorry,” he said. “But can you get us out of here?”
“I’m not sure,” I said, tentatively placing my hand against the iron marker of the Gate. My Weird responded immediately, opening a vast void in my head, through which I could feel the mechanism of the Erlkin’s Gate—a machine, here, rather than a spell like the Fae’s stone circle—churning and wide open. “Holy …” I jerked my hand away. The skin was hot and pink, and I felt the telltale dribble of blood down my upper lip. “Darn it,” I said, swiping at it.
Dean handed me his bandanna. “So,” he said carefully, “not good?”
“It’s a machine,” I said. “So that’s … better, I guess, than Fae magic. But it’s open.”
One of Dean’s dark eyebrows arched above his silver eye. “Right now?”
“Wide open.” I sniffed and tasted metal in the back of my throat. My Weird was far more of a pain than a gift most of the time. And how could the Gate be open, with no one controlling it?
Because you didn’t just open the Gates to Thorn, my thoughts whispered. You broke something, some fundamental backbone, and now it’s just a matter of time until another Storm.
No. I couldn’t let my thoughts spin off track. It was just the Weird, or residual echoes from being on Windhaven and close to so much iron. That was all. I hadn’t kick-started a disaster of apocalyptic proportions.
Now if I could just believe that.
“Well, hell,” Dean said. “I’m taking the leap, then. We need to move—those two are going to wake up and Draven’s going to come back sooner or later.” He braced himself to run at the Gate. “I’ll go first, make sure it’s safe.”
“No!” I cried. Dean’s impetuous lack of forethought was one of the things that had appealed to me when we’d met, but now he was just acting insane, and it wasn’t helping anything.
I grabbed for his arm, but his leather jacket slipped between my fingers as he took a run at the Gate. “We don’t know what’s on the other side!” I shouted, frantic. Dean couldn’t get hurt. Couldn’t leave me alone. I couldn’t let him put himself at risk.
A split second later, Dean smacked into the metal lattice with a loud clang.
“Shit!” he bellowed, sitting down hard on the spongy ground, clutching his nose, which leaked a velvety trickle of blood down his square chin.
“Dean!” I cried. I ran to him and crouched at his side, using the tail of my shirt to stanch the bleeding.
“You said it was open,” he groaned.
“It was.” I fluttered my hands helplessly, wishing more than anything that I could stop his pain, but there was nothing I could really do.
“Man, that smarts,” Dean said, muffled against my shirt. He closed his hands over mine. “It’s okay, princess. Not your fault. I’ll be okay.”
I reached out from where I crouched and passed the tips of my fingers over the cold, mist-kissed iron of the Gate. It was dead now—nothing pricked my Weird as working. As quickly as it had opened, it had shut again. Which lent even more credence to my theory that something was deeply wrong.
Later, I could puzzle it out, worry and fret over what I’d done, but for now, Conrad’s statement remained true—we had to go before Draven found us here.
I focused my attention fully back on the Gate. I opened my mind, just as I had on Windhaven, not able to control a slight wince at the anticipation of skull-shattering pain.
I felt the machinery of the Erlkin Gate respond to my Weird, the aether blazing across my mind. I cracked one eye and saw the lattice begin to move. The arms were mechanical, and they moved like spider legs, crimping and rearranging themselves into new formations as gears within the Gate begin to grind. For a moment I felt the Gate slipping open again, responding to the blood of a Gateminder as it should, and then all at once it was too hot, too bright, and I couldn’t feel anything except furnace-warm air. I was burning alive, turning to ash, and I think I screamed before the world fell away.
The room had turned from sunset to night, the skies replete with a million stars. On one horizon, a faint blue line of dawn flared, while above my head triple moons, in phases from swollen full to the hunter’s horns, turned and waxed and waned in time.
“It’s not just gears and aether,” said the figure standing before me in a black cloak. “It’s those things, but it’s more. It’s the same thing that puts uncanny power in your blood, and it’s what allowed the Gates to come to exist in the first place.” He turned to watch the moons, cloak swirling. “And it can’t be harnessed and controlled. It’s a wild force, Aoife. It must be bargained with.”
I looked at the spinning clockwork palace and voiced the thought echoing in my head. “Am I dead?”
“Dead?” the figure snorted. “Knocked out, perhaps. Far from the Deadlands as you are from anywhere else, in this place.”
“Then why are we talking?” I said. “I haven’t been exposed to enough iron to trigger a madness dream.”
The figure smiled at me, the darkness of its face shifting. “You don’t know, Aoife?”
“No,” I said frankly. “I have no idea who you are or where we are.” This time, it felt even more real, more present, than when I’d first dreamed of the place, and it made me want to scream. I couldn’t be mad. I’d been doing so well, trying to hold on until Conrad and I found a more certain cure than simply hiding in the woods.
The sunrise beyond the dome was growing in intensity, but it wasn’t the sun of the Iron Land—it was green and flared around the edges with sunspots. It was a dying sun, looking down on a dying universe.
Above, the black tentacles lashed and writhed in the green light, and the figure turned back toward the great gears that churned before us.
“You’re dreaming, Aoife,” he said. “Not seeing the product of iron poisoning, but really dreaming. And it’s time for you to wake up.”
“Fantastic,” I mumbled. “Not only do I visit this place every time I close my eyes, I have to leave it and go back to the real world.”
“You don’t give your world enough credit,” said the figure. “I’ve seen them all. Yours is beautiful.”
“It’s awful,” I said. “And I made it that way.”
“No, Aoife,” said the dream figure. “What you did to the Engine was not as terrible a thing as you think. The worlds were never meant to be gated. At least, not your worlds. The Fae and the Iron … they need one another.”
The figure turned away from me again. “Now it really is time for you to go.” He turned the great gear, and I saw the green sun begin to spin out of its orbit, and the tentacles to recede with it.
“By the way,” said the dream figure. “Don’t try to use your handy little magic trick on a Gate in the Mists. The Erlkin are much better at keeping your kind out than the Fae.”
He moved the gears again, and I watched as the green sun began to go nova, burning out in a flash so bright that it seared my vision.
I came back to the world with a gasp, and the worst spike of pain in my head that I’d ever endured, save the one when I touched the Lovecraft Engine with my Weird. “Did I faint?” I demanded of Cal, the first face I saw leaning over me with an anxious expression. It was embarrassing, but better than blacking out from a madness-induced hallucination by miles.
“You just kind of keeled over,” he said, and upon seeing my mortified expression hastened to add, “You were only out for a few minutes.”
“You fell like somebody cut your strings,” Dean said, frowning. The bloody mark across the bridge of his nose made him look savage, but his eyes were filled with pure worry. He put his hands under my shoulders and helped me sit up. Touching Dean calmed the throbbing in my skull a bit, until Conrad cleared his throat.
“You were mumbling,” he said, reaching out his hand for me and then pulling it back like touching me might pass the fainting spell. “Your eyes were twitching in their sockets too.” He swallowed. “I’ve never seen you do that. Are you okay, Aoife?”
“Not really,” I said. I managed to stand up by myself, so that was something. When your friends and brother could disappear at any moment, every small thing a girl like me could do for herself was monumentally important.
“I really don’t like this place,” Bethina piped up. “I feel like something is watching us.”
I had to agree with her. This ghost-colored bit of the Mists was eerie, even by the standards of the things I’d seen recently, and my skin crawled as the drifting moisture kissed it.
“Don’t worry, Bethina,” Dean told her. “Nothing’s going to jump out and bite you.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Aoife will get us out of here.”
I didn’t say that with my spinning head, I wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry, but I grasped Dean’s hand in return. He was something solid to cling to, and I was so glad he was there.
Conrad’s lips compressed in a straight line. “If this is what’s going to happen, I’m not letting her touch the Gate again.” He fished in his jacket pocket, pulled out a dirty kerchief and handed it to me. “Clean yourself up,” he muttered to me, pressing the cloth into my hands. “Don’t like to see you bleeding.”
I swiped at my face and then shoved the kerchief into my own pocket.
“Thanks,” I whispered to Conrad. He shrugged—a gesture of kindness I thought we’d forgotten how to exchange. I felt a little less strained in that moment.
Planting my feet carefully until my balance came back, I returned to the Gate, but this time I examined the plinth itself. The Erlkin were engineers, I was an engineer. Surely I could make their machine work without my Weird. I still had a brain, at least until I fetched up against that much iron again. The plinth, not iron itself but some kind of smooth black stone, revealed a hinged door in the side, which opened into a small space studded with dials and gauges.
The symbols stamped next to each were similar to what I’d seen in Windhaven, and I called Dean over to translate. “There’ve got to be instructions for this thing.”
Dean whistled. “There’s just markings for places like the black forests, the dry wastes—not that I know why anyone would want to head there—and there’s one marked Iron.” He fingered the burnt edges of the panel. “But this thing is dead, princess. No way we’re turning it on manually.”
“The Gates are made of magic,” Conrad said. “This is just their physical manifestation. The rift between here and the Iron Land is still there.”
I gave Conrad a look with a raised eyebrow, a private look that said Can you feel the Gate?
Conrad coughed and looked away. “I mean, according to what I read at our father’s house.”
“Right, of course,” I said quickly, turning the dial Dean had pointed out to us.
The next dial asked for directionality in pictograms, incoming or outgoing, and I turned it. All that remained was to complete the circuit, but they were all fried.
Reflexively, I put my hand against the panel and felt a flutter of life from my Weird. The figure’s words came to me, but from far away. This could be our only chance to get out of here. I put both hands against the panel and fervently hoped this wouldn’t be the last thing I ever did.
“Here goes nothing,” I murmured so that only Dean could hear. Best case, the Gate worked for me and we got to go home. Worst case, I got electrocuted.
I wasn’t nearly as strong and capable as Dean and Bethina and Cal seemed to think I was, but I could do this. I could be brave, like they needed me to be.
I grabbed the lever with my hand, and my Weird with my mind, and flipped the metal circuit to the On position.
For a moment, there was nothing, just the sweet ache of the Weird coursing through me and into the circuit board. I didn’t try to push forward into the mechanism of the Gate, but I felt the void drop away again as the rift within the mechanism opened.
I felt a rumble under my hands and feet and heard the subtle swoop of aether rearranging itself inside the vacuum tube, and then I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle and stand up. I jerked my hand away from the lever and stepped away from the Gate. The row of gauges below the dials vibrated to life, needles climbing toward maximum.
Above us, I saw a bright flash of lightning and heard a crack of thunder nearly directly above my head. The ionized air all around made my skin crawl, and my Weird ran frantic circles in my mind as it sensed the wondrous, terrible machine that controlled the incalculable power of the world rift.
The lightning flashbulbed again, brighter than anything, leaving whorls on my vision, black clouds gathering over us like ghost crows, swooping down and making my head ring with a thunderclap so loud my teeth shook.
I gasped, drawing back from the Gate, which had become a lightning rod, making sure the others were clear as well. Nature and magic were beyond anyone’s control, even someone with a Weird. I didn’t feel ashamed of being wary of them.
The third flash snaked a bolt of electricity from the boiling clouds and hit the Gate, punctuated by a thunderclap so loud it deafened me instantly. Dean grabbed his ears and Bethina let out a scream, though I couldn’t hear it, could only see the panicked pink O of her lips.
Before me, in the center of the Gate’s iron arch, stood the same shimmering mirror that I’d seen when Conrad had transported us into the Mists, a wavering image of the Iron Land on the other side. It flickered, spiderweb cracks running across the glassine surface and then retreating. I could tell that the Gate still wasn’t stable, but it was open, and that was all that mattered.
I’d kept us safe from Draven. I’d gotten us home.
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Dean shouted at the others. “Go!”
One by one, they hurried through the flickering hole in reality, Conrad bringing up the rear, until only Dean and I remained.


“Now or never, princess,” he told me. I looked back at the Mists, the ruined village, and the swirling white fog that hid Draven and his men, growing closer by the second.
“I hope this is the right thing to do.” I hadn’t meant to say anything, just step through the Gate, but it came out. I felt if it hadn’t, I might have exploded.
Dean looked into my eyes. “I don’t know that. But I trust you, princess. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and you haven’t steered me wrong yet.”
I reached out and put my hand on one of his slightly rough, stubble-covered cheeks. I pressed my lips to the other, and tasted the warmth and salt of his skin. “Thanks, Dean.”
He flashed me half a grin and skimmed his thumb across my lips. “Thank me when we’ve got your mother with us and we’re out of Lovecraft for good.” Motioning to the Gate, which had grown increasingly fractured and jumpy, he dropped his hand. “Go on, now. I’m right behind you.”
I touched the opening of the Gate with my fingers first. It was an absence of feeling in the shimmering space the aether had created. Holding my breath, and still thinking I could possibly be making the worst mistake I ever made, I stepped through, back along the line of travel to the last location, the one the Proctors had used. Back to Lovecraft, and whatever awaited me.
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The Ruins of Lovecraft


TRAVELING BY GATE was unpleasant, a fact that I had forgotten in the whirl of more pressing problems since Conrad and I had escaped Graystone.
I was reminded violently as I passed into the Gate and felt as if I’d been jerked by a string implanted in the center of my chest, down and sideways, spinning end over end, out of control. I caught flashes of other places, other skies not my own, mountains of a shape that no horizon of the Iron Land bore.
It was like seeing a tiny slice of the world the shadow figure from my not-dreams occupied, spinning by at a speed a human eye couldn’t hope to process.
I wished I knew how the Gates truly worked, how they folded in all the worlds between Mists and Iron and shot my matter across incalculable distances to reassemble it on the other end. But the only ones who knew that were the Brotherhood, and the Fae, and neither one was a group I relished asking.
I landed on a patch of burnt earth when my journey ended, and pain stabbed up my right arm as my wrist twisted under my full weight.
“Dammit!” I shouted, cradling my arm. I had just recovered my equilibrium when Dean came flying from the Gate and landed on me, sending me into the dirt again.
“Sorry,” he mumbled, face buried in my hair. “Not much in the way of navigation through that thing.”
“It’s okay,” I managed, looking back at where we’d come from. There was no Gate on this side, nothing physical—just a weak spot that nobody except a Gateminder or a Fae would ever notice.
Dean raised his head and smiled down at me.
“All in one piece?”
I managed a smile in return. It was hard not to smile at Dean when he turned the full force of his eyes and his slow, full grin on you. “More or less.”
“Excuse me,” Conrad said loudly from above. His voice broke into the warm place I was drifting in within Dean’s eyes like a jangling chronometer alarm. “But if it’s not too much trouble for you, please get off of my sister.”
Dean dropped me a wink before he rolled up to his knees and then his feet and offered me a hand. I took it and stood, brushing ash and dirt from my clothes. “Where are we?”
“Somewhere around Nephilheim, looks like,” Conrad said. The slumped gray row houses and treeless vista did look like the factory town attached to the Nephilim Foundry, whose belching smokestacks I’d looked out at my entire life in Lovecraft. Now the sad little houses were shuttered and deserted, and the brick factory buildings in the distance were blackened with long streaks of soot. One of the foundry’s smokestacks had partially collapsed, and reached for the brown-tinged clouds like the jagged end of a broken spoke.
I’d expected it to be bad, but the fact that this much ruin had spread across the river, right into Nephilheim, made my stomach drop. How far had the destruction of the Engine reached? How many people had been in its way?
“Aoife?” Dean said, touching my shoulder. “You want to get moving?”
“Yeah,” I said, blinking back what I told myself were tears from the ash drifting through the thick, acrid air. “The bridge isn’t far past the foundry. We should go that way.”
We walked, keeping in a tight group, Conrad at the head and Dean at the back. I nudged him in front of me—if something jumped out at us, Dean could protect Cal, Bethina and himself. Conrad and I would just have to fend for ourselves. Dean took it with good grace, and winked at me.
“Don’t worry, princess. I’m fine.”
I tried to smile back, but the farther we walked and the more wrecked homes we passed, the sicker to my stomach I felt.
“Where is everyone?” Bethina turned in a wide circle, taking in the dirt street and the empty houses.
No one else was in evidence, and the only movement I saw was a white curtain in an open window at the far end of the block, fluttering in the intermittent breeze. It was November and the beginning of winter in Lovecraft and the surrounding towns, and I tucked my hands under my arms to warm them. I didn’t get the eerie prickle of being watched by live eyes as I had in the Mists, but that didn’t mean nothing was watching. The Proctors had plenty of ways to keep eyes all around Lovecraft without any flesh and blood involved.
“Not here,” Cal said. He sniffed discreetly. “There’s nobody within a mile of this place.”
Which just made me wonder where everyone in Nephilheim had gone. Foundry workers, jitney drivers, their families. There was really no good train of thought running down those tracks. I bit my lip hard, hoping the pain would distract me from my racing thoughts. It was just the iron. Whispering treacherous things to me, that I’d done this, that my stupidity with the Fae had made these people disappear.
Just the iron. Not the truth.
I walked a few steps away from the group and looked down the broad avenue. It ended at the west gates of the foundry. Beyond was the Erebus River, which I’d crossed for the first time a little more than two weeks earlier, fleeing the city where I’d spent my entire life.
Now I was willingly going back, into the jaws of the Proctors and who knew what else, things that had slipped through the tears appearing and disappearing in the Gates.
Reassuring myself that I wasn’t already insane was getting harder and harder. And with every step I took back toward Lovecraft, the iron of the city and the land around me whispered louder in my blood.
On the horizon, across the river, columns of black and silver smoke rose, as if souls were drifting up from the broken cityscape, trying to find a hole in the overcast sky. The clouds were blood-red, and lightning danced between them as the smoke from burning aether formerly trapped in the Lovecraft Engine drifted into the atmosphere.
I could hear sirens faintly, the constant warning of an air raid. Those sirens were supposed to warn us of Crimson Guard attacks, but now they were screaming senselessly, echoing back from the smashed walls of the foundry.
Something crunched under my boots, and I looked down to see what it was. The street, in addition to being covered in ash, was peppered with shards of glass—silvery window glass and also crockery, as if everything had been flung and shifted in the Engine’s great spasm.
As we trudged on, block after block with no human in sight, and as the wreckage grew worse, some of the houses window- and doorless, merely yawning maws covered in smoke marks, I pulled Cal aside. “I think you and Bethina should stay here.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head vigorously. “I need to be with you. I have to stay close.”
“Cal,” I said. “You know what’s over there. You know what the Proctors will do if they catch you.” Never mind Cal’s own clan of ghouls, who regarded siding with humans as an offense serious enough to get you torn limb from limb and cooked in a stew.
I gestured toward Lovecraft. The sirens were louder with every step we took, and I imagined that on the same wind, I could hear the howling of the tribes of ghouls that had populated Lovecraft’s sewers. “You know all that,” I repeated to Cal. “And if you go across that bridge you’re not going to be able to hide what you are from her.”
“It’ll be fine,” Cal insisted.
“Calvin,” I hissed, anger at his stubbornness bubbling up. “It will not be fine. It will be a disaster. You’re my friend and I love you, but those ghouls over there aren’t all your family. You said it yourself when the Engine got destroyed—the ghouls in Lovecraft are on a Wild Hunt. I don’t know exactly what that means, but it can’t be good.”
Cal swallowed, his lumpy Adam’s apple scraping at his pale throat. “A Wild Hunt is what we do when we mean to cleanse a place of all prey. It means that everything not a ghoul is fair game, and ghouls who refuse to hunt become the hunted.”
“Then that includes Bethina,” I said. “And you, by extension. You don’t want to do that to her, Cal. If you insist on lying to her, don’t put her in danger on top of it. Please. I like her, and I don’t want her hurt.”
He sighed, raking a hand through his stiff, oily blond hair. “I hate this, Aoife. I’ve never met anyone like her. I do want to be …” He dropped his hand, ungainly and too big for his wiry frame. “I want to be Cal, sometimes. Cal all the time. If my nest heard me say that …”
“I know,” I murmured. “Trust me, I know the wanting to be something you aren’t. I want it too.” I stopped and faced him, reaching up to put my hands on his shoulders and meet his eyes. Those eyes could be stone cold, animal and vicious, but they’d also provided the only kind gaze I’d known in all my time at the Academy. “The best thing you could do for Bethina right now is not let her come to any more harm. And when this is over, the next best thing you can do is tell her the truth.”
Cal’s shoulders drooped at that, and he opened his mouth, probably to tell me how crazy I was to even suggest that he reveal his true nature, but he straightened again and went quiet when Bethina caught up.
“This place is spooky, huh?” she said, linking her arm with Cal’s. I moved away and let her have the closeness. From having Dean, I knew how important that could be.
“It’s not so bad,” he said, trying to stand and push out his chest to look bigger. “Besides, I’m here with you.”
“Like I was saying to Cal,” I told Bethina. “I think it’s best if the two of you wait here, in Nephilheim. Cover our retreat, sort of.”
Cal nodded now that Bethina was listening, but his jaw was tight. I knew how much Cal lived for adventure, in fictional form and in the cheesy aether plays the Bureau of Proctors broadcast over the tubes. Being told he had to stay behind might grate on him, but if he went into Lovecraft, he’d be eaten alive. That was, if the Proctors didn’t capture and torture their former informant to death first.
It was the truth, and Cal knew it just as well as I did.
“Stay here?” Bethina trilled, loud enough to reach Dean and Conrad. “But this is an awful place to stay! Stone knows what’s hiding in these houses.”
“No, this place is good,” Cal soothed. “It’s fine, Bethina. We’ll be fine.”
“Well, of course we’ll be fine,” she said. “I’m not a shrinking violet, but I don’t relish fightin’ off viral creatures with my bare hands, either.”
“Probably best,” Dean chimed in before Bethina could read the flinch on my face. I hadn’t told her about the Proctors’ lie. Escaping the Mists was already more than she could handle. In a way, I guessed I was just as guilty as Cal. “We’ll move quicker that way,” he added. “No offense, Bethina.”
Cal pointed to a cottage that was in relatively good shape. “We’ll wait in there, okay? I’ve got a pack of cards. It’ll be like no time at all.”
Bethina cast a wary look back at me as Cal escorted her into the cottage. I smiled and waved, feeling not one iota of the cheerful expression plastered across my face.
“Thank goodness,” I muttered, once they were inside without more protests. Bethina wasn’t stupid—soon Cal’s and my carefully constructed tower of falsehood was going to collapse like so many blocks, and when it did, I wouldn’t blame her one bit if she smacked us both across the face. Repeatedly.
“Yeah,” Conrad agreed. “That girl’s sweet, but she’s deadweight.”
Dean shot me a look, but I waved him off, hoping to avoid yet another contest to see who could puff his chest out farther. Conrad didn’t know about Cal’s little skin-changing trick either, and right now that was best. I wasn’t up to explaining to my brother, especially considering how he’d been acting lately, exactly why we were running around with a ghoul to watch our backs.
We approached the foundry gates, which hung open at odd angles, as if something large and out of control had smashed them in its mad dash for freedom.
Dean pressed a finger to his lips, moved along the iron of the foundry fence and peered around the gate without letting anything that might be on the other side get a look at him. I pressed against his back, curling my fingers in the leather of his coat, and followed his eyes.
Great tread tracks led to the gate from the innards of the foundry, where the forge and the assembly sheds lay, and one side of the nearest sheds was smashed, bricks lying in piles. The automatons that worked in the hottest, most dangerous parts of the foundry had vanished.
“I don’t like this at all,” I said in Dean’s ear. So much destruction, and now the foundry was so quiet.
I was close enough to Dean that I could smell his hair cream, like a hint of sweetness on my tongue, when he turned to reply.
“Me either,” he said. “But like they say, princess—only way out is through. No other road to the bridge on this side of the river, and swimming’s going to get us a nice case of hypothermia and not much else.”
“Forward, then,” I said, and I slipped my hand into Dean’s as we walked, making Conrad snort as he brought up the rear. “Grow up,” I muttered at him, but he pretended not to hear me. Brothers didn’t make life easier, not even the jinxed sort of life we’d found ourselves in, I decided. They were tailored by evolution to be annoying.
The foundry grounds were as quiet as the town behind us, but unlike that of the town, this wasn’t the silence of abandonment. It was more like walking along a darkened street at night, with the pressure on the back of your neck that let you know something was watching you from the shadowed places along the way.
Conrad pointed to a bright spray of paint splashed along the walls, overlaying the wing-and-crucible logo of the foundry. The paint was red and black, violent slashes that depicted blood pouring from the crucible, great arrowheads through the wings. The sort of things the Proctors would have had scrubbed away immediately, before.
“We’re gone two weeks and this place goes full-on anarchist?” Dean said. “This is nuts.”
“Maybe we should be quiet,” I suggested nervously. The foundry was silent and felt wrong. No smoke belched from the stacks, and the resounding clang and clank of cooling ingots that used to echo across the river and into my dormitory room had ceased.
Dean, Conrad and I formed a sort of line, Conrad at the rear and Dean at the head. I wanted to tell them I didn’t need the press of a boy’s body to keep me safe—whatever was running loose here would just as soon chew on their flesh as mine.
We passed through the smaller wooden outbuildings, several of which had been crushed to matchsticks, presumably by the vast weight of runaway automatons. One such machine slumped in its tracks near the last shed, the aether globe in its chest that had kept it powered smashed and a broad burn mark scorching its metal torso. The scent of burnt paper was still in the air.
Conrad approached the thing and touched one of its tracks, which had come off the wheels. Each tread was twice the span of his arm.
My eye was caught by movement from behind the automaton. Just a flicker, but my heart clenched with surprise and fear, and I tapped Dean on the arm, pointing. “Something’s over there.”
He followed my finger, and we both saw the flicker of red on the unbroken gray brick of the foundry walls.
“Son of a bitch,” Dean growled, jamming his hand in his pocket and pulling out his switchblade. “Hey!” he bellowed at the moving shadow. “Hey, you!”
“Dean …,” I started, thinking that perhaps shouting at the figure wasn’t the best idea.
“I see you!” Dean shouted. “No point in hiding.”
“Dean, we don’t know what it is,” I whispered, worried that if he made a move, whoever or whatever lurked beyond the automaton would take it badly. Dean shook his head.
“Relax, princess. It’s a kid.” He advanced on the shadow. “Aren’t you?”
“Up yours, mister!” the shadow shouted back. I pressed a hand over my mouth, both to stifle a laugh and from relief. To find another person in this wasteland was ten times more unexpected than finding a creature like the nightjars and ghouls that populated Lovecraft’s underground.
“Say,” Dean drawled, brows drawing together. “I know you, kid.”
“I know your mother!” the kid retorted. “And she has some disappointing things to say about you.” The kid’s brassiness didn’t worry me half as much as his actually wandering around out in the open, but Dean’s lip curled back and he balled up his hands.
Before Dean could swing a fist, I closed distance, reached out and grabbed the boy’s red scarf, jerking him into the light.
“Tavis?” Dean said.
The boy and I gaped at one another for a moment. I realized that Dean did know him, and so did I. Tavis, the peddler boy in the Nightfall Market. I’d met him the same night I’d met Dean, when Cal and I had run away from the Academy. Tavis had steered me to a guide who wasn’t a guide at all, but a man who sent people to be devoured by ghouls in exchange for free passage and scavenging rights in the old Lovecraft sewers.
“Oh, cripes,” Tavis sighed, relaxing a bit. “The wags in the Market said you were long gone, Dean.”
“No such luck for them,” Dean told him. “What are you doing all the way on this side of the river?”
“Live here now, don’t I?” Tavis squirmed in my grip. “Come on, girlie. Give a guy a break.”
I let go of him, and his bright red scarf fluttered to the crushed gravel. I picked it up and ran it through my hands. Soft wool, dyed and still smelling of woodsmoke. “This is an Academy scarf,” I said, the unexpected appearance of an object from my former life making my voice barely a whisper. “Where did you get this?”
Tavis shrugged, but his gaze darted away from mine as he tried to disguise the lie. One end of the scarf was darker than the other, stiff and soaked in blood.
I let the scarf fall from my hands. “What happened over there?” I asked Tavis. “In Lovecraft? After the blast.”
“Hey,” he said, ignoring my question and looking back and forth between Dean and me. “Are you two going steady? Harrison, you sly dog.”
“You’re way too young to be throwing that kind of talk around,” Dean said. “You still dealing in piss-poor information and tonics that are mostly rusty tap water?”
“Nightfall Market’s gone,” Tavis said, kicking at the broken bricks with the toe of his boot. “Proctors raided the Rustworks right after the big blow. Rounded up everyone they could find. Ghouls got the rest. Monsters’ve been crazed lately—even springing out on folks in broad daylight.”
Dean rubbed his chin, a calm gesture, but I saw the thunderheads of anger steal into his eyes. “Figures.”
I dropped my gaze to the vicinity of Tavis’s boot. The people in the Rustworks might have been rough and dishonest, but they hadn’t deserved the blame for the Engine. The Proctors were all too eager to name scapegoats for every little thing that went wrong in their city.
“Some of us came here,” Tavis said. “Foundry workers ran when the automatons went nutty and started smashing things. It’s safe here. For the most part.”
Conrad waved at us from near the wrecked sheds and mouthed We should go.
“Good seeing you, kid,” Dean told Tavis, ruffling his hair. “Keep yourself safe, you hear?”
Tavis gave Dean a smile, and it was as sly and slippery as the tongue of a snake. “Oh, I don’t gotta worry about that,” he said. “I kept you talking. I’ll get my cut.”
My heart sank. Dean pulled his knife again. “What did you say?”
A low rumble started from behind the sheds, the gravel around my feet jumping. With it came the clamor of voices and the clatter of an automaton’s tread.
I grabbed Tavis by the front of his shirt. “What did you do?”
“Can’t have you tipping off the Proctors!” he squeaked. “And we need food! Weapons! Cash!”
“Do we look like we’d tip off the Proctors, you weaselly little bastard?” Dean snarled. His switchblade gleamed in the low gray light coming down through the smoke.
“Rules of the Rustworks,” Tavis said. “You’re gone a little while and you forget. Every man for himself.”
A foundry automaton rolled around the corner of the shed, surrounded by a dozen men and women wearing identical red scarves and carrying weapons, from pump-action shotguns and the sort of electric rods the Proctors carried to simple tools like axes and pitchforks and, in one case, a baseball bat with rusty nails driven into the business end. I stared, rooted to the spot by both shock and the hungry look in their eyes. Hungrier than any ghoul, and twice as frightening.
The man driving the automaton had a scar that closed one eye, a gray beard, and white hair flying out from under a ratty top hat. He wore evening clothes, wildly mismatched, and his high-collared shirt was so blood-soaked that it was the color of Tavis’s scarf.
“Throw down your weapons!” he bellowed at us through the automaton’s vox system. The things weren’t meant to be driven, but I could see where a torch had cut away the chest plate to make a spot for a man to sit and manipulate the controls in real time, rather than having an engineer program the thing and send it on its way. I might have admired the wild-eyed man’s ingenuity if he hadn’t clearly been about to crush us with his metal appendages.
“Screw off!” Dean shouted back. “You’re not getting a damn thing from us!”
“Not that we have anything to give, anyway,” I murmured so only Dean could hear.
“Don’t be so sure, princess,” he said softly. “Those boots and my coat will get fought over down in the dirt by types like this.”
I realized he had a point—the refugees from the Rustworks were starving, likely freezing as winter set in, and clean clothes and sturdy shoes would be worth as much as fine steel or aether. They didn’t appear to be reasonable, so I braced myself to either fight or run, waiting for Dean’s cue.
The man grinned, showing several prominent gaps in his teeth. “This here is my town now. Nephilheim, the city of the angels. And I’m the voice on high!”
Crazy talk wasn’t exactly rare among people in the Rustworks—it was why most of them were fugitives. They said things the Proctors deemed heretical and thus were condemned to lives in madhouses, at best, or execution at worst. But the conviction with which the man shouted reminded me of my mother, utterly sure her iron-induced nightmares were true and happening before her eyes.
“He’s not going to back down,” I said to Dean.
“Perfect. Got a plan, then?” he asked, not relaxing his grip on his knife.
“Yeah,” I said, sliding my foot backward and shifting my weight. It was the same plan I always had when I was outnumbered by people much crazier and meaner than I was, from schoolyard bullies to these rust rats. “Run.”
Conrad got the idea, and the three of us bolted. The ground under my feet shook as the automaton rumbled to life and the group of scavengers gave chase. One of the women let out a battle cry, which the rest quickly took up.
“Were people in the Rustworks always this unfriendly?” I shouted at Dean.
“This is above and beyond, princess!” he shouted back. “Don’t know what’s gotten into them!”
Personally, I thought sanity was a thinner thread than most people realized. And I knew the thread could snap quicker than you could take a breath.
My own breath sawed in my chest; it seemed as if the narrow foundry avenues ran on forever, one folding into another.
Dean skidded, his ankle twisting under him, and he fell and rolled. I reached down without breaking stride and grabbed him by the shoulder of his leather jacket, yanking him along. A bottle shattered on the ground where his head had just been, and I looked back to see the fastest of the scavengers closing in.
“Run them down,” the automaton’s pilot bellowed. “Run those devils straight to Hades!”
A serrated horror of a blade whizzed past my face and embedded itself in the wall of the nearest building.
I stopped, spinning to face the person who’d thrown it. It was a woman—wild eyed, red hair bound up with gears and bolts that clanked and clacked when she moved. “I’ve had just about enough of this,” I snarled, my fear having been burned away by indignation. We weren’t a threat. We were just like them—wanted by the Proctors, just trying to survive. How dared they think they could run us down like prey? I looked forward to showing this girl she’d underestimated me.
The girl raised another blade. “Make your move, demon!” she screamed.
I didn’t think; I just scooped up a stray brick from near my feet and flung it at her. It thumped her in the chest and she staggered, dropping her knife. I snatched up another brick and waved it at the encroaching crowd. “Who’s next?” I yelled.
The automaton pilot bore down on me, causing the crushing pincers that made up the thing’s hands to scissor open and shut.
Too furious to even think of running, I pushed back with my Weird. I’d never tried to move something without touching it, or at least being within a few feet, but I pushed with all my strength, and with a great rattle and scream of rivets the tracks of the automaton seized, steam and smoke rising from the thing along with the smell of tortured metal. It shuddered to a stop.
I stood where I was, my heart pounding, my blood roaring. Far from feeling the falling-away sensation using my Weird usually brought on, I felt inexplicably alive, all body and blood rather than that detached piece of myself that floated around inside my mind. It was exhilarating, and yet I sort of wanted to scream.
Before I could do anything about either screaming or holding it in, Conrad grabbed me and abruptly broke the spell. “Are you crazy?” he shouted over the death throes of the automaton, which had started to shoot sparks and jets of flame from its innards as all its mechanisms failed in turn. Acrid steam blanketed the scavengers, and us.
The scavengers milled nervously a few yards away, and then one by one they bowed their heads in my direction, nodding rhythmically and drawing toward Conrad, Dean and me in a tight knot. Behind them, the automaton pilot fell from his vehicle, beating at the flames on his jacket.
I realized as all the scavengers’ eyes looked at me what I’d done: I’d shown my Weird to perfectly ordinary people. People who were already on edge, and would likely just as soon burn me alive as a Proctor would for my unexplained trick. I pressed my lips together, my heart throbbing with anxiety. After everything I’d done, I’d shattered it with one thoughtless move. Stupid, Aoife. So stupid.
“We’re sorry,” the woman I’d hit with the brick wheezed. “We didn’t know.”
I blinked at her, my rage and dread replacing itself with confusion. “Didn’t know what?”
“That it was you,” she said. “You are Aoife Grayson? The destroyer? The one who made the big blow?”
I was speechless for a moment, then answered hesitantly. “I’m Aoife, yes. But the Engine …” I stopped myself, unsure what to say next. “This isn’t important. Are you going to let us go?” I shouldn’t have been shocked that my name was known on the other side of the Erebus River. The Wytch King had said Draven was painting me as a radical, a heretic terrorist responsible for the senseless destruction of Lovecraft. What was more shocking about the girl’s words was that she seemed happy about what I’d done, the wreckage and the ruin. What was wrong with these people?
“Anything you say, Destroyer,” the woman murmured, bobbing her head. She was only a few years older than me, I could see now, but her face was streaked with grease and painted up with blue woad.
“Don’t call me that,” I said. The shakes were starting, and the familiar light-headedness of my nosebleeds. The iron was creeping in, inexorably, and fraying my emotions. “Don’t you ever call me that again.” Such a hateful name, said with such reverence. I was no better than the Crimson Guard and their aether bombs. Destroyer wasn’t a name that would ever pass my lips without making me cringe.
“But you saved us,” the girl insisted. “You freed us from the Proctors and you rained down destruction on their world.” She stretched out her arms to point to the world around her. “You saved all of us. The ones ground under the heel of the Proctors,” she said, and the other scavengers murmured assent.
“I didn’t do a damn thing,” I snarled at the girl, knocking her hands away from me, “except do what I thought was right.” Her reverence just reminded me all over again of my mistake, how I’d let myself be manipulated by Tremaine. I wasn’t a hero. I wasn’t even clever, I was gullible.
“You’ll have no more trouble from us,” the girl promised. Then she tried a different approach, sticking her hand straight out to shake, like an eager schoolboy. “I’m Casey.”
“Apparently you already know who I am,” I said, and sniffed, not interested in making friends with someone who’d been ready to stick a blade in me not five minutes before.
“We all do,” Casey reiterated. “You’re a hero.”
“How’s the bridge?” Dean cut in before I could open my mouth and start screaming incoherently at the word hero. “We need to make tracks into Lovecraft.”
“You don’t wanna do that,” Casey told him. “The Proctors got the bridge locked down tight. And in the city, well …” She shivered, her braids clanking again.
“You’ve been getting in all right,” I pointed out. “You have Academy and Proctor gear. I seriously doubt you carted all that with you while you were running for your lives.”
Casey reddened a little, her freckles standing out against her pink cheeks. “I guess there’s one or two of us who make the run, yeah. Mr. Angel tells us what he needs and we go in after dark. Nephilheim is stripped bare—those people evacuated. They were the smart ones.”
“Is Angel the cracked nut with the automaton?” Conrad said, pointing to where the hunched old man sulked at the back of the crowd.
Casey nodded. “He was a street heretic—he preached down in the Rustworks. When the big blow happened, he said it was a sign. That we were to go and form a new city on the ashes of the old.”
“A new city based on raiding and pillaging? History is on your side, for sure,” I said. Casey raised her skinny shoulders, missing my sarcasm.
“He’s kinda cracked, but I don’t have anywhere else to go. My parents were transported as heretics and my trade was smuggling. Nothing to smuggle now, is there?”
I sighed. Much as I wanted to dislike her, I couldn’t. She was skinny and starving and pathetic, more like a kitten nipping at your ankles than a junkyard dog. “Yeah, I get not having anywhere else to go,” I told her.
“If you need supplies, you can show us how you get in and out of the city,” Dean said to her. “We can pay you.”
I gave Dean a hard look when he mentioned payment, and he shook his head minutely at me, which I took to mean he must have something the girl wanted that wasn’t cold, hard cash. Because cash was in very short supply among our trio.
“You really want to go?” Casey directed her question to me rather than Dean.
I nodded. “My mother is in there. I need to get to Christobel Asylum, near Old Town.” If I could just get there, then at least I’d know. Know if she’d survived, or if I’d really done the worst thing a daughter can do, even worse than leaving the city without her.
Casey instantly made a negative gesture. “If your mum was in Old Town, she’s gone. That place was the first to go full-on chum bucket. Ghouls up to your ears, and worse. You could hear the screaming for days.”
“I have to go,” I insisted, although there was a roaring in my ears. Madhouses are fortresses, I reminded myself. They weren’t connected to sewers, were surrounded by thick granite walls topped with razor wire. Christobel was the most secure of them all, the place for dangerous lunatics, said to be escape proof. What kept the infected and the heretical inside could keep ghouls out. Maybe. The alternative I couldn’t handle thinking about without curling up into a useless ball.
“I have to go,” I repeated. “I left her there.”
Casey sighed and fidgeted. She looked back at the rest of the mob; they had put out the automaton fire and were scavenging usable parts off it like a particularly efficient swarm of fire ants. Angel stood to one side, his hair singed away, muttering invective that was no doubt directed at me.
“Well?” I said, folding my arms and hoping my bluff of heroic toughness passed muster. “If I’m such a hero, you should trust that I know what I’m doing.”
“Of course you do,” Casey said. “It’s just … you ain’t scared? Of what’s over there?”
“Not a bit,” I lied, crisply and without pause.
I was becoming a good liar. I realized that without any surprise, just like you notice that your hair has gotten longer and that your clothes are hanging off you because of the miles of walking and only intermittent food.
Of course I was scared. I never wanted to go back to the city. I didn’t want to see the dour spires and the cold gray edifice of Ravenhouse ever again. I didn’t want to see the crater the destruction of the Engine had left, or the wreckage of the places I’d once walked through with my school bag slung over my shoulder and, relatively speaking, not a care in the world.
I was scared. I was more scared than I’d ever been. But I was learning to hide it, to become as smooth and facile as any of the Fae I’d encountered.
And that scared me most of all.
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The Lair of Monsters


CASEY CARRIED A pack from the Lovecraft Academy, the kind issued to boys, with two shoulder straps. She gestured to it proudly. “Those little Uptown brats cut and ran like nobody’s business. Left a treasure trove behind.”
Those “brats” had been my fellow students. I hadn’t called any of them my friends, but the thought of them meeting a fate normally reserved for the worst of criminals turned my stomach a bit.
“So what’s the plan, Casey?” Dean asked her as she tromped ahead of us, red hair swinging almost gaily.
“The Boundary Bridge is the only way in or out, but the Proctors have set up quarantine checkpoints. Regular boat patrols too. We gotta cross under the span, and we gotta do it fast, before they spot us.”
“What do people know?” I blurted. “About the Engine, and the city? What have the Proctors been saying?”
“That you acted alone,” Casey said. “That you’re some kind of radical. Your picture went in all the papers. Reporters came from New Amsterdam to poke around the foundry, with cameras and such. Proctors are claiming the big blow was your fault, and there was a huge ceremony when they made that fink Draven director of the Bureau.” Her brows drew together. “They ain’t said much about what came out of the ground afterward. That’d mess with their big old lie of a story.”
That figured. Any fabricated explanation for the “viral creatures” never before seen would strain the credulity of even the dumbest citizens of Lovecraft. And Draven, only the city Head then, was doubly in control now, had the whole machine of the Proctors to back up whatever story he cared to spin like the venomous spider he was. He was a big man now, bigger than everyone except the president and a few other men who were equally cruel and conniving. He had somebody to blame—me. As long as he had my face to put to the disaster, uncomfortable truths could be swept aside, the way uncomfortable truths often were when the Proctors got involved.
“So, you’re a wanted criminal now,” Dean said, grinning. “I’d be lying if I said that didn’t make me like you even more, princess.”
I tried to smile back but mostly just felt sick at the thought. My picture would be in every paper in every part of the world that didn’t belong to the Crimson Guard. Terrorist. Heretic. Lies. But there was nothing I could do, unless I could turn back time. And that was about as likely as Draven asking me out for tea.
Casey led us off the main road and down an access path. I could hear the ice creaking in the river as we drew closer. Wind cut into me, and I was glad for the jacket Shard had given me in Windhaven. “The trusses on this side aren’t too heavily guarded,” she called. “We just gotta be quick.”
“And then getting to Old Town?” I asked. Casey chewed her lip and cut her eyes to the river below.
“Getting to Old Town means you’re gonna have to be even quicker,” she said. “You’re not bleeding, are you? Any of you? Ghouls’ll sniff blood a week old.”
“We’re square,” Dean said. “Nobody’s cut so’s it’ll bleed freely.”
Casey bit her lip. “For the record, I still think this is a stupid idea.”
“Duly noted,” I told her.
Ahead of us, I saw one of the great trusses of the Boundary Bridge planted in the riverbank like the resting foot of an iron animal.
The supports traveled down into the bedrock, but from here at the base they looked impossibly thin and high, the span above creaking in the harsh wind.
Casey cast a look at my hands, which I’d tucked as far as they’d go into my sleeves. Exposure to the cold air felt like scraping my knuckles across a brick wall. “Here,” she grumbled, shoving a spare pair of fingerless leather gloves at me.
“I’m fine,” I insisted, though the idea of clinging to a piece of iron with my bare skin above a hundred-foot drop was about as far from fine as I could conceive.
“You’ll be fine until you get about halfway across,” Casey said. “Then either your hands will freeze to a piece of iron or they’ll get so cold they can’t grip the iron at all. Best case, you lose the skin off your palms. Worst case, you go swimming.”
I looked out at the river, the surface a rumpled canvas of ice floes and black water. I put the gloves on.
Casey went first, climbing the support as quickly and surely as a pirate from Cal’s adventure stories going up a mast. I followed, using the massive rivets as foot- and handholds, as she had. Conrad came next, and Dean was last.
I knew exactly how high and wide the bridge ran, of course. Every engineering student in the world probably knew its dimensions, marvel that it was. Joseph Strauss’s masterwork, along with the Cross-Brooklyn Bridge in New Amsterdam. The Boundary Bridge was one hundred twenty feet high. Just shy of one-half mile across. Two hundred lengths of wrist-thick cable suspending it above the river.
As we climbed, I could feel the bridge humming. My Weird didn’t crackle like it did when I encountered a machine with moving parts, but I could feel the river’s force running through the iron, the never-ceasing current working to push the bridge aside and be free. Working through me, into the cracks and crannies of my mind, working at the madness, trying to pick the lock and set it free.
The higher we climbed, the worse the wind got, until it was a trial to even breathe when a gust blew straight at my face.
I just kept going. Hand up, foot up. Muscles crying out, every fiber straining. Grab rivet, test for ice, pull myself to the next. I had to get into the city, had to find Nerissa, get her out of there. Then, I knew, and only then, I could rest.
Hand up, foot up. I couldn’t feel my cheeks or the tips of my fingers. Up ahead, Casey reached the span, the metal lattice that supported the roadbed, slick with ice. With one last tug I joined her and slumped, panting, in the crooked embrace of the iron while we waited for the boys to join us.
“See that?” She pointed at a small black launch with a prow shaped like a blunt battering ram that was working its way through the river below. “Proctors patrolling in an icebreaker,” she said. “We’ll have about three minutes before they get down to the point and start to come back.”
I looked to the next support lattice, at least six feet away across open space. “Am I supposed to sprout wings?”
Casey pointed up, grinning. “Those wires will hold us. You just lace your legs above it and then pull hand over hand and you’re over in no time.”
The idea of hanging upside down over certain death didn’t exactly appeal to me, but I wouldn’t be any kind of hero if I balked. I followed Casey’s lead and grabbed the wire. She slung herself up easily, muscular legs encased in men’s dungarees wrapping around the thin line and holding her weight.
The wire jiggled as Conrad followed me, and bowed a bit as Dean joined him. I couldn’t see them, but knowing they were behind me gave me the nerve I needed to edge along after Casey.
Casey tracked the progress of the ice breaker, which had nearly reached the tall stone lighthouse at Half Moon Point.
“Scoot,” she hissed. “And keep it quiet. There’s men up there on the bridge.”
Clinging to that wire was one of the most singularly miserable experiences of my life. The cold cut straight through my trousers and my gloves everywhere I touched the wire. My skin was rubbed raw, and my hands ached so much I hoped they wouldn’t simply break off and fall away.
Casey was nearly all the way across, and I close behind her, when I felt a shudder in the bridge and heard an explosive cracking of ice in the river below.
My shoulder began to throb with a vengeance. When I was in Arkham, a shoggoth, one of the mindless creatures made up of mouths and eyes that roamed outside the city, had latched onto me and left a bit of itself in a black and puckered scar flushed with venom even now. I gasped at the pain, losing my grip on the wire. I dropped rather than try to hold on, my feet landing on the edge of a support beam.
“There’s something down there!” Conrad shouted from his vantage above, and I looked down to see the ice churning and the water foaming as something fought its way out of the depths.
“Shut up!” Casey hissed at us. “Keep moving!”
My shoulder throbbed so badly it caused black whirlpools to grow in my field of vision. I looked at Dean frantically as he dropped down to stand beside me. “This is wrong …,” I said, my throat raw from cold. I sounded like I was floating far above myself, my voice a hollow and metallic echo. Something was rising out of the river. I could see through the fog that it had yellow, lidless eyes, lanternlike beneath the dark ice, and rubbery green limbs extending from a bullet-shaped body.
Ice shattered when it broke the surface, sending shards and spray in all directions. The creature wrapped its tentacles around the bridge, battering the solid parts of its body against the supports and nearly shaking all four of us free.
“What is that?” The shout came not from any of us but from the roadbed above. A cluster of Proctors peered over the side of the bridge, rifles at the ready.
“Leviathan!” one shouted. “Shoot that bastard before he shakes the bridge down!”
Dean lost his grip as the thing battered itself against the bridge again, and I reached out and grabbed the back of his jacket before he could fall.
“Never seen one that close before,” he panted. “Must’ve picked up the vibrations from the explosion. Gotten turned around.”
Leviathans were abominations of the deep supposedly caused by the necrovirus, but really, who knew where they came from? Its tentacles were spiraling up the supports of the bridge even as the Proctors opened fire, bullets zipping past us too close for comfort. My stomach lurched as the bridge rattled under its assault, and I abandoned all pretense of bravado. This was not good. Not at all.
“We should move!” Casey bellowed. “While they’re distracted.”
Dean nodded at me. “Get back on the wire. I’ll help you.” He put his hands on my hips without any more preamble and lifted me like I didn’t weigh a thing.
The wire swayed and bounced under the assault of the leviathan, and I screwed my eyes shut, focusing on the sting in my palms as the wire bit into them.
I moved forward, concentrating so hard that I started when hands grabbed me and Casey pulled me onto the last support. We were below the elevated section of Derleth Street, the gray half-light shining through the slats of the river walk. There was a gaping hole in the boards, and Casey pulled herself up.
“We owe that old deep water bugger a thank-you,” she panted. “He distracted those blackbirds right and proper.”
“I’ll feel better when everyone’s across,” I said, squinting against the ice glare to make out the others where they clung tightly to the great structure. The leviathan roared as the Proctors shot at it, then battered its entire weight into the bridge. There was a groan and the iron vibrated under my feet, and then everything stilled as the leviathan slid back into the river, causing violent waves of ice and black water to crash into either shore.
The sound was small in comparison, but it was high and close—a light ping as the rusted bolts holding the wires of the suspension assembly in place snapped in half, one by one, like aether bulbs blowing on a circuit. The wires whipped free like the tentacles of a second, metal leviathan hanging in the air above the first.
Dean dropped and caught himself by the elbows on the support where Casey and I were crouching. Casey grabbed Dean’s arm, and I reached out for Conrad, but just like when we’d been in the balloon, I grasped only air.
My heart stopped and I watched helplessly as Conrad plummeted, a scream ripping from his throat, until the wire he was clinging to reached the end of its arc and snapped. Conrad swung a good thirty feet below us, small above the vast expanse of the river.
I locked my arm through the iron lattice to brace myself and grabbed the top of the wire with my free hand. “Help me!” I screamed at Dean and Casey, the icy air tearing my throat raw.
“No!” Conrad yelled up to us. “Just go!”
I shook my head, trying to pull the wire up and bring Conrad with it. I wasn’t leaving him.
Casey, on the other hand, made a move to crawl up to the roadbed.
“What’s that for?” she hissed when she saw Dean’s reproachful look. “He said leave him, and we gotta move before that boat sees us!”
Dean just grunted and grabbed the wire along with me. Between the two of us, we hauled Conrad up, and the three of us climbed after Casey to the roadbed, leaving the Proctors and the bridge behind us.
Once we stood on Derleth Street, behind the arcade of the river walk to hide us from the Proctors, I ran and caught up to Casey, leaving Dean to walk with Conrad, who was swaying like a tree in a hurricane. He was pale, but I knew he’d be all right. Conrad was tough in ways you couldn’t see. He didn’t let fear or panic ever get their hooks into him. I wished I could be more like that.
“That was way closer than I like to cut things,” Casey told me. “From now on, Miss Grayson, you need to listen to me and do as I say.”
I had only intended to talk to her, but her comment sliced through my patience, and all the frustration and horror of the last few days exploded to the front of my mind. I balled up my fist, hard and sure like Conrad had taught me, and smacked Casey in the face.
She reeled, and there was already a fat red bruise growing near her lip when she turned back. “What on the scorched earth is your malfunction?”
“The next time you suggest leaving any of us behind,” I snarled at her, “that’ll be the last suggestion you ever make to anyone.” In that moment, I meant it entirely. I couldn’t recall a time I’d ever felt such pure, hot rage before.
“Aoife, whoa.” Dean appeared at my side. He squeezed my shoulder. “Take it easy.”
Casey touched her lip and winced. “I’m just doing what you asked me to do. Gee whiz.”
“You know who else just does what they’re asked? Proctors,” I snapped back.
Casey yanked her blade from her belt. “Okay, girlie, I respect you, but that crosses the line. I ain’t in bed with the Proctors.”
“Why don’t we all calm down?” Dean suggested. “You two girls want to slug it out later, I’m not going to stop you.”
I uncurled my fist. My palm was red and raw, rubbed bloody from holding frozen metal. “He’s right,” I told Casey. All the rage ran out like so much water, and in its place was just embarrassment. I was supposed to fix problems with my mind, not my fists. I was the smart girl, the civilized one, who didn’t resort to what my female teachers at the Academy would have called “tawdry emotional displays.”
At least, I had been, until all of Tremaine’s lies and everything that had gone on since then. “I’m sorry about that,” I said to Casey, feeling my cheeks heat. “I think we can take it from here.”
“Nah, look,” Casey said. “I’m sorry about saying we leave your brother to go in the drink. I got piss-scared.”
“Fine,” I said shortly, glad she wasn’t going to try to turn things into a real brawl. I wasn’t much of a hand-to-hand fighter unless the element of surprise was on my side. “Let’s just get going, all right?”
“Hell of a right cross,” Dean muttered as we started walking again. “Remind me never to get you testy.”
“Consider yourself warned,” I said, nudging him with my elbow and flashing a grin. Despite where we were and what had almost just happened, I felt a little lighter for the first time since I’d walked out of the Academy and away from the life I’d had there.
We were going to get my mother back, take her far away from the iron that made her mad, and have our family, me and her and Conrad, together.
And then I would find some way to make everything in Lovecraft and the worlds beyond all right again.
Walking through Lovecraft was like walking through the dream I’d kept having in the Mists, except I was awake. Awake enough to see the wrecked shops and burnt-out houses. To know, finally, the toll of having destroyed the Engine and broken the Gates to the Thorn Land. I was awake enough to feel the cold bite against every inch of exposed skin, and awake enough to taste the smoke rising in the south on the back of my tongue.
South was where the Engineworks had been.
The people who had worked in the Engine had evacuated. As far as I knew, I hadn’t killed anyone outright. But how many had died afterward, as a result of what I’d done?
And how many of them deserved exactly what they got? whispered a dark retort inside my head. Part of me, the part who’d kept quiet for fifteen years while her mother went crazy and the Proctors lied to her—that Aoife wasn’t sorry for what she’d done to Lovecraft at all.
Old Town was silent, the crumbling brick storefronts and row houses painted all the colors of the rainbow now pale and faded, deserted and, in many cases, destroyed beyond recognition or repair.
Christobel Charitable Asylum had been a convent a long time ago, when there had still been such things as nuns and people who believed in gods and not the reason-based Master Builder or the Great Old Ones, drifting through the outer stars in their endless, frozen sleep. You could still see the spire poking above the sharp Victorian rooflines, and I angled toward it, up Derleth Street.
I’d walked here so many times as a student, on my way to and from the madhouse. I’d hated the walk then, the obligation to go visit my mother almost a physical weight. I’d never noticed how alive the street was, bustling with life in a way the Academy and Uptown weren’t. Now that it lay silent, windows staring at us with our own reflections, old newspapers caught against the fences and lampposts flapping like wounded birds, I missed the activity acutely.
“I don’t like this at all,” Casey murmured. We walked in a loose, staggered line, choosing whichever side of the street kept us clear of shadows and alleyways. “It’s way too calm,” she elaborated. “No sirens, no screaming, no Proctors.” She inhaled deeply. “Something bad in the air.”
“Could you be any more doom-and-gloom?” Conrad complained. “I’m already sour enough on this whole idea without your naysaying, all right?”
I agreed with Casey. I could feel the iron of this place tickling the back of my mind, and its whisper didn’t even cover the snuffling and scraping I could hear in every patch of darkness, tangible reminders that we could be set upon at any moment by nightjars, ghouls, or worse things that had made it through the cracks from the Thorn Land.
Nothing made a move, which only ratcheted my nerves tighter as we reached the gates of the Asylum. In the distance, I could hear the dull tolling of the bells in St. Oppenheimer’s, as I always used to when I’d visited. Only now they were discordant and hadn’t stopped ringing, as if a giant funeral were going on.
In a way, I supposed it was.
The gates in the fence surrounding the asylum were off their hinges, one bent nearly in half, as if a giant had folded it like a piece of paper. That didn’t bode well, but I tried not to panic. Just because the gates were open didn’t mean anything had breached the asylum itself. Everyone in there could still be fine. Likely agitated, as they wouldn’t have had sedatives in close to a week, but fine. I hoped.
I could see from where we stood that the main doors were shut, yet the massive clockwork locks that kept the place from spilling lunatics into the street were open, and the steps were covered with paper files and office supplies. I looked up. A few papers were still caught in the bars of the upper-floor windows, flapping sadly like dying doves.
That doesn’t mean anything, I insisted to myself again. Surely the doctors and nurses had fled. There might have even been a patient rebellion. The doors were shut. I didn’t see any corpses or hear any screaming. In this situation, crazy as it sounded even in my own head, the silence and desolation were good signs.
“Well?” Dean stood beside me. “We going in?”
I didn’t reply, not able to articulate what I was thinking without sounding as crazy as the patients beyond the walls. I took one step through the wrecked gates, then another, and let that be my answer. I half expected them to slam behind me, even in their ruined state. Going into the asylum never felt like anything other than walking into the jaws of a beast.
“I’ll watch your backs,” Casey said. “I ain’t going in there with the loonies.”
I waved her off, not surprised. Casey was a survivor, and survivors knew when to hide rather than rush ahead. That much I’d learned from Cal.
I stopped on the first step, patients’ charts and photographs crumpling under my boots. I’d waited so long to come back here, and now I could feel myself shaking inside my clothes. The truth about what had become of Nerissa was just beyond the doors, and yet I wanted nothing more than to turn and run. Where, I didn’t know. Just away. I didn’t, though, because Conrad was staring at me, daring me to admit this was a bad idea, and because I didn’t want to show Dean just how scared I was of finding out the truth. Good or bad, I was going to have to own up to my mother about what I’d done when I let Tremaine trick me into breaking the Gates, and I couldn’t imagine her reaction. Just that it would be bad and would probably involve a lot of screaming at me.
If she was even in there.
If she was even alive.
Panic like this hadn’t clutched me since I’d first left the city. My shoulder began to throb again—as it had when the leviathan had appeared.
The shoggoth venom was reacting to something beyond the doors.
I froze in place as the doors yawned open seemingly on their own. A dozen pale white paws, puckered and with a greenish cast like the skin of a corpse, gripped the walls. The ghouls’ snouts were long, longer than Cal’s when he wasn’t wearing his human shape, and their claws were pure black. They were part of another nest. One that was a lot more comfortable in daylight than most ghouls I’d run into who weren’t Cal.
I wanted to swear, or scream, but all that made it out of my mouth was a light squeak, like a mouse’s. I didn’t even dare look to see if Conrad and Dean were still with me. Any movement could provoke a ghoul.
“Mmm,” the ghoul in the lead purred. “A delivery. I love it when the meat walks right up to your front door.”
Before I could move, the ghoul tucked its legs and sprang, clearing the steps in one bound. I barely had time to flinch in expectation of its weight on my chest and its teeth in my skin before Dean tackled me, slamming me out of the way.
We landed in the gravel at the foot of the stairs as the rest of the ghouls burst forth from the asylum, howling in anticipation of a meal.
Dean hauled me up. “Run,” he growled in my ear. “For your life.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Conrad and Casey head the other way, toward Uptown. There was no argument from me. I snatched Dean’s hand. In the face of horrors, he’d thrown himself into the line of fire with no regard for his own safety.
I didn’t have time to even hope Conrad would be all right. The ghouls were hot on our heels, their screaming bringing more and more of them out of hiding, spilling out of broken shop windows and shadowed alleys and an open sewer grate in the center of the street.
We ran. We ran until it felt like there was fire and razors in my chest in place of air. Ran so fast that my feet didn’t even catch in the pockmarks left by missing cobblestones.
Dean whipped his head back, then forward again. “Shit” he gasped, and when I looked I saw that the entire street had become a churning, rushing mass of bodies, white and blue and corpse-gray all the way down to rotted, decomposing greenish-black. There were hundreds of the ghouls, fighting and clawing to be at the front of the pack, and their screaming was the only thing I could hear over my own heartbeat.
We hit the top of Dunwich Lane, the center of despicable goings-on back when Lovecraft had been the Lovecraft I knew. Now Dunwich Lane’s red-light district was a smoking, ash-gray ruin. Fire could have started in any one of the dive bars or brothels by the river, and it had chewed on the shabby neighborhood’s bones as surely as the ghouls were going to chew on ours if they caught us.
Still we ran, until I couldn’t feel myself, except for my straining breath, and could barely see except for a tiny tunnel straight ahead.
We weren’t going to make it. I could smell the foul, orchid-sweet stench of the ghouls, and before me I could see the flash of the river. We would have a choice in a moment: jump in and freeze, or stand on the bank and be torn limb from limb, turned into dinner for the horrific and hungry citizens of this new Lovecraft.
The last houses on the street were on pilings out over the river, listing dangerously and plastered with warnings that they were condemned. The street ended at a crumbling wall, and beyond there was nothing but the river. My heart sank.
As Dean and I ran toward the wall, I heard a great whirring from overhead, the sound of a zeppelin’s fans. I looked up, thinking Draven had finally caught up with us. That would be the grand finale to this wretched day.
It wasn’t Draven’s black craft, though—it was a smaller ship, the balloon a dark green and the cabin underneath made of polished wood trimmed with brass that gleamed even in the smoky sunlight. The craft banked sharply over the river and a ladder extended from the cabin hatch.
“You!” bellowed a voice made sharp and metallic by the horn of an aethervox. “You two on Dunwich Lane! Grab the ladder and get on board!”
The ladder drifted into range. I looked to Dean, and he nodded vigorously. Whoever was in the dirigible, he was better than what was closing in on us, no question. I grabbed the ladder’s wooden rungs and leather straps and climbed as best I could while it swayed in the wind. Dean jumped on behind me, and the dirigible rose into the air, away from the ravening horde of ghouls.
“Any others alive in the city?” the voice bellowed at us.
“North!” I shouted, gesturing in the direction Conrad and Casey had run.
Another ladder dropped from the other side of the dirigible, and we swooped over the grounds of Christobel Asylum in a hard turn, toward what had been Uptown and the Academy grounds. From above I could see that the back wing of the asylum had been gutted by fire, and ghouls were scampering across what had once been a garden where the patients could walk in warm weather. Half-chewed bodies in the asylum-issued gray pajamas lay like discarded toys on the flagstones, but from what I could see, my mother wasn’t one of them.
That was it, then. The truth I’d known in the back part of my mind, the black part that only understood logic and odds, fell home with a hammer blow.
My mother wasn’t there. Nobody human was. If she’d managed to survive, she was alone in the city, adrift.
We swooped low across the mazelike streets leading to Banishment Square and Ravenhouse, the Proctors’ headquarters in Lovecraft.
Conrad’s movements were easy to pick out among the stately granite buildings. He was alone, cornered near Ravenhouse’s back wall.
My stomach flipped from the abrupt change in altitude as the dirigible lowered, and I waved frantically at him. “Grab the ladder!”
Conrad jumped, then did as I’d said and clung tightly as the dirigible rose. The ladders clanked against the metal parts of the hull as they retracted into the hatches of the craft, and I scrambled into the cabin along with Dean.
“You all right?” I asked Conrad, who’d climbed in from the other side. He nodded, patting himself down.
“Mostly. That was a hell of a close call.”
“Where’s Casey?” I asked.
“Dunno,” Conrad panted. “Lost her in the back alleys. She was rabbiting back toward Nephilheim last I saw. Not ghoul food yet.”
He rubbed his arms, shivering. “I tried to stay with her, Aoife.…”
“It couldn’t be helped,” I reassured him. “Nobody expects you to be ghoul lunch.” I patted him awkwardly on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Conrad.”
“And why not? This is a Proctor ship isn’t it?” he grumbled. “We’re under arrest.”
“I have no idea who picked us up,” I said. “But I doubt they’re Proctors.”
He managed a weak smile, which I returned. Never mind that I had less than no clue who this airship belonged to and why the pilot had rescued us.
I examined our surroundings, hoping to make a guess on that score. We were in a narrow cargo bay at the aft of the dirigible, and there were no hints, just a few boxes tied down in a corner, devoid of any markings.
“Aoife’s right. I don’t think it’s Proctors,” Dean said. “Proctors probably would’ve just left us to get eaten. Less work for them that way.”
“Good point,” Conrad said. He got up and brushed himself off. “Come on. Let’s see what kind of degenerates we’ve hooked up with.”
I went to the hatch that led to the rest of the dirigible to see what I could find out. Best case, we’d been picked up by pirates or smugglers who also hated the Proctors. Worst, we’d been picked up by pirates or smugglers who didn’t hate the Proctors enough to turn down a quick buck they could earn by handing us over.
I tried the hatch, which swung open easily enough. At least we weren’t locked in. I stepped through it before Dean or Conrad could protest. A ladder led up one level to a deck, swaying aether lamps lighting my way as the airship climbed at a steep angle, passing through turbulence in the clouds.
The passenger deck was richly appointed, like the interiors of the private craft wealthy families in Lovecraft once used to fly from their mansions to New Amsterdam or their vacation homes in Maine. Lush velvet covered the corridor walls, and all the fittings were brass. When I peeked above deck I saw rich wood and bookshelves lining the room. Furniture bolted to the floor creaked gently as the craft banked, and I saw a plethora of charts spread out on the wide dining table. I’d never seen anything like it in real life—the only airship I’d been on previously was a repurposed war buggy, stripped to the bare bones. This was the sort of craft I’d always dreamed of flying on when I was just another girl at the Academy. I was sad I couldn’t explore it now, but I did take in all the details to remember later, when I had the time.
“Hello?” I said cautiously, braced for a confrontation.
“Hello!” A blond woman stuck her head in from another compartment and hurried over to me. “We’re so glad you’re all right!”
“We?” I said, backing up in surprise when she reached out her hand. She went with the cabin—immaculately curled hair, a traveling skirt and boots that probably cost more money than I’d been given to live on in an entire year as a ward of the City. Her ivory blouse was pressed, and a blue stone brooch sparkled at the collar.
“You don’t have to be afraid of me, Aoife,” she said, attempting a friendly smile that looked slightly out of place on her perfect porcelain features. She wasn’t much taller than I was, but there was a sureness to her posture and a set to her delicate face that told me she was used to being listened to and obeyed.
“How do you know who I am?” I started casting around for a weapon. Something not good was definitely happening here.
“Aoife …,” she started, but I snatched an animal leg bone from its display hook and waved it at her.
“You stay away from me!” I didn’t know how the woman knew my name, but her perfect facade didn’t inspire trust. Beautiful things were usually ugly under the surface, in my experience, and I wasn’t about to trust this one.
“Aoife!” Another voice called from above, and I looked up to see a tall, rangy figure with a shock of white at his temples standing on a balcony.
I felt my body go slack, and the bone tumbled from my hand as I stared at the figure, shocked. “Dad?”
My father looked much different from when I’d glimpsed him in the jail cell. There he’d been masked, with deep half-moons under his eyes and his hair wild. Now he wore a natty safari outfit similar in color and style to the blond woman’s clothes, canvas pants held up by leather suspenders, a linen shirt open at the collar and boots shined within an inch of their lives. He looked every bit the wealthy gentleman my mother had always told me he was.
“Yes, it’s me,” he said. He descended the curving brass staircase that led from the bridge. He held up a hand, as if to still a temperamental child. “Calm down.”
“I …” I took a second look around the airship. It really was a marvelous craft, the cabin more like a stately apartment than the interior of an airship. “What’s going on?” I said. It was a lame response, but it was the only one that came to mind.
“I’ll explain it all as soon as we’re clear of the city and those damn Proctor sweeps,” my father answered. “Now I’ve got to get back to the helm.” He gestured to the blond woman. “Val, make sure Aoife is comfortable, and tell her friends they can come up from the hold, will you?”
The woman stooped and picked up the bone I’d liberated, setting it gently back in its display rack. “Of course, Archie.”
I stood awkwardly in the center of the dark night sky–blue carpet, feeling both underdressed and acutely aware of how filthy I was after the two days of hard travel from Windhaven. I didn’t know who the woman was or why she was being instructed to take care of me. I had no idea what was going on, and I didn’t like that. Confusion was my least favorite state.
The woman—Val—gestured me into a leather wing chair, which was bolted to the floor, like everything else. “Would you like some tea?”
“All right,” I said, a bit in shock. The two of them were acting as if rescuing Dean, Conrad and me from a horde of ravening ghouls was the most usual thing in the world. Or at least, not strange enough to interrupt afternoon tea.
I watched quietly as Val went to an aethervox panel in the far wall and pressed one of the intricately worked silver-and-brass buttons. “You two can come up now,” she said sweetly. “Aoife is fine and we’re not going to hurt you.”
She went over to a steam hob built into the bookcases and set a silver teakettle on it. “You’ve had quite a journey,” she said to me. “You must be worn out.”
“I’m sorry,” I answered, shutting my eyes briefly in an attempt to reconcile what had almost happened in Lovecraft with my new opulent surroundings and the gentle hum of the airship’s fans. “Who are you, exactly?”
“Oh, how rude of me!” She fluttered her hands around that brooch. “I’m Valentina Crosley. I’m an associate of your father’s.”
“And this?” I gestured at the airship cabin as Dean and Conrad poked their heads through the hatch. Dean relaxed visibly when he saw that I was in one piece. His hand came out of the pocket where he kept his knife, but he trained a wary eye on Valentina.
“This is your father’s craft, the Munin,” said Valentina. “It belonged to my father, but now it’s Archie’s.”
“It’s very … nice,” I said cautiously. It was too nice—I clearly didn’t belong here, and neither did Dean. Conrad was the only one who appeared at ease. I wondered if his composure would last when he saw our father. Conrad had always taken it harder that Archie had left us with our mother.
“I’m pleased to meet you,” he told Valentina, seeming calm enough. “There were some letters in my father’s house from you. Archie and I never spoke about you, but I’d hoped we’d meet someday.”
Valentina blinked at him, staring for a moment, and I stared as well. Where was Conrad’s sullen rage at being abandoned? The outrage that Archie had clearly taken up with another woman? I was feeling both in spades, but my brother seemed pleased as punch to be here.
Valentina recovered inside of a second and held out her hand. “And it’s really a pleasure to meet you at last, Conrad. Your father has told me so much about you and your sister both.”
I shot a glance toward the bridge while pleasantries were being exchanged. My father stood alone, silhouetted against the glass. I rose and climbed up the brass steps and stood at the lip of the bridge, feeling awkward but needing to see him, to speak to him again and convince myself this was really happening. How to start a conversation like that? Why did you save me from the Proctors? Where have you been? Why did you leave our family behind?
“Two of my friends are still in Nephilheim,” I said at last. “Cal and Bethina.” I figured he’d at least appreciate my being to the point.
“Bethina, really? My maid? She’s come a long way.” He looked over his shoulder at me. The Munin was flown standing up, with a half-moon brass wheel for the rudder and two controls for the fans. It was really a beautiful craft in every way. If I hadn’t been put so off guard by how I’d come aboard, I would have been excited to see something that was this much art along with its function. And would have been doubly excited that my father was at the helm and I was face to face with him for only the second time in my life.
“We need to get them,” I said. “Or you need to let me off there so we can go somewhere safe together.”
Archibald locked the rudder in place and turned to me, folding his arms. He was taller than I remembered from meeting him in the interrogation room in Ravenhouse, and his eyes held none of the warmth they’d had then. “And what if I said no?”
I kept his gaze and adopted the same icy tone. “Then I suppose it’s been nice to see you again.”
Archibald shook his head, dropping his arms. “I swear, you’re even more stubborn than your mother.” I flinched. It was strange to think of his spending time with my mother before Conrad and I were born, learning her expressions and her moods and seeing them in me.
My father banked the craft, dropping us over the dour gray roofs of Nephilheim. “Don’t think I don’t know,” he told me, “that your little buddy Cal Daulton is a ghoul. And don’t think I’m going to welcome him aboard.”
“He saved my life, Dad,” I said, folding my arms to mimic his earlier posture. “He’s not like the other ghouls.”
“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m picking him up.” He spun the wheel and we crossed the river, drifting up the far bank, over the foundry and into the village, which from this vantage looked like a ruined toy, stepped on by an angry child.
“There,” I said, pointing to the broad avenue where we’d left Cal and Bethina. My father throttled back the fans, hovering, and the Munin shivered as the thin, delicate ladders unfurled from its hatches. I saw figures emerge from the nearest ruined cottage, and mere moments later, Cal and Bethina were in the main cabin with the rest of us.
“Mr. Grayson!” Bethina shrieked, running to my father and wrapping her arms around him. She’d been his chambermaid; he probably knew her better than he’d known me, before all this happened. I was just relieved they were both all right, and didn’t begrudge her the reunion.
My father smiled at her and patted her on the back. “Glad to see you in one piece, Bethina. Didn’t I dismiss you, though?”
She shrugged. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Someone had to keep your house in order.”
Cal sidled up to me. “That’s your father?”
“In the flesh,” I said, still barely able to believe it myself. Every time I looked at Archie, he seemed like he should shimmer and vanish like an illusion, rather than be standing not ten feet from me, pouring Bethina a cup of tea.
“Something to sweeten it?” he asked, reaching for a cut-glass brandy decanter in the sideboard.
“Oh, no,” said Bethina primly. “You know I don’t do that sort of thing, Mr. Grayson.”
“Seems nice enough,” Cal muttered to me. “Certainly not the raving lunatic Draven was always yelling about.”
“Jury’s out on the first part,” I said, just as Cal’s eyes lit on Valentina.
“Who’s the dame?” he said, brows going up. “She looks like a lanternreel star.”
I spread my hands. “I’ve been here about ten minutes longer than you have, Cal. Her name is Valentina. Aside from that, your guess is as good as mine.”
Valentina bubbled up to us, carrying a tray holding two delicate china cups painted with briar roses. “Tea?”
I took it and pointed to the brandy. “I think I’ll have something in mine.” My old teacher, Mrs. Fortune, would give us tea with brandy when we had the flu at the Academy. I could use the calming effect just then.
“No, you won’t be having any brandy,” my father returned crisply. “The rest of you, make yourselves comfortable. Conrad and Aoife, we need to speak privately.”
He gestured to a small hatch that led to the room Valentina had appeared from and waited until we’d followed him in before shutting and latching the door. I felt as if we’d been called on the carpet for passing notes during class, not as if we were having the first real meeting with our father, ever. His expression was stern and his eyes betrayed no emotion beyond annoyance.
This was not how I’d imagined my first conversation with Archie going, and I could tell from Conrad’s fidgeting and his frown that he felt the same way.
“First of all,” Archie said, “what the hell were you two thinking, going back into Lovecraft?”
“I—” I started, but Archie pointed his finger at me and focused his eyes on my brother.
“I’ll get to you. Conrad?”
Conrad spread his hands as if to ask what was the big deal. “It wasn’t my idea. I was actually against it.”
“Oh, come on, Conrad!” I shouted, furious that now we were actually caught, he was trying to wriggle out of getting in trouble. “You were the one who ran off in the first place! It’s because of you that I’m even here! You and that stupid letter!”
“I wrote that letter to get you out of Lovecraft, not rip apart space and time and destroy the entire damn city!” Conrad shouted back.
Rage overwhelmed me and I cocked my arm back and whipped my teacup at Conrad’s head. He ducked and the cup hit the wall, sending tea and china shards spattering across the cream-colored damask wallpaper.
“Enough, both of you!” Archie bellowed. He stepped between us, pointing at the door. “Conrad, give us a minute.”
“You always overreact,” Conrad muttered at me. “That’s why we’re in this mess.”
“You’re an idiot,” I returned, too angry to watch what I was saying. Conrad could treat me like I was still his excitable little sister, but I’d managed on my own for over a year after he’d run off. I’d managed after he’d nearly killed me. He didn’t get to talk to me like that any longer.
Archie thumped him on the side of the head with his knuckles. “I said enough. This is not your sister’s fault. Not entirely. Go.”
Conrad turned and stormed out, slamming the hatch behind him hard enough to rattle the framed paintings on the walls. In the silence that followed I looked anywhere but at my father’s face: A bunk in the corner immaculately made up with cream linens and rows of clothes neatly hanging in the wardrobe. A brass globe swaying from the ceiling, lit from the inside by aether. Outlines of continents and seas glowing softly against a ceiling painted like the night sky, constellations spelled out with silver thread. Finally, I ran out of things to stare at and had to look at my father again and see his shoulders slumped with fatigue, the dark circles under his eyes and the new lines along the sides of his mouth. I felt horrible for screaming at Conrad, for breaking my father’s things. What must he think of me after that?
Archie sighed, sitting down in one of the two small, overstuffed chairs by the cabin’s porthole. “Have a seat, Aoife.”
I stayed where I was and fidgeted. Being around him was still too new for me to sit and act comfortable—as if we were actually father and daughter. Besides, if I sat, I couldn’t study him while we talked, look for the similarities in our faces that I wanted to be there. I wanted to be a little bit like Archie—otherwise, my only fate was to end up like Nerissa.
Archie’s eyes were an eerie reflection of my own when we locked gazes, dark green and glittering, like something that had waited for light a long time in a dark place.
But his held none of the uncertainty mine did, just a calculating hardness that seemed to measure me up and dismiss me as wanting. I’d always hoped that Archie would be warm, like the fathers in books and lanternreels who came home every evening, hung up their hats and kissed their wives and children hello. But I’d known I was probably just fantasizing. His hard eyes weren’t really a surprise, just a disappointment.
“It’s good to see you,” he said at last, more quietly than I had expected. “It’s been a really long time.”
This I hadn’t expected. A lecture, maybe, or a punishment for making him rescue us from the city, but not the sadness that hung on his frame like an ill-fitting coat. “Yes,” I said at last, matching his soft tone. “It has.”
“Aside from when I got you out of Ravenhouse, I mean,” he said. “And that’s not exactly a family memory I’m looking to cherish.” He sighed and raked a hand through his hair, disturbing his carefully groomed coif into something that was closer to my own unruly cloud. “I’m glad you’re all right, Aoife, but you have to promise me never to do something that stupid again—and I mean both times, when you let Draven pick you up and this time, when you were doing whatever the hell it was you were doing down there in that wasteland.”


I had a feeling he wouldn’t be so forgiving when he found out why I’d come back, especially after he’d helped me escape the Proctors’ cells when I’d turned myself in to Draven as a means to get to the Engine. But I was done lying to everyone. Done pretending everything was fine, when even now the iron told me that the clock had started ticking on my madness again.
At least up here on the Munin, made of wood and brass, it had quieted to an insidious whisper rather than a scream. I looked out the porthole while I formulated my answer carefully. The country passing beneath us was blank now that we’d left the outskirts of Nephilheim, gray and white with patches of bare trees and snow. The coastline cast gentle lace on the frozen beaches, and I could see the red buoys of the shipping channel we followed bobbing like tiny beacons in the vast Atlantic.
“I was looking for Ner—for my mother,” I told Archie. “What happened … I left her there.”
“Nerissa isn’t in the madhouse,” Archie said. “She’d know the ghouls would come up when everything went to pot. That ghouls or something worse would be after her. Nerissa is a survivor, Aoife. She knows to go to ground and wait for things to blow over.”
“How can I possibly know that for sure?” I snapped, shocked and angered that he was brushing off my mother’s fate. Archie hadn’t seen Nerissa for nearly sixteen years. She wasn’t a survivor. She was fragile. Exposed to the world, the open air and the creatures in it, she’d wither like a hothouse bloom. “Is that supposed to make me feel any better about what I saw down there? Should I get back to tea and scones with your friend Valentina and leave all my troubles behind me?”
“Don’t you speak to me that way,” Archie snapped back. “You have no idea what went on between your mother and me. Like it or not, Aoife, I know her better than you do.”
I felt tears press up against my eyes, hot and traitorous. I couldn’t cry in front of my father. Couldn’t show him how I was panicking over not being able to find Nerissa, and over everything else that had come out of my one misguided moment of trusting the wrong person. I covered the panic with anger instead. “Oh, really?” I whispered, because that was all I could say. “Where were you, up until a few weeks ago? Oh, that’s right, you left your bastard children to rot in Lovecraft and went on your merry way. You didn’t even care that Conrad and I existed until Draven decided to use me to get at you.” I breathed hard, feeling the anger heat my cheeks and quicken my heart, burning away the tears. “You left us, Dad. You left us to whatever might happen. So no, I don’t believe you, and I don’t think of you as my father. Not in any way except by blood.” I had to get out of the close little room, which was hot and smelled cloyingly of rosewater, no doubt Valentina’s doing. I scrabbled at the hatch.
Archie jumped up and slammed the door shut before I could fully yank it open. “You are a child, Aoife,” he said, color rising in his face. “You’re a smart child, and a resourceful one, but there are things you don’t yet understand about your mother, or me.”
“Then tell me,” I said. My heart thumped in time with Archie’s ragged, angry breaths. “Tell me, or I have no reason to trust you and never will.” The simple truth coming out lightened me to a surprising degree. I’d been waiting, consciously or not, a long while to say that to Archie’s face.
My father slumped, like someone had opened a valve and let the air out of him. “That’s fair,” he said. “That’s honest. Look, sweetheart. I know I wasn’t any kind of father to you. Not in any way that mattered.” He pointed at the second chair again, and this time I joined him. Hearing him admit it so easily had extinguished my rage like a bucket of ice water. I’d imagined telling Archie off in so many different ways, and now I just felt like a petulant, spoiled brat, whining because her father hadn’t bought her a pony.
I’d never expected him to admit it. And I’d never expected the deep ache in my chest when he did. I’d wanted a father. I could pretend I only hated him for leaving, but I’d always wanted him back, as well. And every day and month and year he didn’t come had made the knife cut a little deeper into the wound.
I didn’t hate Archie anymore, I realized. He’d screwed up. So had I. But maybe I didn’t have to be a child. Maybe I could be a girl who tried to forgive him.
“Look, I was really mad …,” I started, but Archie held up his hand.
“Don’t you start apologizing for speaking your mind,” Archie told me. “That’s a dangerous habit to get into.” He glanced at the door for a second, then went to the wardrobe and pulled an old, dusty evening jacket from its hanger, fishing in the pocket for a pack of cigarettes. “Open the porthole, will you?” he said. “If Valentina smells this I’ll catch hell.”
I did as he said, too drained to do much else, and sat back. He was being remarkably calm. I could have misjudged the hardness in his face—maybe Archie wasn’t unyielding. Maybe he wore the face as a shield. I did the same thing, when I was hurt and angry.
“I didn’t know you smoked,” I said. It was all I could think of.
Archie pulled a silver lighter from his pocket and lit the cigarette, exhaling with a sigh. “I have a lot of bad habits. Is that all right for a father to admit?” He shrugged. “Too late now.” He tapped ash into my empty saucer and sat forward. “I know you don’t believe me that Nerissa is safe, but you have to trust me—if anyone can outrun the ghouls and the Proctors, it’s your mother.” He squeezed my shoulder—not a long gesture, or a gentle one, but solid. “I know you’re worried about her, and that you came back for her, but you need to trust me when I say this: We need to be a family, to get through what’s happened. And what’s coming. If you can just take me at my word, I promise we will get Nerissa back.” He inhaled once, sharply, then stubbed out the cigarette and slid the unburned portion back into his pack. “Can you give me that? Just until we get where we’re going?”
I thought, really, it was a pretty simple thing to ask. Archie had rescued me, after all. Let himself tell me how he really felt. I could wait to interrogate him with the million questions I had, about the Brotherhood and my Weird and the Fae, just a little longer.
“Aoife?” he said, his expression begging me to just go along with him.
“Okay,” I said. “But you and I really need to talk when we get—Where are we going?” I asked, peering out the porthole. I saw that we’d been following the coast as the land got narrower and narrower. I figured we were tracking over Cape Cod, and could see two small islands in the distance.
“Valentina’s summerhouse,” Archie answered. “Can’t go back to Graystone—the Kindly Folk—the Fae, whatever you call them—and the Proctors both’ll be crawling all over it.”
“Are her parents expecting us?” I said, and immediately felt inane. Who cared about manners at a time like this?
Archie snorted. “Hardly. The elder Crosleys live down in New Amsterdam. Where it’s safe.” His lip twitched, just the barest flicker of scorn, but I caught it, and it dawned on me that Archie didn’t feel any more comfortable with the money dripping off the Munin and Valentina herself than I did.
“I suppose Valentina’s home is all right,” I offered. It had to be safer than Lovecraft, even though small towns and villages didn’t offer the protection of big cities. Then again, the lack of iron would keep me from getting sick a little longer, so I supposed the mortal danger balanced that.
Though with things like Tremaine around, what good had protection done?
“Thank you,” Archie sighed. “And I meant it—I’m glad you’re all right.”
I felt my first real smile in what seemed like years flicker. Just a spark, but it felt good to know that somebody other than Dean and Cal cared if I turned into ghoul food. “I know you’re angry that I went back to Lovecraft,” I said. “And I know it wasn’t that bright, but I’d do it again. It’s my fault Nerissa is … is … out there.”
“Hey,” Archie said, squeezing my shoulder again, longer and harder this time. “None of that. Your mother isn’t a fool. She will have found a place to hole up. It’s how she survived as long as she did, when the Fae were after her.” He shoved a clean handkerchief into my hands, and I was embarrassed he’d even noticed my tears. “We’ll find her eventually, or she’ll find you. I know you blame yourself, but you’re going to have to stop trying to find her and set things right all by yourself. You’re going to get yourself killed.”
I looked at him, knotting the handkerchief between my fists. The fine linen turned to a wrinkled lump in my grasp. “You don’t seem all that worried about her. About any of this.”
“Of course I am,” Archie said. “But tearing out my hair and running straight into a herd of ghouls isn’t going to help anyone. Not Nerissa, not you.” He opened the hatch. “Nerissa is smart, Aoife. She always was. Smart and a survivor. She’ll be fine. I’m more worried about you.”
I squirmed under his scrutiny. “I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine,” Archie said. “Aoife, you can’t beat yourself up about what happened with Tremaine. The Fae trick you. It’s what they do. How they survive. You did a terrible thing with the Engine, but your mother—It’s not your fault. You did it, but the blame doesn’t lie with you.”
“He tricked me,” I whispered. I swiped viciously at my face with Archie’s handkerchief, hating that I was showing weakness at all, never mind to my father. “Tremaine tricked me, but I shouldn’t have left her.”
Archie looked as if he was going to reach for me, then drew back when another guttural sob came out. I was glad. We weren’t at the point where we could touch each other like a normal father and daughter. “Listen,” he said. “I guarantee, the minute no one was around to pump her full of sedatives, Nerissa was over that fence,” Archie said. “She’s a firecracker.” He smiled, as quickly as he’d glared before, and I wished that I could add another question to my list, about what Nerissa was like before Conrad and I were born. Before all the badness that came down on us after Archie left. “You’re a lot like her.”
I handed back the handkerchief, now a stained and soaked mess. “I’m going to be as crazy as she is if I stay in the Iron Land, I know that much.” I sighed.
Archie shrugged. “Probably. I don’t know you that well, strange as that is to say about your own flesh and blood, but I hope that changes.” He took a step from the cabin. “I’ve got to get back to the bridge. If you need something before we land, Valentina can get it for you.”
I looked back at the wardrobe. One side was my father’s jackets. The other side held dresses and skirts, rows of shoes lined up neatly on the bottom and hatboxes stacked along the top shelf. Archie knew Nerissa, but there were no signs of her here. Here, it was Valentina’s domain, and I wasn’t sure I could accept that. “How long?” I asked Archie. He blinked at me in surprise.
“Valentina? I … Well. A few years, I guess.”
I looked past his broad shoulder out into the main cabin, where Valentina sat with Bethina and Conrad, sipping tea. Dean paced from one porthole to the next, never sitting still.
“My mother asked for you,” I told Archie. “Over and over, all the time I visited her. She kept talking about you and asking for you.” I stared him down, waiting for something. I wasn’t sure what. Guilt? An admission that I wasn’t the only one who’d left Nerissa behind?
I got nothing except the inscrutable mask once again, the frown lines and the cold glance of my father’s glittering emerald eyes. “Aoife,” he said. His tone was as heavy as an iron door. “I’m sorry, truly, that you feel that way. But what went on between Nerissa and me is complicated, and my being with Valentina is my business. Not to put too fine a point on it.”
He might as well have slapped me. Although he and Nerissa hadn’t even talked since just after I was born, the idea that he’d managed to find himself someone new didn’t sit well with me. Maybe it was a selfish way to think, but whenever I thought about my father and Valentina, my stomach twisted involuntarily. “Are you going to marry her?” I asked bitterly, loudly enough to make Dean look up from where he was examining the antiques and curiosities on the wall.
“I’d like to,” Archie said, pulling back from me a bit and looking surprised at how forward I was. “But Valentina doesn’t believe marriage is necessary.” The Munin shuddered in the wind and he turned and left, making his way back to the bridge. From where I sat I could see him take the wheel again. Valentina stared at me for a moment before leaning over to refill Bethina’s teacup, and I flushed hot, looking away.
I couldn’t say that if Dean and I were separated, after years and years I wouldn’t move on. Find somebody new, especially if they cared about me as much as my father clearly cared about Valentina. The way his features softened when he talked about her made me almost jealous. They weren’t soft at all when he talked to me, so far.
But I doubted I’d be able to forget Dean. I doubted I’d be able to say our being apart was for the best. And for that, I found my father’s attitude callous. I decided that I wouldn’t ask him any of those questions that were burning me up about him and Nerissa after all. I couldn’t hear him talk about my mother while Valentina was here, safe and alive.
I went into the main cabin and over to a porthole away from the others and stared out at the passing landscape, trying to let the hum of the Munin’s machines calm my mind and take me away from my racing, angry thoughts about my father, Valentina and everything else.
The ship, under Archie’s guidance, flew on, over the spindly arm of Cape Cod, past stately white-painted mansions hugging the coastline. The destruction was less here, but I could still see creatures moving among the low scrub, darting and jumping from place to place. An overturned jitney on the side of the road lay smoking, steam wafting from under the crushed hood like spirits escaping into the cold air. No people.
Dean came and stood next to me at the porthole. “So, your old man. He going to chase me with a shotgun?”
I had to smile. All family unpleasantness aside, I did have Dean. He wasn’t gone, and I wasn’t going to have to make the choice my father had. At least, not yet. “Don’t worry, I didn’t tell him about us,” I said. “Anyway, he doesn’t really have a lot of room to talk, what with his little friend over there.”
Valentina smiled at me as she got up and began clearing the tea things. It was a forced smile, and it didn’t reach her eyes. Good. I didn’t like her any more than that smile and those fake pleasantries pretended to like me.
“Maybe you should give your old man a break,” Dean said, brushing his thumb over my cheek. “Sixteen years is a long time to be lonely.”
“I know that,” I said grudgingly. But the fact that Archie must have been lonely didn’t make Valentina’s presence—and my mother’s absence—sting any less. “And it’s not like he ever made it legal between them. I guess I just thought he cared more than that.” I felt my mouth twist down, and an answering twist in my guts. “He doesn’t even seem that worried that Nerissa’s missing.”
Dean sighed and pressed his lips against my forehead. “You know, my dad was a decent guy,” he said. “But like I said, he and my mother never would’ve worked out. It was better they went back to their own people. Maybe it’s the same for your folks.”
I had to admit, he had a point. Who was to say they’d still be together? My mother was impossible to get along with on her best days, and on her worst she’d scream and throw things at your head. Still, the fact that Archie had never given us a chance to be a family grated on me. “Maybe my father should stop giving the eye to girls who are closer to my age than his,” I grumbled. Dean snorted.
“Oh, come on. She looks all right to me. Hardly an evil stepmother.”
“Oh, I bet she looks good to you,” I told him before I could bite the words back, acid etching them onto my tongue. Jealousy tasted ugly and bitter, like bile and spoiled fruit, but I couldn’t stop the surge.
Dean shook his head. His dark hair brushed across his pale forehead like an ink stain. He looked inhumanly beautiful in moments like this, when the light hit him just so and brought his Erlkin features to the forefront. “Aoife, don’t be that way. You’re not one of those girls, and that’s why I like you.”
“Do me a favor, Dean,” I said. “Don’t tell me what I am and what I’m not. You don’t know me that well yet.”
He drew back from me, hurt replacing the tender look in his eyes. “I want to, dammit,” he murmured. “But you won’t let me. There’s a wall around you, princess, but I’m not going to stop trying.” He squeezed my hand and then stepped away from me. “I know this is hard,” he said. “And I’m here for you, but you’ve got to stop shoving me back every time I try to get in.”
I searched for the words to tell Dean that I was sorry, and that if anyone was close to me, it was him. He knew things about me that nobody else did, and he wasn’t put off by them. But Archie’s voice drowned out my reply of I’m sorry. Which was fine with me, really. Banality like that could never show Dean how I really felt.
“We’re landing, and it’s rough wind!” my father bellowed. “Strap yourself in if you don’t want to be dumped on your ass.” Dean and I both scrambled for seats and safety harnesses. I’d survived one airship crash, on the way to Arkham, and I had no desire to even come close to the experience again.
Valentina sighed as she hurried to an armchair, drawing a pair of leather straps with brass buckles from beneath the cushion. “Archie, your language. Honestly.”
Dean looked over at me and mouthed You all right? I nodded as the wind buffeted us. Conrad looked distinctly green around the edges, which I couldn’t help feeling a little smug over. Flying had never been his favorite thing. I saw Cal reach over and squeeze Bethina’s hand as the Munin drifted back to earth, and in that moment I envied her. Her life was easy, with someone who loved her unconditionally. Mine was becoming anything but.
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The Frozen Shores


THE CROSLEY HOUSE was a great white thing, clothed the whole way around in porches, all the way up to the third floor, like lace wrapped around bleached bones. It sat on a spit of land poking into the Atlantic, and on the rocky point beyond sat a lighthouse, its crimson band of paint the only color in the winter landscape.
It wasn’t as grand as Graystone, Archie’s huge granite mansion in Arkham, but was imposing in its own way, clinging to the rocks, crouched above the sea as if the house were waiting for something, or someone, to come in from the horizon.
My father set the Munin down on the vast expanse of dead, snowy lawn behind the house, amid ice-dripping statues and drooping topiary animals. He looked to Conrad. “Well, that shaved about ten years off my life. You know how to tie down an airship, boy?”
Conrad spread his hands and shook his head, but Dean took off his straps and jumped out of his seat next to me. “I do.”
“Good man,” Archie said. “Usually it’s just me and Valentina to keep her steady, and it can get hairy with this much wind.” He went down the ladder to the lower deck, and Dean followed.
“Be careful,” I called, before his gleaming raven head disappeared belowdecks.
He turned back and threw me a wink. “You know me, doll.”
I felt the heat start again in my chest. Dean had an effect on me with just a look. I was glad he’d gone back to smiling after I’d snapped at him. Later, I’d have to try to find a way to really apologize.
“We can disembark,” Valentina said, knocking me out of my Dean-induced daze. “I’ll lock the wheel while you kids go inside.” She pressed a brass key into my hand. “That opens the back door.”
I was surprised at how casually she handed over the keys to her home, especially when I’d made it glaringly obvious I didn’t like her. Dean’s voice echoed in my head, reminding me to give her a chance.
But I remembered the emptiness in my guts when I’d seen the ruined madhouse and realized Nerissa was still gone, and I just couldn’t do it. I snatched the key and went ahead of Conrad, Cal and Bethina down the ladder and across the lawn. Up close, the house was even more foreboding, like it had been emptied out and was only a skeleton, a dead insect left on the lawn after warm weather had gone. Salt-rimed windows glared back blankly at me as I crossed the frozen grass, crunching blades under my boots, and I looked at the vast expanse of empty beach and dune and rock around us. There were no ghoul traps here, nothing to thwart some kind of creature lying in wait for a fresh meal. My shoulder wasn’t throbbing, so I walked on cautiously, but my every nerve sang with alertness, and looking too long at the skeletal house gave me a chill.
“So,” I said to Conrad as we mounted the shallow weather-grayed steps to the wide, faded blue back door. “Valentina is something else.”
“She seems swell,” Bethina piped up. “A real classy lady.” Of course Bethina would think that. She expected the best from people until they showed her otherwise. I wished I could do the same, sometimes, but now I couldn’t help being a little annoyed. Just because Valentina had fancy clothes and good manners didn’t make her good all over.
Conrad sighed and rolled his eyes in consternation at my annoyed expression.
“Aoife, don’t be naive. People in the real world don’t sit around and pine for the rest of their lives when their wives get committed to madhouses. And you know they were never legally married, anyway.”
“Why don’t you strip your own gears, Conrad?” I suggested, glaring at him.
He flung his hands in the air in response to my insult, looking for all the world like someone who had reached the end of his rope.
“I can’t even talk to you these days without getting my head bitten off. I’m done.”
“Fine by me,” I told him. “All you ever do when you open your mouth is try to make me feel stupid.”
“Hey!” Cal shouted, when Conrad opened his mouth again. “Me and Bethina are freezing. You think maybe we could take the family fight inside?”
I turned away from Conrad. I wasn’t embarrassed for losing my temper this time, but I was infuriated that Conrad seemed to be sticking up for Valentina just to be contrary.
I shoved the key in the lock and opened the rickety wooden door to Valentina’s house, following Cal and Bethina inside, away from Conrad and that disapproving line between his eyes.
The remainder of the afternoon was taken up with my father turning the aether feed to the house on and getting hot water flowing while the rest of us checked the pantry and returned to the Munin for provisions. Conrad and Dean carried in wood to stoke the fireplaces; various other household tasks like making up beds and washing plates and cups fell to Valentina, Bethina and me. The work did absolutely nothing to stem the tide of fierce resentment growing in my chest.
Valentina flitted around taking dust catchers from the furniture and asking if everyone had had enough to eat or wanted tea and biscuits, and everything else well-bred young ladies were supposed to check up on when they entertained guests. I didn’t know how she could be so calm in an unprotected house, with no reinforced doors, shutters, or traps—ghouls could burst in at any moment, and then the tea party would be over.
I finally cornered my father when he came back from the basement, cleaning soot from the boiler off his palms. “Are we safe here?”
“Sure,” he said, frowning. “The house is in Valentina’s father’s name. The Proctors have no reason to suspect we’d come here.”
“I meant …” I lowered my voice as Valentina passed, carrying a tray of sandwiches into the dining room. Dean, Conrad and Cal fell on them like, well, starving teenage boys. My stomach grumbled. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a real meal. “Are we safe from, you know …”
Archie raised one eyebrow. “From the Fae? Yes, Aoife.” He put his hand on my shoulder, surprising me, and gave a half smile. “There may not be ghoul traps outside, but the bones of this house were built to protect the people inside. There’s no iron, but that’s not the only way to keep out Fae.” He patted me, in what I’d call a fatherly gesture from anyone else. From him, I wasn’t sure what to call it yet, but it still calmed me. “When we’re settled in, I’ll tell you all about it. It’s stuff you need to know anyway.”
“And Conrad,” I reminded him. Archie’s eyes darkened into an expression I couldn’t identify as he looked past me to where Conrad was shoving roast beef into his mouth.
“Right,” he said. “Conrad. Of course.” He shoved the dirty rag into his back pocket and gave me another of those enigmatic half smiles. “Get some sleep, kid. You look exhausted.”
I was exhausted, so I didn’t argue, just went up to the room Valentina had told me was mine when she was running around playing hostess. I didn’t understand how she could take the time, considering what was going on. Valentina definitely seemed as if she was showing off—her grand house, her skills at hospitality. Wasn’t it enough that she was stunningly beautiful and rich? Did she have to be perfect at everything else too?
I huffed as I flopped backward on the creaky bed, examining the room to which Valentina had exiled me. Maybe exiled wasn’t the right word. Removed. I was rooms away from Dean, my brother and my friends, never mind the master suite. Just like at the Academy—stick the charity case up under the rafters and forget about her.
My room was in a corner so small that the ceiling formed a pyramid where the sides of the roof met. The furniture was mismatched and clearly picked from other parts of the house. A chipped mirror over a dressing table told me I was dirty, tired and really in need of a change of clothes. I got back off the carved wooden bed, which was covered with a crazy quilt and a long-forgotten family of porcelain dolls, and went to the wardrobe to look for some clean underthings, at the very least.
Cal and Bethina were still downstairs—I could hear them laughing. They could enjoy Valentina’s house with none of the resentment the place triggered in me. Dean’s whereabouts were a mystery, and if I knew Conrad he was probably hanging off my father and Valentina, determined to play the part of the good son.
If my mother had been safe, I would have tried to give Valentina a chance to be my stepmother and my father a chance to be happy. I would have forced myself to at least be polite to her, even if we’d never be the best of friends.
But the world was turning to ashes, and Archie didn’t seem nearly as concerned with that fact as he did with his pretty blond doll.
I’d feel better if I were clean. That was the only thing I was sure of. I rooted around in the wardrobe and found a robe made of silk so old it crumbled in places under my hands. It was the only thing remotely resembling nightclothes that fit, though, so I pulled it around me and let the musty, sharp scent envelop my skin.
The bottom of the wardrobe held a stack of old composition books, so old the pages breathed dust when I smoothed one open. Searching the drawers, I found a pencil with a little lead left. My bag and my original journal were gone, but I needed to write. Maybe if I got all these racing, swelling, screaming thoughts out of my head, I’d be able to make a new plan.
I dated the corner of the page and began.
Fourth entry:
I failed. I had a plan, I executed it, and I still failed.
My mother is not in Lovecraft and the city is gone. Lovecraft is an abattoir filled with ghouls. My father has a girlfriend who could be my sister and he doesn’t think I should have any problems with that fact. He just says I have to “trust” him, that he has the answers that will let us fix the Gates and find Nerissa. I want to trust him. I want a father, a family. I want people I can trust. But everything that’s happened since I destroyed the Engine makes it close to impossible.
The world is burning, and all I can do is watch and feel the flames on my face. I don’t have a plan to put the fires out. I don’t even know where to look for water.
I didn’t only fail my mother. I failed as a Gateminder.
There has to be a way to stop Draven and put things back like they were. To stop ghouls from roaming free, to stop the Gates from being thrown open to allow whatever can find them to make their way from world to world and cause more destruction. To restore the order the Brotherhood of Iron worked so hard to protect.
I think of the way my life was. I was so afraid of the Proctors, of going crazy, but also of getting bad grades and whether my hairstyle would get me teased. Such small worries now. Of course, that was a life built on lies, but innocent people weren’t in harm’s way.
A life of lies or a life of nothing except this vast feeling of loss inside me.
Is there another way?
I threw down the pencil and slapped the book shut. How was scribbling maudlin little thoughts supposed to save the world? Was the whole Brotherhood of Iron indolent and/or insane? Where were they? Why wasn’t Archie contacting them, trying to find a solution to all this?
What was he waiting for?
In the middle of my worrying, a knock sounded at my door, and I jumped, tearing my robe at the shoulder. I shoved the notebook under the threadbare pillows on my bed and got up to answer it.
Valentina stood on the other side, a dress draped over her arm.
I let my distaste show in my posture, something I’d learned from Dean. “Can I help you, Valentina?”
In her other hand she held a quilted ditty bag, which she held out to me. “Peace offering?”
I looked at the thing askance. Valentina didn’t have to try to befriend me—she already had my father, and Conrad was clearly smitten with her presence. What could she possibly gain from kissing up to me?
“What is it?” I didn’t take the bag.
“Let me in and I’ll show you,” Valentina told me, attempting a smile. It looked about as real as the creamy, note-perfect platinum tones in her smooth, glowing hair, which was to say, not at all. In my old life, friendly faces bearing gifts were usually just looking to trick or mock me, or make me look stupid for the other students’ amusement. I’d learned a long time ago not to trust them, so why should Valentina be any different?
A tiny, doubtful part of me whispered that I was being awfully hard on Valentina, but I told it to be quiet. “I’m very tired,” I said aloud. “I think I’m going to bed.” I started to shut the door, but Valentina stopped it with her foot. She and I exchanged polite stares for a moment, before she sighed and dropped her gaze. I was surprised—she was in charge here, the lady of the house, and she could just as easily have demanded Archie make me behave as tried to reason with me.
“Look, Aoife,” she said, and her voice was no longer the pleasant trilling of a well-trained bird. All at once, she just looked tired. “I know you don’t like me. It could hardly be more obvious, really. But I love your dad, and because of that, I want the two of us to get along. Can you give me five minutes to make my case?”
I felt a tightening in my chest. Five minutes with Valentina would feel like betraying Nerissa the entire time.
“I’m not asking you to take a side,” Valentina said quietly. “I just want you to know I’m not as awful as you seem determined to make me out to be.”
I had some doubts about that, but she looked so defeated I felt the resolve to hate her washing away like the dunes outside under heavy seas. She really wasn’t much older than me—if I’d been in her shoes, I’d have been at my wits’ end trying to deal with somebody so openly hostile.
“Fine,” I said, and pulled the door all the way open. “You can come in, I guess.”
“Well, thank the stars for that,” Valentina said. “You’re even more stubborn than your father, you know that?”
“No,” I told her, sitting on the bed again and pulling my knees to my chest. “I barely know him, never mind whether he’s stubborn or not.” It made me happy to know she saw some similarity between my father and me. I felt a bit less like we’d simply been thrown together as father and daughter by fate. Maybe something other than the Weird tied us together after all.
“He is,” Valentina assured me. “Stubborn as an old goat.” She pulled a hanger from the wardrobe and put the dress she’d brought in on it, placing it on a hook inside the door and smoothing it with her neat, manicured hands. “It didn’t look like you had any clean clothes,” she explained. “You and I should be around the same size, though I’m a bit larger in the bust.” She drew a packet of hairpins from the ditty bag and put them on the edge of the dressing table. “You’ll get there. I can already tell you’re going to be a true beauty.”
I chewed on my lip, not able to think of anything to say, so I just settled for blushing furiously and staring at my feet.
“You don’t hear that much, huh?” Valentina said, raising an eyebrow. “Well, take it from me—when you grow into your face, you’re going to stop traffic.”
“You’re the only one who thinks so, I’m sure,” I mumbled. “Not even my mother ever said I was pretty.”
“Neither did mine, unless I was doing as she commanded,” Valentina said, with a crackly, dry-paper laugh. “My family places a great deal of value on beauty,” she continued, then shook her head. “That’s not exactly right. They put a lot of value on appearances. For instance, my father detests Archie, really. Can’t stand him. But they’re part of the same cause, working for the Brotherhood to protect the Iron Land from the Fae and anything else out there, so he pretends they’re great friends to keep the other members thinking he’s a genial old man, when really, it couldn’t be further from the truth.” She sighed. “What you must think of this place—a kid who grew up like you did. You must find me unbearably bourgeois.”
Valentina was making it harder and harder to completely dislike her, and that just made me feel even crankier and more exhausted than I already did. I wanted things to be simple—she was the evil stepmother, I was the neglected daughter. Her being nice and friendly and normal made things much less cut and dried. “My father’s family isn’t poor,” I said. “But I don’t think my father is like yours.”
“The Graysons have family money,” Valentina said. “But your father and your uncle Ian didn’t do much besides working with the Brotherhood, so Grayson money’s not the fat stack of cash it once was. Another mark against him, from the Crosleys’ perspective. They’ve got that Rationalist work ethic, even if they don’t believe in any of the teachings.”
“It’s really strange,” I blurted, unable to think of a polite way to say it, “hearing about my family from you.”
Valentina drew a hairbrush from the bag as well. “Come over here,” she said, patting the seat of the dressing table.
I drew my brows together, suspicious of her again. “What for?”
“Just come,” Valentina said. “And trust me a little. I may not be an ace engineer like you, but I know what I’m doing here.”
I sat, but slowly.
Valentina sighed. “I’m not going to bite you, Aoife.”
“Maybe I’m just not ready to be best friends yet.” I kept one eye on her in the mirror as she opened the bag and pulled out a Bakelite case.
“Just as paranoid as your dear old dad too,” Valentina said. “For two people who never talked but once before today, you have a lot in common.”
I dropped my eyes at that, unaccountably pleased that someone had confirmed what I’d been thinking—Archie and I were alike, if only in that we were both stubborn and cranky. But it made me feel warm inside, warmer than the cool air of the house could make me.
Valentina opened the case top, revealing twin rows of ceramic rollers, with a connector in the back to allow a small steam hob to heat them. “Your hair is a travesty,” Valentina said. “I’m going to fix it, and we’re going to talk.”
“Do I have a choice?” I asked. I wasn’t entirely opposed to the idea of a makeover, but talking seemed like it might be strained. What could someone like Valentina possibly want to talk about with me? I wasn’t rich and I wasn’t cultured. I didn’t even know the right fork to use at a fancy dinner party.
“No,” Valentina said as she picked up the hairbrush and a small tin tub of pomade and tilted my head down so I was looking at my lap. She yanked the brush through a section of my hair, and I hissed at the sting.
“Where did you meet Archie? You seem a little young for him.” If she was going to push and pull at me, I decided I could at least control the talking part.
“We met when he came to consult with my father on a matter of importance regarding the Brotherhood,” Valentina told me. “I was seventeen then—and yes, that’s very young. Archie was a gentleman, and he waited for three years, until I could return his affections freely.”
“You didn’t like boys your own age?” I asked, looking up at her from under my eyelashes. She didn’t blink, just laughed lightly, as if nothing I said could bother her.
“Your brother told me downstairs you had a smart mouth.” She’d separated my hair into a dozen or so sections, each a sharp tug and sting on my scalp. She tested the rollers with her finger. “Nearly heated. And no, Aoife. Boys my age bored me, although there was no shortage. I was pretty, and my father was rich. That’s how it goes. But they were fools, and I’d never met a man I could love until I met Archie.”
I swallowed, and then decided this might be my one chance to get an honest answer, even if it wasn’t the one I wanted. “Are you and my father going to get married?”
“Marriage is an antiquated construct,” Valentina said. I tucked that away—no straight answers on that score from her. That made me like her a little bit more. Under her manners and clothes, she was just as out of place as Conrad and me.
“What about you and Dean?” she asked, changing the subject.
My face flushed, and the heat of the rollers didn’t have much to do with it. What about me and Dean? He makes my heart beat faster. He makes me feel alive. Neither was a sentiment I was comfortable sharing with my brand-new pseudo-stepmother. I stayed quiet while Valentina carefully rolled and pinned one, then another and then a third section of my hair. It stung, like hot water droplets on my scalp. I bit down hard on my lip to hold in a yelp.
“Do you like him?” she tried again. “You two seem very fond of each other, from what I saw.”
“You know, it’s not very polite to ask me questions and not answer mine,” I told her, almost smiling. It was nice to know that Dean’s feelings for me showed.
Three more rollers and three more hot spots. Valentina’s hands were much stronger than their delicate bones implied. My head in the mirror was rapidly becoming a beehive of black and silver.
“When you’re a little older, Aoife, you’ll understand that answers aren’t always black-and-white or easy,” she said, as if she were confiding in me. “I feel like I live two lives a lot of the time. Good, demure Crosley girl, who’ll marry someone appropriate, who plays piano and knows how to fix hair in the new fashions and wears all the right clothes.”
She had used up the rollers, and she handed me a rubbery pink cap emblazoned with cabbage roses. “Put this on. In the morning you’ll have a good proper set, and we can style it.”
I pulled the cap over my head, hiding the mountain of hair sausages that my usually unruly mane had turned into. My scalp felt a bit itchy and claustrophobic under it, but I kept still and pretended my head wasn’t stinging, for Valentina’s sake. She was trying, that much was obvious. “What’s the other life?” I asked. Valentina was gathering up her things but paused for a moment and turned to answer me.
“A member of the Brotherhood,” she said. “Even if I don’t have an ability like you and your father do, I can do my part. Now more than ever, with what’s happened.”
She must have seen her words hit home, though I tried not to flinch.
“Oh, I don’t blame you,” Valentina said. “You were manipulated. It happens more than you’d think, among those who know the truth about the Gates and the Thorn Land. The Fae are very persuasive.”
“I didn’t do it for them,” I whispered, my face hot with the kind of shame unique to being misunderstood. “I did it for—”
“For your mother, I know. Try not to drown yourself in your guilt, Aoife,” Valentina said. “We’ve all done things we wish we could take back.” She looked at her shoes for a moment, then back at me, as if she’d decided to confess. “I used to have terrible nightmares about the things I saw after I joined the Brotherhood. Some choices I had to make for the greater good.”
“And now?” I whispered. I had to admit Dean was right—I had misjudged Valentina. The pain written across her face mirrored my own in that moment.
“Now I don’t dream at all,” she said, and smiled. It was genuine, but sad. “It does get better, Aoife. Try and get some sleep. Things will seem brighter tomorrow.” She started to shut the door and then leaned back in. “And try not to squash your rollers in your sleep. You’ll look so grown-up tomorrow.”
I didn’t want to burst her bubble on that score, but I knew my unruly hair. I just nodded. “Good night. And … thank you.”
Valentina gave me another one of her sad smiles before she backed out and closed my door, the latch catching with a click. So different from the clanging doors of Graystone and the heavy, creaking hinges of the Academy. A normal house sound, for a house full of normal people. What a joke.
I sat for a long time, listening to the house tick and settle. There was a draft coming through the windows, and I burrowed under the covers of the tiny bed. It was like being back at the Academy, in my drafty dormitory under my threadbare school-issued coverlet. Not exactly comforting, but familiar.
What was I supposed to do now? Sit and wait for my father and Valentina to solve things? If I was going to be the daughter Archie had asked me to be, the trusting one, the answer was probably yes.
If I was being honest with myself, that sounded like trading in one set of rules designed to keep me passive and sweet for another designed to keep me obedient and not asking questions.
But before I could debate any more, my mind decided that I’d been awake for enough days in a row, and I fell asleep hearing the wind worm its way through the cracks and hollows of the house.
* * *
In the morning, I realized that I’d slept dreamless and dead to the world for the first time in weeks. My neck was cramped from lying on the rollers. I unpinned them and pulled them off my head, combing the curls with my fingers. I wrapped my head with a rag while I took a bath and then wiped the mirror free of moisture to see what I looked like.
Valentina had been right. I hardly recognized myself. My dark hair set off my skin—which until this moment I’d always lamented as too pale—as it fell in gentle waves to just below my shoulders, swooping low across my brow to partially shadow my gaze.
I’d almost call myself pretty. Almost.
I tried not to let my shock at how I looked distract me while I got dressed. I was still here, in Valentina’s house, and still had no idea what my father wanted from me beyond shutting up and doing as I was told.
The dress Valentina had left for me was plain blue wool, with a straight skirt and mother-of-pearl buttons up the bodice. It was a lady’s dress, not a full-skirted thing with a wide, round collar made for a child. This dress required stockings, a garter belt and pumps, not a petticoat and stiff, flat shoes.
I put it on gratefully. Now that I’d distanced myself from them, the clothes I’d gotten in Windhaven really did stink.
I found underthings in the wardrobe, rolling on stockings that smelled of mothballs, and when I ventured outside my door, a pair of tan leather pumps with low, practical heels sat next to my doorway in the hall. Valentina and I had the same size feet, it turned out, and the pumps gave me height that I loved, even if I did wobble crazily until I learned how to balance on the narrow heel.
All right, I admitted. She’s not my favorite person on the face of the earth, but she’s not an evil stepmother, either. In time, maybe I could accept the fact that my father had replaced Nerissa with her. After all, it wasn’t really Valentina’s fault. That lay wholly with my father, and meant an entirely different unpleasant conversation we would have to undertake at some point.
But not now. Now, my stomach growled and reminded me that real food was nearby, and I hadn’t had nearly enough of it lately. I headed for the stairs.
In daylight, with a chance to look around undisturbed, I saw that the Crosley house wasn’t in much better shape than my old, mud-stained clothes. Everything was clearly expensive, overstuffed and velvet-covered and practically oozing out the money it had cost, but it was all curiously faded and dusty, as if nobody had come to the house for a long time and the house preferred it that way.
I followed the smell of bacon into the kitchen, which was vast and modern, both icebox and range a pale pink I’d only seen over a makeup counter in a department store. All the latest gadgets to mash and peel and open cans under the power of clockwork rather than doing it yourself sat on the countertops, covered in a thick layer of dust.
My father stood at the stove with his back to me, and I watched him for a moment. I tried to see myself in him, as I had the day before, and as I’d done with his portrait at Graystone before that. His posture wasn’t mine—he stood feet apart and shoulders thrown back, even as he chopped onion and turned eggs in a frying pan.
Our hands moved the same way, though, sure and quick. Our hands knew what to do even if we didn’t. You needed steady hands and a delicate touch to be an engineer. It was the one way being smaller than everyone else in the School of Engines had come in handy. In those days, I could always fix what was broken.
“How long are you going to stand there?”
I ducked away reflexively at being caught and then looked at the toes of my shoes, my face heating. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak.”
Archie didn’t respond. He scooped up the onions and dropped them into a second frying pan, covering them with egg mixture from a pink porcelain mixing bowl. He tossed in a few lumps of soft white cheese and then wiped his hands on a blue-checked towel and turned to face me, sizing me up with those stony eyes once more. And once more, I felt like a squirming specimen under a microscope.
“How did you know I was here?” I said finally, to break the unbearable silence.
“Basic situational awareness isn’t a magic trick,” Archie said. “At least, not a very good one. And it’s something you’re going to have to learn, if you want to stay alive by more than pure luck.”
I bristled. He could at least give me a tiny bit of credit for staying alive this long. “It’s not just luck. I know things.”
Archie raised an eyebrow and then turned back to the stove, flipping the omelet in the pan with an expert hand. “You can’t fight. You don’t know wilderness survival. You know nothing about the Fae or the Erlkin, or even the Gates. You’ve spent your whole life safe in Lovecraft.” He slid the omelet onto a plate and cut it into sections, placing them on several dishes along with potatoes and bacon and toast. “Tell me, Aoife—exactly what great feat of skill or strength kept you out of the clutches of the Proctors besides pure, blind luck?”
He turned back, set a plate on the table in front of me and folded his arms, awaiting an answer with the tilt of his head.
I stared at him for a moment, stared at the plate, and then, unable to contain myself, shoved the plate back at him, scattering food everywhere. “If you feel that way, Dad, why’d you ever pull me out of Lovecraft on your stupid, prissy airship and let your stupid, prissy girlfriend act like you two actually wanted me here? If I’m such an idiot, you should have just abandoned me to the damn ghouls.”
I turned and left the kitchen, my ridiculous shoes clacking on the wood floors, raising tiny hurricanes of dust in my wake. I snatched an overcoat from a tree by the wide French doors leading to the back deck and ran across the lawn, past the Munin, all the way down to the shore. My breath sawed in my chest, pushing the urge to scream to the surface.
I’d been right the first time. My father didn’t care about me. All he wanted to do was hold me up as an example of how he could do everything so much better.
As if I’d ever had a chance, with him leaving. He was a hypocrite, and he was cruel.
The waves were higher than my head on the beach, breaking with vibrations that raced up through my feet where I stood on the sand. The heels of my shoes sank in, and I yanked them off viciously and threw them, along with my stockings. The freezing sand bit into my bare feet, and my toes went numb. Good. My whole body could have gone numb for all I cared in that moment. I wanted to smash up against something, like the surf, vent my rage on something tangible, but there was nothing there. I settled for staring furiously at the waves, tears blinding me as I faced the wind, breath coming in short, hot, razor-sharp gasps.
The ocean was gray, and far off I could see the wobbly horizon line, the promise of a larger storm to come. I stayed, relishing the sting of cold and salt on my face, waiting for the wind and rain to roll in and blanket me in their fury, so much larger than mine that it was the only thing that might erase how I felt right then.
“Aoife!” My father’s voice cut straight through the wind and the roar of the surf, and when he appeared at the top of the dune, he sounded as if he were right next to me. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”
He came down the rickety weathered steps from the dune two at a time and crossed the sand to grab me by the arm. “It’s not safe out here by yourself! Anything could be wandering around!” His brow furrowed. “And where on the scorched earth are your shoes?”
I looked down at his hand, back at his face. Suddenly I couldn’t even muster the energy to be angry. He’d told me how he really felt, and that was that. Now that he’d been honest, I had no reason to be angry, or hopeful, or confused any longer. Just numb, like all the exposed bits of my skin. “Let go of me,” I said, flat as the wet sand around us. Far down the beach, some kind of aquatic mammal had beached itself, white skeleton picked over by a horde of gulls.
“I …” Archie dropped his hand from my arm and stuck it in his hair instead, his face a mask of confusion and upset. The dark strands were laced with white and stood out from his head, toyed with by the wind. “I’m no good at this,” he said. “It’s not gonna do any good to sugarcoat it, Aoife—most Gateminders grow up learning how to do the job. And for various reasons, you didn’t. It’s going to be hard to teach you what you need to know in so short a time. But it doesn’t mean I’m …” He spread his hands, at a loss for words.
“Disappointed,” I finished for him. “And you are. I can see it.” Why wouldn’t he be? He was a Gateminder and I was his daughter who had destroyed everything he and the Brotherhood had tried to build up. Build up and keep safe for hundreds of years. I was a failure as a Grayson. There was no sugarcoating that, either.
“I’m disappointed in a whole hell of a lot,” Archie said. “I’m disappointed I couldn’t tell my daughter not to trust the first Fae who fed her a good story. I’m disappointed her mother went so crazy even I couldn’t fix her. I’m disappointed we live in a world that’s so full of lies it seeps poison like a snakebite. But I’m not disappointed in you, Aoife.” He reached out as if to cup my cheek, but then detoured to my shoulder, patting it awkwardly. I felt like I should pull away after what had happened, but I didn’t. I allowed myself the tiny hope that maybe things would turn out all right after my tantrum. “You’re my child,” Archie said. “We’re kinda stuck with each other.”
“I do have my Weird, you know,” I told him, drawing my brows together in reproach. “You act like I need rescuing, but I can be useful.” I wanted my father to believe that more than anything.
Archie’s mouth curled into a smile. “Yeah, they seemed pretty excited about that in Ravenhouse when they caught you. It works on machines, huh?”
I nodded, adding my own smile. “Anything with moving parts. Some things are easier than others.”
Archie leaned down, and his expression was conspiratorial, like we were the same age. “Wanna see mine?”
His enthusiasm was infectious, and I thought I caught a glimpse of the boyish side that had entranced Valentina, and likely my mother. So different from his perpetual frown and judgmental gaze. I wanted to see more of that, so I said, “All right. I’d like that.” I stood back, excited, but not sure what to expect. Better to be out of the danger zone, as I’d learned when Cal and I had taken a welding class and he’d lit not one but three of his aprons on fire with his torch.
My father winked at me, then trained his eye on a pile of driftwood and dried seaweed that had washed up a few dozen feet farther down the beach. He opened his palm and blew on it, just the smallest touch of air to skin.
A split second later, the driftwood ignited with a whump, a jet of crimson fire rushing toward the sky.
Archie let out a whoop, and I clapped my hand over my mouth. I’d figured out from his journal that my father could conjure fire, but seeing it in reality was a whole new dimension of thrill. I stared, unable to stifle a grin that matched my father’s miles-wide one.
I wasn’t alone. We could both do things that would be considered heresy by any Proctor.
But it wasn’t born of anything evil. It was magic, pure and simple.
“So?” My father was breathing hard from the effort, his face flushed. In the warmth of the nearby fire, my skin was no longer numb.
“Pretty neat,” I admitted. My father looked so animated, I couldn’t resist teasing him a bit. “I’ve seen better.”
“ ‘Pretty neat’?” Archie shook his head. “You kids today. What do I have to do to get your attention, dance a jig?”
I shook my head rapidly, trying not to giggle. “Please don’t. Really. It’s not necessary.”
Archie reached out and messed up the top of my hair. I didn’t care—Valentina’s beautiful curls were lost to the wind anyway. “Who taught you manners?”
It was like walking a tightrope—I took one step at a time and hoped I wouldn’t fall into a chasm. Archie was behaving like a father, me like a daughter, and I decided to just keep going until something did go wrong. “Certainly not you,” I teased.
“True enough,” Archie agreed. “Can’t say I’d have done a much better job if I’d been around. My manners are shit.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and then looked at me, pained. “See? You’re not supposed to swear in front of your teenage daughter. I’m hopeless.”
“Trust me,” I said. “I’ve heard worse.” I knew that sooner or later, we’d run into another roadblock, have another fight, and things would go back to being strange and strained. But right now, I wanted to keep taking the tiny steps, keep swaying on the rope and enjoy a few minutes alone with my father.
The way things were going, they might be the only ones I’d get.
I pointed to Archie’s pocket watch, tucked into the front of his vest. My father’s clothes were nice, but they were also out of fashion by about ten years and clearly ripped and repaired dozens of times over. He was always just a bit too unkempt to maintain the appearance of a gentleman of his station. He looked more like a professor or a clock maker than somebody who lived in a grand house and could call flame out of thin air.
Then again, I supposed I looked more like the daughter of the same than what I really was.
“My turn,” I said. “Give me that and I’ll show you what I can do.”
Archie frowned, turning the silver watch in his hands before he gave it over. “Be careful. That watch was your grandfather’s.”
I popped open the top. The face was mother-of-pearl, and the hands were black, the numerals painted on in a fine hand and intertwined with vines hiding tiny forest creatures. It was a work of art. Inside the lid was an engraving, almost worn away with age: There is no rule but iron, and no balm but time. The date was 1898.
Pushing a little of my Weird to the forefront of my mind, I let the smallest tendril touch the watch. Here, away from the city and in Valentina’s iron-free house, the whispers and the pain weren’t nearly so bad. I could probably stay here for years before I started to go truly insane.
My Weird responded eagerly, unmuted by iron, and in the space of a heartbeat, the hands began to turn backward, still ticking off time. The dates in the face also turned back, and once I’d ensured they would stay that way as long as I held a bit of the watch in my mind, I handed it back to Archie proudly. “I can do that with anything. Came in handy when we were on the run.”
“Pretty neat,” he told me with a grin, and this time I didn’t hesitate to return it.
“What’s the inscription mean?” I asked.
“It’s the motto of the Brotherhood,” he answered. “Or was, at least. Back when the Brotherhood actually did some good.”
I started to ask what he meant but thought better of it when his smile dropped and the stone-faced expression I recognized returned. He shut the watch and shoved it into his pocket. When he looked up, he was smiling again. “But enough about that. Want to take another crack at breakfast?”
“Sure,” I agreed, and followed him inside. The hundred questions I had about Nerissa, the strange comments about the Brotherhood and my Weird could wait. I did trust my father, and I just hoped that sooner rather than later, he’d be in a mood to give me answers.
The next two days at the Crosley house passed uneventfully. Things with my father were all right when it was just the two of us, but when Valentina was around he got gruff and awkward and had a hard time looking me in the eye. I wasn’t sure how to act either—yes, I was his daughter, but in reality he barely knew me, and the last thing I wanted was a spat with my de facto stepmother over territory she had clearly already claimed.
Valentina wasn’t completely bad, as long as we avoided serious subjects. She showed me how to apply rouge and paint my nails without getting the enamel everywhere. We sipped tea in the sunroom and everyone gathered around the piano to hear her play thunderous classical music that sounded like the ocean had broken down the dunes and come rushing through the music room.
It was a break from running, that was for sure, and there was decent food and a warm bed. Still, every time I looked toward Lovecraft and saw the orange glow against the night sky from still-burning fires, my guts churned with guilt and worry.
On the third morning, I couldn’t take it anymore. My patience caved, and with it went my placid veneer. “Are we going to stay here forever?” I said to Archie. He and I were washing up from breakfast, a task I’d taken away from Bethina by force. She thought as long as she was in Archie’s presence, she had to revert to her old job of maid, but I’d bribed her with some leftover scones and cream and sent her away with a suggestion of taking Cal for a walk along the dunes. She wasn’t a maid any longer, and I wanted her and Cal to be able to relax.
“It’s safe here,” Archie said. He was scrubbing while I dried. “Relatively so, anyway. We’re not behind walls like in New Amsterdam and San Francisco, and there are things roaming out there, but no Fae is going to risk coming within spitting distance of this house and not one but two members of the Brotherhood of Iron.”
“Is the Thorn Land trying to invade us?” I asked bluntly, setting the plates in a pile. They clacked like ghouls’ teeth. I hadn’t asked yet because I didn’t really want the truth, but I couldn’t avoid it any longer. If I’d done more than wake the queens of the Thorn Land, if I’d opened not just a crack but an actual channel for invasion, I needed to know.
“You sure are good at picking the one question I don’t have an answer to,” my father said. He shut off the hot water and dried his hands, wincing. I noticed that his knuckles were cut, like he’d driven his hand into something hard and unforgiving.
“Tremaine said—” I began.
“Tremaine lied to you,” Archie snapped. “That’s what he does. He’s a snake, even among his own kind. He told you exactly what you needed to hear so you’d wake the queens, and then he told you exactly what you needed to hear so you’d stay good and scared and not try to put anything right once you saw what you’d done.”
He had a point—I’d seen the extent of Tremaine’s lies firsthand. But his lies always held a grain of truth, and that terrified me.
“You’re with the Brotherhood of Iron!” I cried in frustration. “You all saved the world when Tesla made the Gates. You’re supposed to know what to do.”
“The Brotherhood is not some magical cavalry that rides out of the smoke and hellfire and saves the poor, innocent humans from the menace of the otherworlds,” Archie said. “No matter how much Grey Draven and his cronies might want to change us into that very thing.”
He gestured me outside to the kitchen steps, and despite my irritation I followed him. He stood quietly for a moment and then furtively drew out one of his cigarettes. “Truth is, Aoife, the best we ever were was a police force that was too small and spread too thin to do all the good we could against encroachment from Thorn, the Mists and wherever the hell else nasty monsters crawled up from. And that was in my grandfather’s day. Now the Brotherhood has … Well. They’ve lost sight of the endgame, to say the very least, and there’s a lot of things the leadership and I don’t agree on.”
I sat next to him, pulling my skirt down over my legs to keep out the cold. I’d wanted the Brotherhood to be the knights, to have the knowledge in their collection of Gateminder’s diaries to fix what I’d done. But the image of squabbling men, and only a handful of men at that, didn’t inspire much hope. “So they can’t help us?” I was only half surprised. Most hope these days died a quick death the moment I got close to it.
“Oh, they’re trying to shut the broken Gates, and keep the Fae and the Mists at bay while they do it,” Archie said. “Avoid Draven and his plans to turn them into his own personal shock troops while they’re at it. But when Tremaine came after me and started this whole mad plan that ended with you, I couldn’t ask the Brotherhood for help.”
“Why not?” I said, confused. I wasn’t naive enough to think the Brotherhood would come and set everything right, but I’d at least thought they could be an ally and that, as members, my father and Valentina counted among their number and were to be aided no matter what.


“Because they’d have negotiated,” Archie said softly. “They’d wheedle and cajole, try to get something for themselves out of the deal and use me like a damn trading chip. The Grayson family has done a lot for the Brotherhood, Aoife, but we are not in charge. Gateminders are guard dogs. Dogs have masters. If you have the idea that you can go and ask them to help you now …” He reached out and squeezed my hand, hard and all at once, with bruising strength. I hissed in pain, flinching under his touch, but he held fast and stared into my eyes.
“Promise me, Aoife. Promise me you will not throw yourself on the mercy of the Brotherhood. They know it was a Grayson who broke the Gates, because it couldn’t be anyone else. I don’t think they’ve figured out which one yet, since they haven’t tried to haul me in for questioning, but listen—they won’t take you in with open arms and they won’t fix anything, because despite acting as if they’re all-knowing, they can’t. Tesla was the only one who really understood how the Gates on our side work, and he’s long gone, along with his research.”
“Dad …,” I began, trying to ease his grip on me and reassure him I wasn’t going to go running off, but he squeezed harder, wringing a droplet of sound from me at the pain. “I can’t promise,” I whispered. “You don’t understand. My mom …”
“I told you, Nerissa is going to be all right for a little while longer,” Archie said. “Stay with me, let me show you the ropes, make it so you don’t end up like you did in Lovecraft. Let me help you, Aoife. Stay here for a month or so and promise me you won’t go to the Brotherhood, and then I’ll do what I can about Nerissa, all right?”
“I can’t …,” I started. My mother didn’t have that kind of time, no matter what he said. I couldn’t waste a month learning whatever it was Archie wanted to teach me. If the Brotherhood had actual answers, I had to seek them out, no matter what they thought of my father or he of them.
“Promise me,” my father ground out. Pain flared in my fingers.
“I promise!” I cried, because I could tell by his expression I wasn’t going to change his mind.
I didn’t change my own mind, either, though.
My mother didn’t have a month.
Crunching footsteps over the icy grass made my father finally let go of me, putting his hand back in his lap, and when Dean rounded the corner, Archie looked like himself again. I breathed a sigh of relief, glad it was Dean and not Conrad or Valentina.
“Hey there, Aoife,” Dean said. “Mr. Grayson.” He was smoking the very end of a Lucky Strike, which he stamped out under his steel-toed boot. “Am I interrupting something?”
“No,” I said, jumping up. “We were just finishing our talk.” Honestly, I didn’t think that talk would ever be finished. The revelation that the Brotherhood might blame me for what had happened, might actually refuse to help, was almost more worrying than thinking about my mother’s fate.
Archie stayed where he was, smoking and running his other hand absently up and down his temple, his index finger leaving a small red mark. He didn’t look strong and self-assured just then, more small and lost, like I felt a great deal of the time. I wanted to do something to make him feel better, but I knew from my own bleak moods there was nothing for it except time.
Before I could say anything else, Dean laced his fingers with mine and was leading me away. The motion aggravated my already sore hand, and I jerked loose without thinking.
“Whoa,” Dean said as we rounded the corner of the porch. “You hurt? Did he hurt you?” Quick as a cloud scudding across the moon, darkness dropped into his eyes. “I’ll beat his hide so hard your granddad feels it.”
“Dean,” I said as he started back toward Archie, realizing what he’d read into the situation. “He didn’t do anything.”
Dean looked down at me, his nostrils flaring and his lips parted so I could see his teeth. In that moment he looked more Erlkin than human, and I took a step back. “You’ve been quiet and glum since we got here, and now I see you looking tore up. Is he—”
“No!” I shouted. “Stones, no. He’s my father, Dean. He’s not hurting me.” The very idea that Archie would be physically abusing me was sort of laughable. To me. But Dean’s life had been very different, and I knew he was just trying to look out for me.
Dean settled back inside his leather jacket, like a predator retreating back into its cave. “Well, okay. Why are you so gloomy, then?” He brushed his thumb down my cheek. “I miss you, princess. I miss your spark.”
I didn’t speak, just leaned in and wrapped my arms around his torso under his jacket. I loved the feel of his ribs under my fingers, the warmth of his skin through his shirt. I put my cheek against his cotton-wrapped chest and let out a breath for what felt like the first time since the Munin had touched down.
“I miss you too” was all I said. All my anger at the Brotherhood and all the worry about my father deflated, and I felt exhausted.
Dean pressed his lips to the top of my head. “Is it that bad?”
“Yeah,” I whispered. “We’re stuck here. And everyone in the world wants my head on a spike.”
“They can’t all,” Dean said. “Though it is a very pretty head.”
I laughed, even though it felt like swallowing a mouthful of ash. “You’re the only person who thinks so, I guarantee.”
Dean moved his lips to touch mine. “Only one that matters, aren’t I?”
I nodded, and stood on my toes to kiss him in return. After a minute I tilted my head toward the metal hulk of the Munin. “We could be alone in there.”
Dean’s smile came slowly, but it warmed me from the inside out. “I like the way you think, princess.”
“I am the brains of this operation,” I said, and then shoved him lightly and took off across the grass at a run.
“Oh, you are gonna get it when I catch you,” Dean called as I darted away from his grasp, feeling lighthearted for the first time that day. He followed me until we’d climbed the ladder into the Munin, both of us out of breath and shivering from the cold.
Dean snapped his lighter and illuminated our way into the cabin, where he shut the hatch and then turned to me, stripping off his jacket. I sat on the edge of the bunk, feeling the satiny brush of the fine linen on the backs of my legs. Valentina had given me fresh stockings and a garter belt to replace the ones I’d destroyed on the beach, and suddenly I could feel every inch of them against my skin.
I couldn’t leave the Crosley house, I couldn’t fix what was happening outside it, but I could be myself with Dean. Never mind that my hands shook when I gripped Dean’s biceps, his wiry muscles moving under my hands as he lowered me to the mattress, the length of his body pressing against mine. I could feel his weight and smell his smell—cigarettes and leather and woodsmoke. It covered me and pushed away all the helplessness and the choking feeling of being caught in a spiral of events that I had as much control over as an oak leaf over a hurricane.
“I like being this close to you, Dean,” I whispered.
“And I you, princess,” he whispered back. “What do you want to do?”
“Honestly?” I propped myself up, looking into his eyes, and bit my lip.
“Honesty is good,” Dean said.
“I want to take a nap,” I confessed. “I’m exhausted, and that house is so echoing. I can never really drift off.” I was self-conscious all of a sudden. Would he get mad that I didn’t want to just make out until we either got caught or had to go in to supper? Would he go find someone who would, when we left here, if I kept putting him off? “Or we could just go inside,” I rushed. Dean stopped me moving.
“Don’t do that,” he said. “Don’t leave.”
“I-I’m sorry,” I stuttered. “I just …”
“Hey, calm down,” Dean said, and I managed to stop my frantic babbling long enough to look into his eyes. As always, the calm gray seas within soothed me. He stroked my hair, pulling me back to his chest so that I could hear his heartbeat. In that moment, I never wanted to move. “So lay yourself down and sleep.” He grinned at me. “How many guys get to sleep next to somebody who looks like you?”
“Just you,” I murmured, eyelids already fluttering now that I knew he wasn’t upset with me.
“Damn right,” Dean said, pulling a blanket over us. “And in my book, that makes me the luckiest guy on this messed-up planet.”
“Good night, Dean,” I whispered. I planted a light kiss on his chest before nestling my head against him. His arms went around me, and I was so warm and calm that I never wanted to get up.
“Good night, princess,” he said softly. “Sweet dreams.”
The figure didn’t seem surprised to see me, and I wasn’t as shocked as I had been in the past to see him.
All the skies were red, bleeding sunsets and throbbing, bruise-colored sunrises. The black things that drifted above were close now, close enough to cast shadows.
I no longer even bothered asking what he wanted from me. I just stood, watching the great gear tick off the heartbeats of this place.
“You are unhappy,” the figure said.
I shrugged, watching absently as, one by one, the suns winked out, replaced by stars, and listening to the glass bell that made up the figure’s domain vibrate as the great shapes passed back and forth overhead.
“You have regrets,” the figure said. He reached out a hand to me. His robe fell back, and it was a disappointingly common hand, pale but not too pale, as if it had once been a darker shade and had spent a long time in the dark, leaching pigment into the nothing around it. “Please don’t look that way,” he said. “I do like your visits, you know.”
“Unless you can bring back my mother, mend my father’s life and turn the world back to how it was before it got ripped apart,” I told him, “then you’d better get used to this expression on my face.”
The figure withdrew like I’d burned him, hand disappearing into the black miasma of his body. Eyes glittered at me from under his hood. “I shouldn’t,” he said. He looked at the shapes overhead. “But it’s a new day, not an old day. This is a day never before seen by the universe, by any spoke of the wheel.”
“What are you talking about?” I sighed. “I hate your damn riddles.”
“This is the day and the night and the place in between,” the figure told me. “You can see it when you sleep. You cannot cross into it via magic or machine, but you can dream your way into it. Dreams are in every world, Aoife. In everything. Time. Dust. Your blood. The things you can’t remember when you wake.”
“Meaning?” I spread my hands.
“The nightmare clock can find your dreams,” said the figure. “It can weave them and unravel them. It can make your dreams real and allow you to cross not just worlds but time. If you can dream it, the nightmare clock can give you the ability to make it a reality, no matter where or when or how impossible your dream may seem.” He stretched his hand out once more and grabbed mine, and I realized that he was as cold as I knew the airless space outside the glass was. “Aoife,” he whispered. “The nightmare clock can undo what you have done, what plagues your dreams. The nightmare clock can set you free.”
Footsteps woke me, all at once, like breaking the surface of icy water. I sat upright and knocked Dean’s arm off me in the process. He grunted and scrubbed a hand across his face. “Not awake yet,” he muttered.
“I heard something,” I insisted. Before Dean could respond, the hatch swung open and Valentina appeared, aether lantern in hand. The sky had gone dark while we’d been asleep, and the blackness inside the Munin’s cabin was near absolute.
“There’s that mystery solved, then,” Valentina said, lowering the lantern. “We thought you’d been devoured by something.”
“No such luck,” I said sarcastically, trying to cover for my embarrassment at being found here. Valentina looked me up and down, and I could see her eyes pause on my mussed hair. Never mind the fact that Dean was lying next to me.
“Get up,” she said shortly. “Your father is in a mood, and I have a feeling none of us wants to have this conversation.”
Dean got up, grabbing his jacket and pulling it on. “We weren’t doing anything you need to be worried about,” he told Valentina. I nodded vigorous agreement, glad it was mostly dark in the Munin and she couldn’t see that my face was on fire.
“Fine, but I doubt Aoife’s father will believe that,” she told him. She didn’t look angry, but she sure wasn’t happy, mouth compressed into a thin line. She jerked her free hand at me. “Come along, Aoife. Your father is waiting.”
I made sure the buttons on my dress hadn’t come unfastened and the seams on my stockings matched. I slipped my shoes back on and went as far as the hatch, drawing even with Valentina. I knew she was doing me a favor, letting me know she wasn’t going to tell my father how she’d found us, even if we hadn’t been up to anything. I couldn’t help wondering, though, what I was going to have to do in exchange for her silence. “Thanks,” I mumbled. “I swear I wasn’t doing anything.” Not entirely true, but not entirely a lie. Half-truths seemed to be the order of the day.
Valentina sighed. “Aoife, I was sixteen once. Just go find your father. And quickly. He’s terribly worried.”
Worried that I was dead or worried that I wasn’t doing exactly as I was told, even if he hadn’t told me yet? I decided it didn’t matter right now—I’d gotten away with sneaking off, and if Archie wanted to yell and rant at me a bit, I’d take it.
I crossed the lawn back to the main house and found Cal sitting at the table in the sunporch, playing a game of solitaire, his greasy hair falling in his eyes.
“You might want to check a mirror,” I told him. “Before Bethina figures out you aren’t just afraid of bathing and that patchy skin is hiding something.”
Cal looked up and gave me a glare. “Nice mouth. What’s gotten into you?”
“I’ve been summoned by Mr. Grayson,” I told him. “I’m pretty sure he’s going to read me the riot act.”
Cal grimaced. “Yeah, he was stomping around the library a minute ago, before he went out with Valentina to find you. He’s pretty steamed.”
“Of course he is,” I said, feeling the heavy dread of a punishment, a holdover from my days at the Academy. Meals, things like hot water and clean clothes, even our shoes, were taken away sometimes, for the smallest things. I didn’t think Archie was going to switch me, but the residual twinge of fear was still there.
I walked as slowly as I could, following the irregular lamplight to the library. It wasn’t anything like Graystone’s magnificent collection of books, not even close. This was small and cozy, stuffed with the sort of reading material wealthy people like the Crosleys put on display to prove they were educated. The potboilers and cheap romances were probably tucked behind the Proctor-approved classics and the fashionable novels.
“You think you can just run off whenever it suits you?” My father was sitting in one of the twin leather armchairs, the oxblood deep and slick by the glow of the fire in the grate. He was drinking, a bottle half empty and a glass more than that.
“I’m sorry,” I said, figuring contriteness was the first and easiest route to take. My father looked much angrier than Valentina, all the lines in his face deep and stark.
“I told you how dangerous the world is now,” my father said. “And I know you’re not stupid enough to not listen to me about that. So what is it, Aoife? Typical teenage willfulness? Or something else?” He picked up the glass, drained it and slammed it down. “I’ve got enough problems without my daughter sneaking off to canoodle with some useless greaser and letting me think she might be nothing but rags and bones in a ghoul’s nest for hours on end.” He poured and drank, and the glass landed again. Clank. “Maybe if we were a regular family we’d have the luxury of learning boundaries and setting rules. But we don’t, Aoife.” Pour, drink, clank. “Let me make this perfectly clear—disobey me again, go outside these four walls without letting me or Valentina know it, or sneak off with Dean again, and I’ll tan your hide.” He examined the bottle, now within a millimeter of empty, and gave a regretful sigh. “Do we understand each other, child?”
I stayed where I was until he glared at me. “Something you want to add?”
I chewed my lip for a moment and then decided he couldn’t get any angrier if I just asked. “Do you know anything about the … something called the nightmare clock?” I said softly.
Archie stopped moving, glass halfway to his mouth. “Where did you hear that?” he asked, in the same soft tone I’d used.
“It’s not important,” I said quickly, seeing his alarm. At the same time, though, his alarm told me this was real, or that I wasn’t the only person who’d had the dream. Not the only one the dream figure had talked to, not the only one to visit the strange room. With my father’s reaction, I couldn’t write the bleak figure off as a product of iron poisoning, the human world making the Fae blood in me boil with insanity. The dreams were more than my own fancies. The figure’s words echoed in my head. Set you free. A device I could use to cross not just space but time—one that would set me free. I could return to the moment when I’d destroyed the Engine. I could stop that Aoife from listening to Tremaine’s lies.
I could go further and make a reality my oldest dream, awake or asleep—that my father had never left us. That he, Nerissa, Conrad and I were a family, together.
“Well, I never heard of such a curious phrase,” Archie said, and tossed back the last of his drink. “No idea what you’re talking about. Sounds like some story in a cheap magazine.”
That was one way Archie and I weren’t alike, I realized. He was a terrible liar. He couldn’t even look at me, and fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat, as if a colony of ants had taken up residence under his shirt.
“All right,” I said. “I suppose I’ll say goodnight, then.” I started to walk out, then stopped and looked back. “And I am sorry. For going off like that and worrying you.”
I sped out of the room before Archie could reply. His lie had told me a lot.
He had heard of the nightmare clock. And what my father knew about it scared him enough to make him lie to me about it. If he knew, someone else knew. Someone who might be willing to tell me the whole story, explain the cryptic riddles of my dream figure.
His knowing about the clock also meant that I’d been right: the dreams, the black figure and the endless skies, the great gear, all of it—they were at least partly real.
I felt a swell of happiness in my chest like a soap bubble, fragile but there. As I climbed the stairs to my room, my thoughts were racing. The nightmare clock could set me free—if the dream figure was telling the truth. Could I use it to undo what I’d done in Lovecraft? I had to think so. Otherwise it was just another dead end, another dashed hope. It was like a Gate, but with the power to move time and events already set. That, I could use. That would set me free, free of everything I’d let Tremaine make me do.
While I got ready for bed and crawled under my blankets, I decided I needed to find out, and fast—because if I had a chance to set everything right, I was taking it, no matter what.
* * *
My father was quiet at breakfast, holding his head in his hands. Valentina was by contrast unusually sharp and impatient for someone who prided herself on decorum. She slammed a coffee cup down at Archie’s elbow, and he winced.
“Do you have to?”
“Your own fault,” she returned, and went and sat at the other end of the table. Conrad raised his eyebrow at that, then went back to sulking over his notebook. Dean and my father were engaged in some kind of glaring contest, and Bethina was focused on her food. Only Cal seemed to be in a good mood.
“Say, Valentina,” I said in a voice that was gratingly perky to my ears. “I’m a bit bored. I was wondering if I could use the library on the Munin to do some reading.” I widened my eyes in innocence. “I wanted to ask permission, after yesterday, of course.”
“Sorry, no,” Valentina said. “I have more important things to do today. You’re just going to have to entertain yourself in the house with the others, where we can keep an eye on you.”
“Good grief, Val,” Archie snapped without looking up. “This isn’t a reform school. Just let her go get some books that don’t insult her intelligence. If she stays on the Munin and doesn’t wander around, she’ll be fine.”
“Oh, of course,” Valentina said, and the acid in her tone could have etched the teacup she was holding. “Because you have the final say in all things, Archie, don’t you?”
“As far as the people at this table are concerned, I do,” Archie said.
“Right,” Conrad said, pushing back from the table. “I’m going … somewhere else.”
“Yeah,” Cal said hurriedly, also jumping up. “Thanks for breakfast, Miss Crosley. I mean, Mrs. Grayson. Uh … I mean … just thanks.”
Bethina took that as her cue to start clearing plates, and Dean pulled out his pack of Lucky Strikes, practically waving them under Archie’s nose before he went out to the back steps to smoke one. I rolled my eyes.
“Looks like it’s just you and me, then,” Valentina said in the same tone she’d used on my father. “Let’s get you fixed up with something a girl like yourself finds stimulating.” She snatched my hand and practically dragged me outside and to the Munin.
I had prepared this lie carefully, so that it would practically drip sincerity. “I am sorry about yesterday,” I told her as we climbed the ladder into the main cabin. “I really didn’t mean any disrespect.”
“Aoife, I’m just going to say this once,” she told me when we were inside. “Because I’m not your mother, and not trying to be, but I am older and I’ve been around. From what I’ve seen these past few days you’re a sweet, bright girl. You don’t want to waste yourself on somebody like Dean Harrison.” She flipped the switches in the main cabin to turn on the aether lamps and then folded her arms, looking for all the world like a miniature, younger version of one of my professors at the Academy. “You want to wait for someone who’s marriage material. Lifelong material. Don’t sell yourself short just because a boy gives you a wink and a smile. I’ve seen too many smart girls take that route and end up stuck in the mud.”
“You’re not married,” I said, feeling reflexive anger when Valentina insulted Dean. She didn’t know him, and she’d admitted she didn’t know me. Four days didn’t qualify her to give me parental advice. “And don’t worry about filling in for my mother. You’re barely old enough to be my big sister.” I knew it was mean, but she’d fired the first volley.
Valentina smiled, a tired and sad smile. “I know that your back will get up no matter what I say about that boy. But maybe in a few months or years you’ll realize I’m not just trying to be a snob. I want to help you.” She went back to the ladder to the outside. “I have mixed feelings on marriage, but I do believe that were things different, did we not lead these lives, I would marry Archie. In a heartbeat.”
She sounded sincere, her face softening and her voice dropping, and looked so happy at the prospect that for a moment I felt almost guilty about what I was going to do. Almost. It seemed Valentina could be your best friend one minute and then in the next instant be as cold and hard as the brass that kept the Munin’s hull intact. I knew I couldn’t predict which Val I’d be getting, and after a lifetime as a charity ward, with new families and new mothers every few months, I couldn’t trust someone like that.
“So, when you worked with the Brotherhood,” I said, deliberately pulling down a stack of blue cloth–covered boys’ adventure novels and trying to act casual, “did you use this ship for traveling and battles with eldritch creatures and things?”
Valentina laughed softly. “It’s not as exciting as you’d think. A lot of chasing, a lot of frustration and dead ends. A lot of time cooped up with musty books, learning the lore. The only exciting part was combat training. I liked that.”
“But some excitement in the field, surely? It sounds a lot better than the Academy,” I said. If Valentina wanted to talk about the Brotherhood, I was happy to encourage her.
Valentina went over to a map of the world painted on the wall, in the spaces between the bookshelves and curio cabinets, and traced her fingers over it. “Oh, yes,” she said. “It’s a wondrous life. If you have the strength for it.”
While she wasn’t looking, I grabbed a few books from the section of the library filled with handwritten volumes and shoved them under my coat. They were what I had come for—the diaries of the Brotherhood members, whose knowledge was compiled into the vast Iron Codex, the go-to guide for fighting things like the Fae. Hundreds of diaries, like Archie’s and like mine, collected into a single volume. That volume was watched over by the Brotherhood. These were the next likeliest place to look for the knowledge I needed—about both the Brotherhood and the nightmare clock, if it existed at all outside of the sort of fear-tinged whisper it had caused in my father.
“Thank you,” I said loudly to Valentina, holding up the adventure novels. “This should keep me.”
“Good,” Valentina said. “Let’s run along, then. I’ve got a busy day.” We got as far as the ladder to the lower deck before she turned, blocking my way like a little blond fireplug. “Are you going to give them back?” she asked.
“What do you mean?” I said, heartbeat picking up to a frenetic pace. Just because Archie was a bad liar and not as perceptive as he liked to think when it came to me didn’t mean I should have assumed the same of Valentina. She was sharp. “The dress and shoes? You said they were for me to keep.”
“Don’t insult both of us,” Valentina said. She reached out and undid the buttons on my jacket. The books slid to the floor, making soft plops on the carpet.
“Now what?” I said, refusing to drop my eyes.
“You want to tell me why you’re poking in my father’s journals, for a start?” Valentina said, folding her arms.
I bent down and picked up a book, brushing off the cover. “Nobody will tell me what I need to know,” I said bluntly, passing it back to her. “And when nobody will help me, I’m used to helping myself.” I raised my chin, refusing to be cowed.
“Helping yourself to other people’s things, more like it,” Valentina said. She put the books back where they belonged and then gestured to one of the chairs in the reading nook. “Sit.”
I did, knowing that anything else would just rile her more and make her more likely to report what I’d done to Archie. “My father lied to me,” I said. “I asked him a simple question and he wouldn’t tell me the truth, so what am I supposed to do besides find the answers on my own?”
“Maybe I wouldn’t have lied if you’d asked me,” Valentina said. “Ever think of that?” She sat and folded her hands. “What did he lie to you about?”
“The nightmare clock,” I said plainly. “I asked him what it was and he said he didn’t know. That was a lie.”
I got the same reaction from Valentina that I had from Archie. She twitched, but the freezing of her expression and the stiffening of her posture were identical to Archie’s. “Where did you …,” she started.
“I had a bad dream,” I said, and left it at that.
Valentina sighed. “Yes, he lied. But I don’t blame him for not wanting to give you crazy ideas,” she said. “Not at all.”
“You both know what it is,” I insisted. “What is so horrible that you have to keep it from me?” I sat up straighter. “I’m not a little kid. I can handle the hard truth.”
Valentina sighed, then ran her hands over her face. “Only the Brotherhood is supposed to know—at least, as far as the Iron Land goes.”
She traced lines on the fine inlaid wood of the table between us. “Imagine that Thorn and the Iron Land and the Mists—all of them—are spokes in a wheel, and in the center of the wheel …” She sighed. “This is just a theory, mind, and it has a lot of holes. But some people believe that at the center of the wheel is a place that isn’t entirely whole—an in-between place. A place made of dreams, which no Gate or magic can access—only the people who have the abilities to make dreams real, the ability to travel between the other worlds that have Gates and such.”
“People with the Weird?” I guessed.
Valentina was far from maintaining her usual composure. She looked strained, as if every word were being drawn from her under duress. Her pretty round face crumpled with frown lines, making her look a lot less angelic. “Yes, people with the Weird,” she continued quietly. “In this dream place, these same people believe that there exists a machine, a machine that can grind the fabric of space and time and remake it—can permit time travel, cross-world travel, the ability to transport things, or people, from one place to another, in time as well as space. Can spin the spokes on that wheel so that they rest in any order the clock chooses. It’s a clock that measures off dreams, and nightmares, and everything else. Anything you imagine, it can be. It’s different for everyone who sees it. So the Brotherhood scholars believe.” She leaned back and sighed. “Of course, a lot of the same people who believe the nightmare clock is real believe the Great Old Ones will return to the Iron Land from the stars and that you can summon the dead to do your bidding with Erlkin rituals, so, you know, for them, time travel and transporting yourself across the vast dimensions of space must not seem so far-fetched.” She waved a hand in a circle. “Crazy as bedbugs in a burning mattress, most likely.”
“But it does exist,” I said, excited. My dreams weren’t just madness and poison. Somewhere out there, the dream figure was seeing me—dreaming of me? I wasn’t sure—while I dreamed of him. He was reaching out to me, trying to save his small slice of world from what had happened when the Gates ruptured as I was trying to save mine. Those figures outside his dome would scare me, as they’d clearly scared him. I didn’t know why he couldn’t fight them off, but I thought of how helpless I’d be in the jaws of a Fae like Tremaine. Perhaps it was the same for the dream figure. And he had in his possession a device I was going to use to send myself to the moment when this had all gone wrong, and stop it from happening.
“Of course not,” Valentina said, much too quickly. “At least, not in my opinion, it doesn’t. I mean, the Gates are real. Tesla made them, and the Erlkin built theirs, and the Fae enchanted their hexenrings. That’s science as much as it is sorcery. It’s tangible. But a place that exists between sleeping and being awake? That you can only dream yourself into? A device that can turn whoever uses it into a virtually unstoppable time traveler? That’s a fairy tale.”
She was a better liar than my father, but the way she practically ran back to the house and slammed the door behind her told me that if Valentina didn’t believe that the nightmare clock actually existed, she at least worried that it might.
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I SPENT THE AFTERNOON trying to compose an entry in my journal about what had just happened with Valentina, then crumpling the pages one by one and tossing them across my bedroom to land in a corner like a drift of downed birds.
I was almost relieved when someone knocked at the door, and I opened it to see Archie and Conrad. “Oh,” I said. I’d been hoping it was Dean. Even if we couldn’t slip away to the Munin, he would have been someone to talk to.
“Don’t get too excited,” my father said dryly. He looked me up and down. “Get changed and meet us down at the beach steps,” he said. “Pants and a blouse—something you can get dirty.”
I cocked my head, confused. “What are we …,” I started, but my father was already walking away, that stiff-legged stalk I’d noticed he adopted, the one that warned all before him to get out of his way.
“What’s happening?” I asked Conrad, catching him by the sleeve before he could follow. “No idea,” he said, and tugged free of me. His face was a thunderhead, which made me think he did know, but I figured if something was upsetting Conrad maybe it wouldn’t be so bad for me. We were getting more different, in every way, but rather than dwell on it, I changed and hurried down to the beach steps to meet my father and brother.
Conrad stood with his hands shoved in his pockets, wind whipping his hair back and forth. Archie stood a little way off, smoking, but he extinguished his cigarette when he saw me. My steps slowed, but I forced myself not to look nervous, even though my stomach was in fits.
“All right, you two,” he said. “It’s time both of you learned how to handle yourselves. Aoife showed me her Weird, but it’s obvious she can’t hold her own in a stand-up fight. So you, Conrad—let’s see what you’ve got.”
I let my gaze rove between Archie and my brother.
Conrad’s face had flushed, two bright flowers in his cheeks that had nothing to do with the wind. “You want me to what, do a trick?”
“I want to see your Weird,” Archie said evenly. “If there’s a problem there, then there’s a much bigger problem with this whole plan. If we’re going back into the city in a few weeks to take another crack at finding survivors, I need you both in fighting form.”
Of course I’d wondered when I’d found out Conrad had used slipstreamers to get himself into the Mists. I’d wondered when he hadn’t offered to open the Gate back to the Iron Land. But he had to have a Weird—he was the firstborn Grayson of our generation, the only son. Heck, my father was only Gateminder at all because his older brother, our uncle Ian, had died young. I didn’t know how I was able to manipulate the Gates. There hadn’t been time to really think about it when the Proctors had chased us, or when Tremaine had been watching me, threatening to hurt my family. I might have thought of myself as a Gateminder in my lighter moments, but I wasn’t really sure what I was.
But either both of us were Gateminders or Conrad had been skipped and it was me. Had always been meant for me.
I wrapped my arms around myself and prayed that Conrad was just a late bloomer.
“There’s no problem,” Conrad said evenly, but all his muscles were tense. He looked like he did right before he was going to fight somebody, a kid at school who’d made a remark or a foster sibling who’d gotten too pushy with me. I sincerely hoped he and Archie weren’t about to come to blows, because then I’d have to jump between them, and nobody wants to break up a fistfight between members of their own family.
“Then do it.” Archie took a step closer to him. “Show me, son.”
Conrad looked at the ground, looked back at Archie. Veins stuck out in his neck and at his temples, and his face turned crimson. I took a step toward him, to try to calm him down, but he beat me back with a glare.
Archie sighed and then went over and patted Conrad on the back. “That’s enough. Don’t hurt yourself.”
Conrad let out his breath in a rush, white mist meeting the freezing air. “I can’t do it, all right?” he shouted. “I’ve waited and waited and tried every damn thing—fire, water, wind, even machines, like Aoife—and I can’t do it. I’m useless.”
He stormed past us and back toward the house. I ran after him without thinking. “Conrad, wait!”
I caught him by the arm as he reached the steps, and he shook me off. “Why should you care?” he growled. “You’re the one he wants, aren’t you? You’ve got the gift.”
I reminded myself he was angry and probably didn’t mean it as cruelly as it came across. I grabbed his arm when he tried to run off again, harder. “You think this is a gift?” I whispered. I could barely hear myself over the wind. “Conrad, all it means is I have something in my blood that can kill me, that can split my skull apart if I try to control it, and that makes me a target for everyone in the Thorn and Iron Lands who wants a pet Gateminder. It doesn’t make me better. It doesn’t make me not your sister. Forget about what Archie thinks. You’re my family. You’re the only one I’ve known until now.” I stopped talking, but held on. I wanted the distance between us to stop. I wanted this painful chasm of bad feeling and resentment to close.
Conrad snarled for a moment, looking for all the world as if he was going to slap me across the face, but then he collapsed, wrapping his arms around me so tightly I couldn’t breathe.
I hugged him back, as hard as I could. Relief flooded through me. This was the Conrad I knew, the one I’d grown up with.
I realized amid my pounding heart and the wind that Conrad was saying something to me, and I pulled back to listen. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so, so sorry, Aoife.”
“For what?” I said, confused. “Neither of us has been very nice lately, but that’s not—”
“No.” Conrad tugged my scarf down. I flinched when he touched my scar but squeezed his hand between my own.
“It wasn’t your fault. The iron madness—”
“Nothing will make my attacking you all right, Aoife,” he said. “Not the fact that I was crazy, not the fact that I’m in remission. Nothing will make this mess with me making you come find me all right. Just let me say I’m sorry.”
I dropped his hand and nodded, pulling off my scarf on my own. “I forgive you, Conrad.” After everything that had happened, the words that had once stuck in my throat at merely thinking them came without any effort at all.
Conrad didn’t say anything; he just buried his face against my shoulder. We stayed that way for a minute, until Archie came up and coughed softly. He looked almost ashamed to be intruding, and I thought it sort of served him right. He was trying to teach Conrad to be a survivor, but calling him out had been cruel. I held on to my brother protectively as Archie spoke.
“I think that’s enough for today, son. You can go on back to the house.” He gave Conrad an awkward tap on the shoulder, the sort of male gesture that somehow conveyed it was all right, that he wasn’t really mad.
Once my brother had gone out of earshot, Archie turned to me and shook his head. “This is going to cause an epic uproar, I hope you know. There has never been a female Gateminder, not in the hundred and twenty years since Tesla made the damn things in the first place. If you turn out to be my heir with the Weird—and let’s face it, we both know it’s likely after your brother’s performance just now … Well. There’s going to be some hurt feelings in the Brotherhood.”
I didn’t particularly care what sort of uproar I’d cause. By now, I was pretty used to being the one who made everything go sideways for the people in charge. “Are you mad at me?” I asked my father. He gave me a look as if I were going crazier than I already was.
“Of course not. I’m damn proud of you. You’re smart, and your Weird is something to behold. Once we toughen you up, you’re going to do a much better job of this whole thing than me.”
I blushed a little. Inspiring pride in Archie was a new sensation, and I liked it. “But without the Brotherhood, what good are the Gateminders?” I asked. “What will it matter if it passes to me?”
“We’re still the only humans who can open Gates,” Archie said. “In this world or any other. As long as that’s the case, we have a duty to police what comes through, whether or not those fat cats who’ve taken over the Brotherhood have a say.”
I kicked a furrow in the sand with my foot. It was a lot of responsibility. But it certainly wasn’t more than what I’d already decided to shoulder myself: to find the nightmare clock. That was what I had to do, above all else.
“I’ll do my best,” I said to my father. I felt lousier than I admitted about lying to him, even partially. But his falling-out with the Brotherhood wasn’t mine, and I needed a look at the Iron Codex, now more than ever. I needed a way to find the nightmare clock and use it, and Archie couldn’t do that for me.
I was as ready as I was ever going to be, I realized. And I was going to have to disobey my father to do what I needed to do—only, now there was at least the small hope that he’d forgive me after the fact for running off on my own.
Archie pulled me in with one arm and gave me a squeeze. “Thank you,” he said.
I frowned in confusion. “For what, Dad?”
“Trusting me,” he said. “I know it was a lot to ask. All I ask now is that you keep being smart, and strong, and trust yourself.” He held me at arm’s length, and for the first time the expression in his eyes softened when he looked at me. I wouldn’t have called it fatherly, but it was no longer calculating. “Trust yourself, Aoife. And never stop fighting.”
Trusting other people doesn’t come easily to you when you’ve never had someone who trusts you. But I had to tell someone about my dreams of the dark figure and the spinning worlds beyond his glass prison, someone who wouldn’t tell Archie or Valentina in turn. Or let it slip to the girl he was infatuated with.
Dean shook his head when I finished, and lit a cigarette. “Hell of a story, Aoife.”
“They’re not regular dreams,” I said. “I’m sure of that. They feel too much. I can taste the air and hear the gears clacking, feel the vibrations under my feet.”
“I’ve had some doozies of dreams,” Dean said. “Bourbon and bad diner food will do it. But not lately.” He slid closer to me and draped his arm around my shoulder. “I sleep nice and tight here, princess.”
“It’s different,” I said, blushing at his reminder of the day before. “If the nightmare clock actually exists, and I think it does, Valentina said it can … change things. Reality.” I swallowed, hoping it didn’t sound insane when I said it aloud. “It could put the world right again. The Engine, the Gates, everything.”
“Right.” Dean exhaled. “You mean back like it was, with Proctors and secret prisons and burnings? Because that was top-notch, I gotta say.” Venom dripped from his words.
“Back to where I know why my mother is sick, and I can help her,” I whispered, feeling tears prick at the corners of my eyes and hating my weakness. “And where the Proctors don’t exist at all.”
Dean ground out his cigarette against a porch post. “You’ve got that look, Aoife. Like all the gears are seized. What crazy thing are you thinking of?”
“Someone who knows more than Archie could be a big help,” I said.
“True, but you’re stuck here with dear old Dad,” Dean said. “He’s got his eye on you, to make sure you don’t …” He trailed off and rubbed his chin, not meeting my eyes.
“Blow up an Engine and break the Gates?” I supplied. It was the truth. It shouldn’t have hurt. But it did, and I pulled back.
“It wasn’t your fault,” Dean said. He drew me close again. “I know you feel like you have to put things right. I just don’t want you to get hurt. Besides, who knows more than your old man about this stuff?”
“The Brotherhood,” I said instantly. “They have the Iron Codex—all the knowledge this world has of any other.”
“I thought Archie said we couldn’t trust them,” Dean said. “People who think they know everything are usually pretty good at hiding stuff, Aoife.”
“But I don’t know anything right now,” I said, all the frustration I’d been feeling earlier cropping up again. “I don’t know if my dad’s right or just paranoid. I’d just like the chance to ask them myself.”
“Well, if you insist,” Dean said. “Let’s bust out of here and go ask ’em. Where do they bunk?”
I shrugged. “No idea.” I looked back at the house, where off-key piano music floated out through the glass. “But I bet Valentina knows all about it.”
Valentina and Archie shared the master bedroom in the Crosley house. The four-poster bed was unmade, and bottles of ink and papers bearing my father’s jagged handwriting were scattered across the writing desk in the corner.
I stood still for a moment, taking in the details of the room. A negligee hung from the door of the wardrobe, and one of Archie’s shirts was crumpled on the floor.
A creak from below reminded me that I was on borrowed time, and I went over to the dressing table, which was covered with rows of makeup pots and perfume bottles and a powder puff, all the tools Valentina had shown me how to use to put my face on. She’d really tried to make this easier on me, and a small part of me felt rotten for snooping now and deceiving the both of them.
But in the greater scheme, if I fixed things, if I used the clock the way Valentina had said some believed it could be used, wouldn’t it justify what I was doing now?
I sure hoped so.
While Dean kept watch on the door, I dug into the drawers, beneath the underthings and the odds and ends of old hairpins and mostly empty bottles.
Valentina had to have something—a letter, her own witch’s alphabet—that would tell me how to connect with the Brotherhood of Iron.
My fingers brushed paper—good, thick vellum paper—and I moved aside a stack of slips to see several oversized envelopes tied with a blue silk ribbon. Finally. Elated, I pulled them from the drawer and flipped through them one by one. They were all addressed to Miss Valentina Gravesend Crosley in the same precise hand.
I slipped the letters—six of them—out of the envelopes and retied the parcel sans the pages inside the envelopes. That would buy me a little time before Valentina and Archie discovered what I was up to.
What I was up to could be mad; I’d considered that. The iron of the Iron Land could be poisoning me—more slowly than before, it was true—but then, my particular brand of madness had always shown itself first in dreams.
Still, if there was a chance I could put things right, I was going to take it, no matter what the odds might be. I knew myself well enough to know that.
Shoving the letters into the waist of my skirt, I pulled the pin-neat white cardigan Valentina had lent me over the bulge and went back to my own little room.
I propped a chair under the doorknob to avoid being interrupted. I’d hit the jackpot. The letters, all but one, were from Valentina’s father, and he’d signed them Herbert Gravesend Crosley, which just solidified the image I had of Valentina’s parents as stuffy, unappealing sticklers.
Lastly, I unfolded a letter in familiar handwriting—the jagged slanted scrawl of my father. It was old, the ink worn away at the crease, and written on cheaper paper than the rest; it was beginning to fray at the corners.
Dearest Valentina,
I shut my eyes and sucked in a breath of the stale air in my room. A love letter. A love letter written when I was still in Lovecraft, when my mother was locked away, when Conrad and I were in some orphanage.
That couldn’t matter now. Shaking my head to clear it, I read on.
It’s cold here, and I’m getting more frustrated by the day.
The Brotherhood as it is now is a disgrace. They sit, fat and content here at the top of the world, and they scheme and argue, but they never do anything. Not about the Thorn Land, not about the Proctors, not about the instability of the Gates.
They don’t realize that with every bargain they cut with the Fae, they bring us an inch closer to another Storm. They are weakening the very world that they helped build. The tenet of never trusting the Fae has fallen by the wayside, and nobody listens to anything I have to say on the matter. They sit and scribble in their damn notebooks, natter on and on about the glory of the Iron Codex, and never admit that things are worse now than they ever were when the Storm was raging.
Too late, I thought. I gripped the letter hard enough to make tiny tears in the edges of the paper. There was a second Storm now—a slow-moving plague that was pouring from the shattered Gate into the Iron Land, a Storm I’d had a hand in causing when I’d broken the Gates to Thorn.
This is not about protecting the human race anymore. This is not even about balance, about living in harmony with the eldritch things that crawl out of Thorn. This is a shell game to see who can grab the most power and influence from under the cup before the whole thing collapses and we all realize we’ve grabbed a fat handful of nothing.
Or until the Proctors burn every last reasonable person on earth alive. I don’t know which we’ll get to first.
Archie’s handwriting started to skid off the page, his pen blotting and leaving long dribbles of ink that obliterated entire words.
Coming home. That’s what I want. I want to see green hills and blue skies again. Even that vile smoke over Lovecraft would be preferable to the endless days cooped up here with these old men in the Bone Sepulchre. I want
After that, the words were blotted out, until the very end.
hold you again, smell you and feel you next to me.
I love you, Valentina. I hope you understand why I can’t be a part of this farce the Brotherhood has become anymore. Say you’ll stay with me. Please.
I crumpled the letter and tossed it across the room. It landed in the corner, with a flutter rather than a satisfying bounce.
I’d found out something useful. The rest of it shouldn’t matter.
My resolve had hardened.
The Brotherhood was going to help me, whether they knew it or not. The Iron Codex would have answers, and I was going to have to go and find them.
I laid out my plan to Dean, Cal, Bethina and Conrad, because I needed their help. They took it about as well as I expected.
“You’re cracked,” Conrad said. “You heard what Dad said. We have to lie low, and we have to wait until there’s more of us together to try and fix the Gate. In the meantime, there are Proctors everywhere, and creatures coming through the broken Gates. Have you thought about how you’re even going to get to this … what’d you call it?”
“The Bone Sepulchre,” I said, matching his testy tone. “And stop calling me nuts, Conrad.”
“I’m sorry, but when you say something that’s nuts, I’m not gonna lie,” he said. He looked at Dean. “Please tell her she’s being crazy.”
“It’s a bad idea,” Dean said. “But if you’re going, I’m going with you.”
“No,” I said firmly. “I don’t know how they’d react to you, Dean. It’s bad enough that I have Fae blood. I can’t put you in that position.”
“Have you ever thought that your father might be right?” Bethina spoke up. “The world isn’t the same at all. Ghouls everywhere, stone knows what crawling out from under every rock.” She shivered. “Mr. Grayson has good sense, miss. Maybe you should listen to him for once.”
Cal nodded agreement, and I shot him an annoyed glance. He was only doing that to impress his girlfriend, and I kicked him under the table when he glared back. Boys and girls got silly when crushes and love came into play. I hoped I didn’t come across as that irritating when I was with Dean.
“I’m going to try,” I said. “So don’t even attempt to change my mind.”
Cal grumbled, and I spread my hands. “If it were your mother missing in this mess …”
“All right, all right,” Cal said, throwing me a murderous shut up glance. As if I’d spill his secret in front of Bethina. “We’ll help you, but for the record, I think this whole plan is going to come to a bad end.”
“Well, I’m not helping,” Conrad announced. “Your running away is just that—running. You’re afraid of what might happen if you let Archie be in charge and fix this the right way.”
“And what exactly are you doing besides nothing, Conrad?” I asked. “What exactly did you do before, besides pant after Archie’s trail like a puppy and almost get yourself killed? Thank goodness you had your Weird,” I said, and then snapped my fingers. “Oh, that’s right—yours hasn’t shown up yet.”
“You’re being a bitch, Aoife,” Conrad said, his brows lowering and his eyes going angry.
“And you’re being a dunce if you think we can just sit here and expect everything to be fine,” I snapped back. I shouldn’t have picked on Conrad’s lack of a Weird, but he could be so infuriating. “Archie’s not perfect, Conrad, and he doesn’t always have a plan. He did just leave us in Lovecraft.”
“You know our mother, Aoife,” he cried, slamming his hand on the table in frustration. “I would have left too.”
“You leave wives,” I said. “Not children.”
“She’s got a point,” Dean murmured.
Conrad stood up, shoving back his chair. “Fine. You two run off like delinquents, and drag poor Cal and Bethina with you. I’m out of this.” He left, and I stood up to go after him, to do what, I wasn’t sure, but Dean pulled me back.
“Forget it,” he said. “You’re not changing his mind.”
I sank back in my chair and pressed my face into my hands. I thought I’d lost Conrad over a year ago when his iron madness made him go for my throat with a knife, but to find him alive and sane and now to see the gulf between us getting even wider—that, I couldn’t handle.
Nor could I blame Conrad entirely for being such a jerk. I wanted a father again as badly as he did. He was just more willing to accept Archie’s demands for obedience.
“He’s right, though,” I muttered. “I don’t have a plan for how I’ll get out of here, never mind how I’ll get to the Brotherhood. We don’t even know where the Bone Sepulchre is.”
Cal cast a look back at the door. As a ghoul, he had much better hearing than Dean and me, and I’d entrusted him with keeping watch. “Is there some way we can figure it out?”
“Well, Archie’s letter talked about the top of the world,” I said. “The Arctic Circle somewhere would make sense. The Proctors steer clear of there.” The accepted story was that great viral creatures flourished under the polar ice, but I didn’t know the real truth. Regardless, there was something there that kept the Proctors out of the cold, unclaimed waters and led them to keep everyone else out too, with blockades and patrol boats. It made as much sense as any other location on earth.
“Not to put a damper on the party,” Bethina said, “but you can’t just grab a skiff and row up to the Arctic Ocean. That’s a long journey, and you need an ironside boat. I saw a lanternreel on the subject when I was a girl. About the expeditions and such.”
“I guess I’ll figure it out when I get to the Bone Sepulchre.” I shrugged, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel in one iota of my being.
“There’s a submersible that runs from Innsmouth,” Dean spoke up. “Usually up to Nova Scotia and beyond, ferrying fugitives into Canada.” He took out his pack of cigarettes and tapped it against the table. “But I wager that for the right price they’d go all the way to the top. The captain’s a tough nut—not afraid of going under the ice.”
I looked at Dean, pained. “You know I don’t have any money.”
“There’s things other than money,” Dean said. “But they’re not pirates. They won’t take you unless I vouch for you. And if I vouch, I’m coming.” He took out a Lucky and stuck it behind his ear, and I could tell by his posture I wasn’t going to get to argue.
I didn’t want to appear scared, but I did want Dean along. Without him, I’d be alone, at the mercy of whatever cropped up between here and the Bone Sepulchre. “That’s fine.”
“Getting out of the house isn’t going to be easy,” Cal said. “Neither your dad nor Valentina is exactly asleep at the wheel.” He cocked his head and then jerked a thumb at the door. “Speaking of. Someone’s coming.”
“Don’t worry,” I told all three of them. “That part I’ve got covered.”
Valentina was in the library, and for a minute I thought Archie was with her before I realized she was seemingly talking to herself.
“No, I don’t know when.” A pause. “Stop it. Stop pushing. It will happen when it happens.”
I knocked twice, softly.
There was a clatter from inside, and then Valentina yanked the door wide. “What, Aoife?”
“Listen,” I said. “I’m sorry about what happened before. I shouldn’t have fibbed. But I really would like to use the Munin.” I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered in the ever-present drafts that ran through the Crosley house like the vapor trails of dirigibles. “It’s kind of dreary in here.”
“I know,” Valentina sighed. “It’s meant to be a summerhouse. Open windows, cool ocean breezes and all that.”
“Maybe just for an hour or two a night?” I wheedled. “You can even watch me if you want.”
“You’re a big girl, Aoife,” Valentina said. “I trust you’ve learned your lesson?”
“Oh, yes,” I said. “I won’t touch the journals. I just want a little peace and quiet and space.”
“Fine,” Valentina said. “Honestly, I’m glad to see someone so enamored of the old bucket. Always hated the damn thing when my father would pile us all in it for family trips.”
“It’s a beautiful craft,” I said. It was a relief to say one thing, at least, that wasn’t a lie.
“You know what it means, Munin?” Valentina asked. She absently straightened a few books on the shelf before her. “Before the Storm, the Vikings and such worshiped a father-god, a man who put out his own eye for the wisdom of the world.” Valentina brushed a stray curl behind her ear and looked past me, to something only she could see. “To replace the eye, the Allfather had two ravens named Hunin and Munin that flew out into the world every day and brought back what they had seen. Hunin and Munin—‘thought’ and ‘memory.’ ” Valentina smiled. “My father always did have a flair for the dramatic.”
“So does mine,” I murmured.
“Anyway, the dusty wisdom of that particular bird is all yours,” Valentina said. “But you and that boy are not to canoodle in there. You get me?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Loud and clear.”
“I thought you were a brat when we first met,” Valentina said. “Sheltered and petulant. I’m glad I was wrong.”
“Me too,” I said as she brushed past me and left the library. When I turned back to take stock of the books, I was startled by a gleam of metal from the shelf where she’d stood. I pulled out a few volumes, then a fat handful. I recognized the simple brass box, the aether tube and the speaker and receiver. It was an aethervox, a long-range variety, wired into an antenna on the top of the house. Valentina hadn’t been talking to herself.
I turned the dial, watched the aether swirl inside the clear glass tube at the top of the vox for a moment as it warmed up, but only static greeted me when the speaker clicked on. The vox was tuned to a dead channel.
Whoever Valentina had been speaking to, she didn’t want anyone else to know.
I covered the vox again. It couldn’t help me now, and I knew I couldn’t afford to accuse Valentina of anything; I’d just lose all the credibility I’d gained with her and my father, and I’d never be able to slip away and find the Brotherhood.
After I’d hidden the vox, I went up to my room to pack a few things and meet Dean before I lost my nerve.
Despite Conrad’s naysaying, running away went pretty smoothly. Dean and I slipped out separately to the Munin, where I made sure to turn on all the lights and find a station on the aether tubes to send noise back toward the house. Cal and Bethina waited in the shadow of the boxwoods by the porch. The hard part was up to me.
The Crosley house had bright arc lamps mounted on the four corners, a standard precaution against ghouls in unprotected areas. Dean glared at them. “You got an idea for those? Your old man is gonna see us the minute we make a break.”
I hefted the small ditty bag I’d picked up from Valentina’s dressing table. “I’ve got it covered. Help me find the transformer box.”
We crept around the house, keeping below the windows. Valentina was at the piano again, Archie was sitting near her scribbling in his journal, and Conrad was sitting across from him doing the same. The very image of the good son. I guessed that left the black sheep role for me.
Dean helped me get the cover off the box that controlled the aether flow to the exterior lanterns, the transformer hissing as it converted the elemental gas to electrical impulses.
I pulled a handful of Valentina’s hair curlers out of the bag and, using a careful, delicate touch, shoved them one by one between all the circuits. The ceramic protected me from an electrical current, and the fat rollers pushed the wires off the contacts.
There was a shower of sparks, the snap of aether against air, the scent of burnt paper, and then the gardens all around the house went dark. Only the glowing hulk of the Munin was visible in the shadows, like a lamprey floating in a black sea.
We crept back to the ladder. My heart thudded. We didn’t have a lot of time before Archie noticed the house was dark outside and came to see what had happened.
Dean started to climb after me, but I stopped him. “No. It’ll be less dangerous if there’s only one of us.”
We’d gone over the plan, all four of us, again and again that afternoon, but I was still nervous. Dean stayed behind, grumbling. “Be careful, all right?”
I nodded my assent as I scrambled up the ladder and across the cabin into the pilothouse. I flipped the switches to turn on the fans and felt the Munin strain against its ties.
Now it was a race against time and physics. Almost sick to my stomach, I skidded back to the ladder and slid down it, skinning one of my knees. I hit the ground as the first tie-down snapped, a whip crack that echoed through the black night like a bullet.
Dean ran to me and helped me up, and together we ran.
As far as distractions went, a runaway airship was a pretty good one. We were already a hundred yards from the house when the outside lamps came back on. I could hear Archie and Conrad shouting.
I felt one last stab of guilt for what I’d done, and then it was washed away by the cold night air stinging my chest. Dean and I moved, holding hands, our feet striking the frozen earth. The branches of the topiary animals tugged at my jacket as we ran through the darkness.
I knew it was only my imagination turning every rasp and rustle of icy branches and wind into prowling ghouls and hungering nightjars, but I still gripped Dean as hard as I could.
We’d arranged to meet Cal and Bethina beyond the grounds, and we stayed quiet until we were well down the road. Not only because of my father, but also in case anything else was watching. Traveling at night was dangerous, but it was our only chance to make it to Innsmouth unobserved by either Archie or Proctors.
I just wished Conrad hadn’t been so stubborn. I wished he could have been here with me.
But what I wanted rarely came to be, so I just hunched deeper into my jacket, shouldering the small bag of things I’d taken from Valentina’s house, and ran.
The house already seemed infinitely distant, and I turned back to the gravel road, lit to a white ribbon by moonlight, spotted with black where the ice had melted and formed reflecting pools for the stars above us.
We came to a signpost, CAPE COD and GLOUCESTER and INNSMOUTH written in faded lettering on its crooked arms. It creaked in the wind, swaying back and forth.
I didn’t bother looking behind me again as the four of us took the fork to Innsmouth. Archie would be furious, Conrad would be irritable, and Valentina would probably hit the roof, but it didn’t matter to me.
In my mind, I was already on my way to the Arctic.
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Ravens over Innsmouth


DEAN, CAL, BETHINA and I dozed for a few hours in a barn, taking turns sitting watch with Dean’s lighter trembling between our palms both for warmth and to ward off the night-dwelling creatures we could hear hooting and crying in the darkness beyond. Fire would keep them at bay—for a while, anyway.
When the sun was just a stain on the horizon, we resumed walking. I was numb everywhere, especially in my heart and mind, but the horrible weight I’d been carrying since we left Lovecraft had lessened a little. Just to be doing something, instead of sitting and waiting for someone else to figure out the plan, was freeing enough that I actually hopped over an icy puddle.
Dean gave me a crooked grin. “You’re in a good mood.”
“Better than the last few days,” I agreed.
He kicked a pebble ahead of us down the road. “You ever been to Innsmouth?”
“No,” I said. “Conrad and I didn’t exactly get seaside vacations.”
“Nice little town,” said Dean. “Quaint, I guess you’d call it. I ran a few fugitives up there to catch the boat for Canada.”
Sometimes it was easy to forget Dean’s life before we met. He had been a guide to fugitives and those wanted by the Proctors; he’d lived every day of his life with danger. Because of that, I tried to stay in the good mood he was seeing. I didn’t want him worrying.
“Tell me more about the places you’ve been.”
“Favorite place ever was San Francisco, hands down,” Dean said. “They have the walls, not like Lovecraft, and inside it’s like a million cities compressed into one, piled on top of each other, like layers you could dive down through. They have a Chinatown there, and men who can breathe fire if they drink a potion, and women who can swallow knives. It smells like steam and smoke and gunpowder, and since it’s a modern city the Proctors don’t pay any attention to the poor folks and we have the run of the place without much risk of getting burned.”
All I really knew about San Francisco was that it was home to one of the three great Engines in the States—now two, I supposed—and that off the coast was Alcatraz Island, where the worst heretics were confined to a hospital run by the Bureau of Proctors, like Ravenhouse in Lovecraft, only a hundred times worse.
“At night you can see weird blue lights out on Alcatraz,” Dean said, as if reading my thoughts. “Everyone says the Proctors have got secret experiments going on out there.” He looked at me. “Knowing what I know now, I gotta wonder.”
I’d wondered too: if there was no necrovirus, what had the necrodemons everyone had so feared during the war really been?
“Maybe someday we’ll know,” I said to Dean.
“Maybe,” he said, “but I doubt it. I don’t think the whole truth’s ever really going to get out.”
Before I could give that too much thought and just depress myself all over again, we came over a hill and saw the sea, with a cluster of gray and blue buildings huddled at the water’s edge.
“Innsmouth,” Dean said. “Doesn’t look like much, I know.”
“No,” Cal agreed. Bethina wrinkled her nose.
“Smells like fish.”
“We need a plan,” I said. “Dean and I will go ahead and try to find the captain of the submersible, and you two wait here for him. If something happens, you need to get word back to my father. All right?”
Cal instantly shook his head. I knew he wouldn’t like staying behind again, but Cal was the only one I trusted to be wily enough to get back to the Crosley house if we ran into trouble in the village. Plus, he could protect Bethina, which was more than I could do at the moment. I was so jittery and nervous I could feel myself vibrating, even standing still on the hilltop.
“Please,” I said to Cal softly. “I promise we’ll either send word or we’ll be back in a few hours and this will all be a wash.” The last part was a lie. I had to go north.
Bethina took Cal’s hand. “I think Miss Aoife is right,” she said. “If there’s trouble, they’ll need someone to light out and send help.”
“There won’t be,” Dean assured them, but I saw worry lines in his forehead that usually weren’t there. I wondered if he knew something about Innsmouth that I didn’t.
“As long as there’s someone down here who can get me out of this place,” I said aloud.
“I’ll introduce you around,” Dean said. “If the boat I’m thinking of hasn’t been sunk yet, they can get us to the Great Old Ones themselves. Crackerjack crew, every one.” He shoved a hand through his hair, a nervous gesture that I’d come to recognize as Dean getting ready for trouble. “But antsy,” he said. “So move slow and stay quiet in the village, and don’t say anything stupid to anyone.”
I squeezed his hand to reassure him I could handle it. “I trust you, Dean.”
We walked in silence until we came to the village outskirts.
Even as early as it was, I’d expected some movement, but there was nothing. No jitneys, no steam carriages. Not even the horse-drawn variety was in evidence, though far away I heard some sort of livestock bray and then quiet. The place felt as if it were holding its breath—not abandoned, but staying perfectly still, waiting for something.
The curtains on the rows of pitch-roofed cottages were drawn, down to the last one; passing the houses was like passing a line of faces with blind eyes staring into nothing. I shivered, not entirely from the brisk sea air.
I got close enough to Dean so I could whisper. “Is it supposed to be this quiet?”
“No,” Dean said in the same tone, his hand going into his pocket for his knife. “Something’s wrong.”
I reached deep for a little of my Weird, but nothing unusual prickled, just the usual sorts of machines and locks and clockworks that a village at the edge of the ocean would possess.
There was a small town square, like a hub in a wheel, and a fountain in the center of it frozen solid, plumes of ice erupting from the mouths of a trio of metal leviathans.
A scream came, then cut off as abruptly as a needle skipping off a record. I started down the narrow side street it had come from, placing my feet carefully and silently on the bricks.
Dean caught up with me. “I’d say we should get to the docks, but I don’t know that I want to be that exposed right at the moment,” he whispered.
I nodded silently and reached back for his hand. Dean squeezed it and then let it drop, and we crept ahead in matched steps, until we’d gone away from the sea and the center of town and come upon a farmhouse set a little back from the street. A sagging red barn beyond held the source of the scream.
Something else, softer and more terrifying, drifted on the wind. Sobbing. Human sobbing, coming from a human throat.
“Aoife …,” Dean started, but I shushed him and continued toward the barn, keeping myself out of view of the barn door.
Through a slat in the side, I saw three people in nightclothes on their knees on the dirt floor of the barn, two Proctors in black uniforms brandishing shock rifles at them. The girl, the one sobbing, had a split lip, and blood dribbled down her white nightgown. One of the Proctors drew back his hand again.
“We’ve been flying up and down the coast looking in every rathole they could duck into,” he snapped. “We know everyone in this filthy town harbors fugitives. Now tell me where they are—at least two, boy and girl, dark haired. One calling herself Aoife Grayson.”
“We don’t know,” the girl sobbed. “If that terrorist were here, we’d turn her in real quick. Please. We don’t know.”
I almost shrieked when Dean clapped a hand on my shoulder. I’d been transfixed by the scene in the barn, and enraged. “Aoife,” Dean whispered.
“I’m not leaving,” I hissed at him. “We have to do something.”
“Not that,” Dean insisted, his mouth practically pressed against my ear. “Look. Past the barn.”
There was a long field that sloped down to cliffs above the water, probably half a mile away. And there, moored at the edge of the cliff, was a familiar black hulk of an airship with the spiky Proctor insignia painted on the side.
Draven’s. I’d been so preoccupied with the people in the barn I hadn’t even looked beyond. It wasn’t just regular Proctors in there, but Draven’s elite troops. How had he known I’d be coming to Innsmouth?
“What do we do?” Dean muttered. His voice was still as soft as a flick of silk, but his grip on my shoulder betrayed panic as he squeezed hard enough to bruise.
“I don’t know,” I said in the same voice. Inside the barn, the girl screamed again.
“I can’t tell you what I don’t know, sir! Please stop hitting me!”
“Just … something,” I said to Dean, and wrenched free of his grasp.
In Cal’s stories, heroines usually carried bullwhips or daggers, flew their own airships, swung in on ropes. They always had a daring plan. Or even a stupid plan. Never no plan.
Inside the barn door, I grabbed up a disused axe handle and swung it at the nearest Proctor, catching him across the back of the skull. He went down with a grunt, and the other swung his rifle toward me.
Dean grabbed him from behind and threw him into the nearest wall. The Proctor rebounded off it with a clatter but held on to his shock rifle and got off a wild shot. The sizzling electric bolt clipped the older woman in the trio—the girl’s mother, I guessed—and she cried out as she fainted.
“Mother!” the girl screamed.
Dean caught the Proctor across the jaw with a hard punch, and the man went down for good.
I took the girl by her shoulders. “You’re strong,” I told her. “Help your father carry her inside. Trust me, you need to get out of here.”
Her eyes widened as she got a good look at my face. “You’re …,” she started, then slapped my hands off and scrambled away.
She didn’t have to say it. I knew. Aoife Grayson, terrorist. Destroyer of the Engine.
As the girl and her father got her mother up and out the back door of the barn, I saw black shapes approaching from the front. My chest clenched. I’d hoped we could escape unnoticed, but I should have known better when Grey Draven was involved.
I could tell, even from my distance, that the weapons were new. The guns were copper, and midway along the barrel was a green glass bulb in which some kind of substance churned. The end narrowed to a point, like a needle. Some kind of fine ammunition, or perhaps gas, or …
“You like my toys?”
Grey Draven walked through the row of Proctors and into the barn as if it were perfectly usual for him to be walking through a field in the first hours of the morning in full dress uniform. “Hello, Miss Grayson,” he said, tipping his head at me. “And the infamous Dean Harrison. It appears I get two for the price of one today. Already worth getting out of bed for.”
They hadn’t found Cal and Bethina. My stomach plummeted in relief. Cal would be dead if Draven got his hands on him. But my friend knew how to hide, and I knew he’d keep Bethina safe. He fancied her too much to let anything happen to her. They’d get away and tell my father what had happened, so at least he wouldn’t always wonder.
“You sure came a long way from your cushy new job in Washington to chase a couple of kids,” I said to Draven. Keep him talking. Keep him thinking it’s just the two of you.
“Oh, I think we both know you’re no innocent child, Aoife,” Draven purred. “As for my new job—one of the perks is I get to do exactly as I wish. Including kit out my men with the best.” He extended his hand to the two men at the head of the troop. “A little something I’ve been working on. I call it the needle pistol.” He took one from the Proctor standing nearest and aimed. A thin bolt of light arced from the pistol to the barn wall, leaving a smoking hole. “Pretty impressive,” he said. “And I’m not even a genius. Imagine what your father could do for us.”
“Is that what this is about?” I asked. “My father?”
“You’ve got me wrong, Aoife,” Draven said. “I don’t want to hurt your father. I never wanted to. I want to use him, his knowledge of the Thorn Land and his uncanny mind, for my own ends.”
“Against his will,” I countered. Draven shrugged, as if I’d caught him out in a white lie.
“One way or another. We need him, now more than ever.”
I shook my head. Draven could sugarcoat it any way he liked, but at the end of the day he’d still be a brute, a kidnapper and a liar. “I’m not helping you, Mr. Draven,” I said. “Either let me go or try to take me to jail again. We all remember how well that worked last time.”
Draven stepped forward and raised his hand as if to slap me across the face. I didn’t flinch from his dark gaze. I wasn’t afraid of him anymore, I realized in surprise. I’d seen so much worse, Grey Draven didn’t even rate at this moment.
Dean made a move toward Draven, and two Proctors jumped at him and held him back. Draven waved the pistol. “Now, now, Dean. Don’t get hotheaded. Your little girlfriend here needs to learn how to speak to her betters.”
He dropped his hand. “This is hardly the place I wanted to have this conversation. Come. We’ll retire to the ship, where it’s warm.” He smiled at me, and it was worse than anything he could hit me with. “I do enjoy a few creature comforts, don’t you?” He brushed the backs of his knuckles down my cheek and I shivered in disgust.
“I can take them or leave them,” I said. The Proctors shackled Dean while Draven took me firmly by the arm.
The airship grew bigger and bigger as we approached, until it blocked all but the barest edge of the sun. I could see scrolling letters along the prow—Dire Raven.
“Beautiful, isn’t she? I had her specially built,” Draven boasted. “She’s triple armored, with two pressurized hulls. Her balloon is ultralight. Five bladders inside, and backup batteries so we never lose power.” He touched the hull lightly as we climbed the folding steps to the hatch, unctuously opened by yet another uniformed Proctor.
“Much better than that hulk your father flies,” Draven said. “What’s he call it, again? The Bad Memory?”
“You know damn well what it is,” I said. Draven pursed his lips.
“This little rebellious act you’ve got playing now is not amusing,” he told me.
The Dire Raven was enormous in comparison to the Munin, and we passed through two decks before we reached a small room wrapped with windows. We were in the prow of the craft, just under the helium bladders, in a sitting room done in black, red and gold. Even more patriotic than Draven’s old office, when he’d only been Head of the City and not one of the most powerful men in the country. Dean glanced around, and I could tell he was as nervous as I was. I hoped Cal and Bethina knew to run as soon as they spied Proctors, to not wait for us. I knew they’d be safe in Innsmouth, especially when Draven was distracted with us, but I still worried.
Draven sat in an armchair and put one foot up on an ottoman, drawing my focus back to him. He pulled over a rolling metal cart and poured himself a drink from a metal decanter. All metal, I realized, so that nothing would shatter during a rough ride. The Dire Raven was full of iron, and I could already feel it starting to eat away at my edges. If I stayed here for more than a few hours, I was going to be out of my mind. Calm down, Aoife, I told myself. Don’t panic over the disaster that hasn’t happened yet. “It’s early, but you understand how hard my job has become these days,” he told me, placing the decanter back on the cart.
“I still don’t know what you want from me.” I stood straight and tried to appear calm. Inside, I was trembling worse than a bare twig on one of the trees outside. Draven could kill me, torture me, or do worse to Dean while he made me watch, and I couldn’t do a thing except beg. Using my Weird inside this iron ship would be suicidal, and trying to fight off the Proctors and escape would be suicide, period. The Proctors might all have been part of a lie, but they were still men, men with guns, and Draven gave them orders.
“I don’t think you’re that stupid, so do us both a favor and drop the ingénue schoolgirl act.” Draven tossed back his drink. “Your father had a little spat with the Brotherhood, and I don’t blame him. They’re unrecognizable from the stalwart society my grandfather helped found. And I don’t care about them—right now I exist to put the status quo back in place. And you’re going to help me.” He narrowed his eyes over the top of his cup. “You and that clever little trick you do.”
Draven refreshed his cup, this time filling it to the brim with hot tea to cover the amber liquid at the bottom. “At first I thought another Grayson with uncanny powers would just complicate my life. But you had to be too smart, too bright a penny. So I adapted.”
“Like the reptile you are,” I spat.
Draven raised his cup to me. “Too right. To Mr. Darwin, and his proof that a clever creature like me will always survive.” He blew on the tea. “And you too, Aoife. If you’re as clever as you think you are.”
“Is this going anywhere?” I sighed.
Draven sipped and set the cup aside, never taking his eyes from me. “You are going to fix the Gates. Convince your father to help. Or I’ll cut your friend Dean’s throat so that his blood pools all over this lovely carpet. That’s how strongly I feel about this, Aoife.” His tongue flicked out over his lips like a lizard’s while I shot a glance at Dean. His face was pale, his expression mirroring the panic I felt.
Draven sat back and raised one eyebrow. “Don’t mistake my current civility for a lack of conviction.”
For a moment I just listened to my heart raging, my blood boiling through my ears with an enraged thrum. I knew that Draven didn’t want to fix the Gates the way I did. I knew that he didn’t want my father and me for anything except the power over Thorn we could grant him. He could act like we had the same motives, but we didn’t.
And threatening Dean was the last damn straw. I reached out and smacked the hot tea into his lap. Draven yelped, leaping out of his seat. “Don’t think that because I’m standing here quietly you can threaten me or the people I love,” I said in return, moving back to stand next to Dean.
Draven bared his teeth as he grabbed a monogrammed tea towel and swiped the hot liquid off his pants. “You’re just like your mother, you know that? A stubborn bitch.”
Hearing Draven actually swear made me realize I was probably about five seconds from being tossed into a deep, dark hole, no matter how reluctant he’d initially seemed to harm me. Draven was normally immaculate in both speech and appearance, but something more than me had cracked his demeanor. Now that I was looking, I saw that the buttons on his black jacket were crooked, and his dark hair had been yanked back with a comb rather than carefully smoothed into place. Lines of sleeplessness had appeared under his eyes, and he hadn’t shaved.
“Then I guess this is pointless,” I said. “You better just clap the shackles on me and drag me right to Banishment Square to burn the wickedness out of me.”
“Don’t think you’re getting off that easy,” Draven gritted out. He went to his desk and pulled out a small brass box, flipping it open and stroking his thumb over whatever lay inside.
My curiosity allowed the words to sneak out. “What’s that?”
“Nothing much,” Draven said. He came over and held it out to me. I strained to look and was surprised by the simplicity of what I saw: it was a compass, just the usual kind they gave out to the Expedition Club at the Academy, only in the center the compass rose had been removed and instead of needles I saw a tiny globe of aether churning inside the device. It emitted a strange sound, a high-pitched tone I could feel in my teeth, while the arrows of direction constantly shifted.
“From the Dire Raven and her instruments, I can find anyone holding this compass, anywhere in the world,” Draven said. “Take it.”
“I don’t think I want you knowing where I am,” I said, shrinking from his gift. “In fact, I know I don’t.”
“Take the damn thing. Or do I have to remind you of what happens to Dean if you sass me?” Draven snapped.
I took the box, which prickled my Weird fiercely. I set it as far away from me as possible, on the arm of my chair. “Why give this to me if you already have me?” I whispered.
“I have you, but I want what you want,” Draven said. “You’re going to the Bone Sepulchre, to the Brotherhood of Iron. You’re going to continue your journey north, Aoife.” He tapped the box with one slender forefinger. There was some kind of black dirt or engine grease under his nail. “And this little box is going with you.”
As if a map had unfurled behind my eyes, I saw all at once where this was going. “No,” I said. “No, I won’t.”
“You will convince the Brotherhood of your intent to betray your father and become one of them, toe the party line, and you will guard this box as if your life depends on it. If not your life, than certainly the unlucky Mr. Harrison’s.” Draven gave me a wide, sharp grin. “He’ll be staying here.”
“The hell I will!” Dean spat. Draven turned one cold eye on him.
“Don’t even pretend you have any say in the matter, boy. I could gut you like a fish and have somebody clean up the mess, and no one would ever know. So stay. Quiet.”
I shook my head at Dean. He felt things strongly, and that could make him reckless. A rash move was the one thing we didn’t need right now.
Draven turned away from us and went to the portholes in the side of the Dire Raven. He breathed on a spot and polished it with his sleeve. “I’ve tried for a long time to find the exact location of the Brotherhood,” Draven said. “Not to exterminate them, mind. I want them to answer to a single law, as it was in the old times. The law of humanity. Not the law of magic or any other creature. Especially not those Fae they’re so enamored of.”
“And get a private army of magicians in the bargain,” I added.
Draven came back to me and squeezed my upper arms with an intensity that would leave bruises. “You’re so smart, Aoife. And because of that, I know you’ll make the smart call, to save your friend and your own hide. I thought it would be your father who’d redeem this world for me, whether he knew it or not. But no. It’s going to be you. Scared little Aoife.” He exhaled against my ear, and I could feel the scrape of his stubble as he smiled. “Fail and I kill your friend. Then I come for your mother, your brother and everyone you’ve ever spoken to, friend or enemy, in your life. You think even I can’t be that ruthless? I can. Make no mistake, Aoife. I can, and will, if you fail.” He drew back, brow furrowed. “You believe me?”
My throat was so dry and my heart thudding so fast in that moment that I didn’t think I could make a sound. But a squeak emanated from me. “Yes.”
“Yes what?” Draven snapped.
“Yes, Mr. Draven,” I whispered. “I believe you.”
And I did. One hundred percent.
Draven tucked the compass into my bag with a pat and then guided me to a lower level of the Dire Raven, where three cells were set into the hull, bolted directly to the ultralight steel. He instructed the Proctors to put Dean in the farthest one.
Dean turned back and looked at me when he was inside, and I pressed my fingers against his through the bars. “Aoife,” he said, his voice rough with panic. “Aoife, don’t do this.”
I grabbed his hands and held them around the iron, inches away but separated by miles. The Proctors and Draven watched us, unblinking. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, pressing my forehead against the bars. “It’s the only way either of us will get out of this alive.” That was true, I knew—I’d at least partially failed in my mission to reach the Brotherhood on my own. If I refused Draven, he’d lock me up next to Dean and hold me there until my father was forced to comply in my place, to go back to the men who regarded him as a traitor and would certainly simply lock him up as well. Draven had me over a barrel, and for now, I had to take his compass and play his game. “I’ll be back for you,” I told Dean. “Please don’t ever doubt it.”
“Don’t worry about me,” he muttered. “Just get out of here. Get as far away as you can. I’ll be fine.” He moved as close as he could, like he was trying to kiss me, and muttered, “The captain’s name is Rasputina Ivanova. The Nor’easter Inn, on the docks, is where she usually picks up passengers. Tell her I sent you, and ask about the Hallows’ Eve in New Amsterdam to prove you really know me.”
Draven grabbed me by the back of my collar before I could reply. “Time is up, young lovers. Aoife has work to do.”
Dean held on to me for as long as he could, and when our grasp was broken his fingers left faint marks, like the memory of a burn.
The same pair of Proctors escorted me to the hatch of the Dire Raven.
“One last thing,” Draven said. “I know that you might be tempted to ditch my compass the moment you’re out of my sight, but if it stops moving—if I get any hint that you’ve tried to rid yourself of it—then I’ll kill Dean without a second thought.” He patted my cheek, and I couldn’t draw back this time, hemmed in by Proctors as I was. My stomach heaved.
“I know you’ll complete your mission,” Draven continued. “And just think—if you do, if you help me seal the Gates and fix this world, you may even be able to sleep at night.”
I glared at him as the Proctors prodded me back down the gangway and into the farmer’s field. “You’re a vile person,” I told Draven when I was at a safe distance. “You’re no better than a ghoul crawling up from the sewer.”
Draven tapped his chest. “Words will never hurt me, Aoife. Now get moving. Safe travels, don’t get devoured, all that usual sentimental nonsense.”
I could feel his eyes on me until I reached the road and turned the corner.
Walking back to Innsmouth, I was numb. I’d had to leave Cal and Bethina behind for their own safety, but I’d never planned on being separated from Dean. I’d never felt so alone. Dean had been the one constant in my life since I’d met him—he’d saved my life.
I steeled myself. Grey Draven was not going to beat me again. I was going to keep Dean alive, no matter what it took. Alone or not, I was smarter than Draven. And he was going to learn, by the time this was over, just how big a mistake it had been to cross me.
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Journey to the Sea


THE NOR’EASTER INN was as deserted as the rest of Innsmouth, at least from the outside. All of the residents seemed to fear the Proctors as much as the farmers we’d rescued did. I nudged open the front door with my foot and peered around the jamb to the inside while trying to keep the sun behind me. Backlit, I could get a look at the interior of the tavern before anyone inside got a look at me.
I gazed back at the street once more. A few Proctors moved in groups, Draven’s new needle pistols at the ready. One of them met my eyes and quickly looked away as he passed on the other side of the street without a second glance. No Proctor would touch me now; that much was clear. Not while I was marked as Draven’s agent.
The weight of the compass in my bag increased, or I imagined it did. The complicated clockwork within was driving my Weird crazy, like the tickle of a feather on my skin.
I was going to find a way to defy him, of course. There was no possibility of doing as he asked, allying myself with the Proctors. Draven might think he owned me by threatening to hurt Dean and my family, but hadn’t Tremaine threatened the same thing? I’d obeyed him out of what I thought was a lack of choice, and the results had been horrific. This time I had to fight. Had to be the girl my father told me I was—strong and smart. A Grayson, not a scared child.
Besides, Draven hadn’t discerned my entire mission in finding the Brotherhood. They were welcome to slug it out, but I had one goal in going north, and that was to find the nightmare clock. And once I did, the clock, if it worked, would set things right.
That was the promise I made to myself as I turned back and edged into the Nor’easter, letting the shadows dip across my face. It was oddly quiet and, as far as I could tell, empty. Dust motes were suspended in the gray midwinter light streaming through the broken windows. They cast jagged kaleidoscopic patterns on the dirty floor and showed just how shabby the place was.
“Hello?” I called.
Nobody answered me. I wandered a circuit of the small room, glass crunching under my shoes. The Nor’easter was beyond shabby, but that gave me a little hope. A place this run-down wasn’t likely to be harboring the law-abiding types who’d take one look at me and scream for a Proctor.
I determined that nobody was around, then pushed into the back room. Somebody screamed, and I raised my hands reflexively, until I realized it was the farmer’s daughter I’d seen at the barn.
“Great Old Ones return,” she hissed. “You do have a habit of popping up on people, don’t you?”
“Why are you here?” I said, shocked. The girl had changed from her nightclothes, but her face was still bruised and swollen. She gestured to her apron and the broom she held. “Proctors or not, if I don’t show up to work, I get fired. We can’t afford that in my house.”
“You seem all right,” I offered hesitantly.
“Yeah,” she said. “Thanks to you.” She stuck out her hand, awkwardly, and I shook it, just as awkwardly. “I’m Maggie,” she said. “Maggie Fisher.”
“You seem to already know who I am,” I said.
Maggie blushed. “I’m sorry about that stuff I said. I weren’t thinking. You did save me from the Proctors.”
“Forget it,” I said. I would have done the same in her position. I didn’t hold it against her. “Your mom all right?”
Maggie’s face fell. “She’s in and out, but the doc said she’d be okay. Might be in bed for a few weeks.”
“I’m sorry to ask you this now,” I said. “But do you know a woman named Rasputina Ivanova? Apparently she comes in here a lot.”
“Sure.” Maggie snuffled. “She’s always with this group of shady Russians. Hate ’em. They never tip.” She pointed back to the main room, to a round table in the corner. “She sits there and never talks, least not to decent types.”
I took a breath. “I don’t have a lot of time, so I’m just going to be frank. They smuggle people out of Innsmouth, don’t they?” I couldn’t exactly hop aboard a commercial steamer bound north, not with the sort of place I was heading for. And I didn’t want to run into any more Proctors if I could help it. My encounter with Draven had been more than enough.
Maggie stared at me, and I could see the struggle taking place behind her eyes.
“Do they pay you to point desperate people in their direction?” I lowered my voice, drawing closer, hoping to impress on her how serious I was. “I’m desperate, Maggie. Desperate as they come. I know you don’t trust me, but the sooner you point me in the right direction, the sooner I’ll be out of your village.”
One hand crept up to touch the bruises on her face, and Maggie flinched. “The submersible comes up out past the jetty, eleven-thirty or so on nights with a new moon. Tonight, I don’t know. So many Proctors out there … but there’ll be desperate folks too. There always are, and Captain Blood out there never turns down a quick buck.”
“I thought her name was Ivanova.” I shouldered my bag and prepared to go find a place to lie low until midnight.
“Yeah, it is,” Maggie said. “But we all call her after that old pirate story, because that’s exactly what she is. A bloody pirate.”
I looked out at the angry ocean, past the jetty to the clanging buoy that signaled the start of deep water. “Terrific,” I said. More pirates. More people out for my blood. Just what I needed.
Maggie told me how when the sky was dark, the submersible would creep into shallow water, past the jetty, and signal those hiding beneath the pier. Sometimes they sent a boat, but I doubted they would with the Dire Raven crouched over Innsmouth like an ill omen.
I spent the time as the sun set in the back room of the Nor’easter, where Maggie had agreed I could stay. I found an old vulcanized raincoat and turned it into a rubber sack for my journal, the compass and anything else vulnerable to seawater. I sealed it with a little glue and wrapped it tightly with rope, shoving it back into my satchel.
The hours as the clock crept toward midnight were agonizing. Nobody came into the pub, and Maggie paced restlessly, sweeping up broken glass, washing dishes and mopping the floor, chores to occupy a restless mind. In times past I had done math to keep my thoughts quiet, but I couldn’t focus that much tonight.
At last, the nautical clock chimed the quarter-hour, and I shrugged into my jacket and picked up my things. I couldn’t miss the sub.
“Hey,” Maggie said as I pushed open the door to the main room. “Be careful.” I stuck my head out the front door and checked the deserted street. “Those Russians on the sub ain’t exactly friendly.”
“I think it’s a little late for careful,” I told her. “But thanks all the same.”
The temperature had dropped from merely chilly to agonizingly cold, sea wind cutting across my bare cheeks like animal claws. I snuggled into my jacket and walked down to the end of the dock, scanning the dark-capped waves for any sign of life.
Nothing stirred except the wash of the waves against the dock, and as my chronometer crept past midnight, I began to lose hope. They have to come, I thought; even though I didn’t relish the journey, it was the only way I was getting north. The only way I could get far enough from Draven to figure out how I was going to outsmart him.
Heights didn’t bother me, but I didn’t like water. It was black, and cold, and the rocking made me feel as if I’d lost my grip on both the earth and gravity. I couldn’t think about that now, though. I could only think about the nightmare clock, the one thing that could help me.
The clanging of the buoy reached my ears again, and clouds scudded above my head. Lit only by faintest starlight, they were black hulking things, like the creatures that strove endlessly through the hundred skies above the black figure’s dome in my dreams.
Just then, far off in the shipping channel, I saw a single blue spot glow, slowly joined by others as something long and sleek slid from the depths. It bobbed to the top of the water with a knocking groan, the sound of rivets and iron rather than soft, slippery flesh. That was the only hint I had that it wasn’t something entirely of the sea.
The submersible floated where it was for a moment, and then a hatch clanged faintly. A red light joined the blue, the pinpoint of a lamp. It flashed Morse code, a simple sequence asking if there was anyone on shore. My Morse wasn’t the best, but I grabbed one of the dock lanterns and flashed back, using the blue glass filter in place for just such a purpose.
Come quickly, the red light said.
I was about to flash back that I didn’t have a boat and they’d have to come closer when I picked up another sound over the buoy bell and the waves. A powerful spring-wound motor, the kind that could move a craft along at tremendous speed. I caught the movement of blacker on black, a craft with no running lights.
Proctors. I swore under my breath.
Though Draven had surely told them to steer clear, the crew of the submersible didn’t know that, and one of the faceless crew opened fire on them with some sort of gun that rattled fast and loud, striking sparks against the patrol boat’s metal hull.
I cried out, even though they couldn’t hear me, but then realized I had both an advantage and a much bigger problem. I wouldn’t be marked as one of Draven’s agents if the Proctors engaged the Russians. But then again, I wouldn’t have a ride in another minute, if the sub crew was being shot at.
The submersible was barely a hundred yards offshore. I could do this. I could reach the ship and be gone from this place, on my way toward fixing everything I’d broken. My fear couldn’t stop me. Not this time.
I stepped to the edge of the dock, wriggled out of my shoes and coat, strapped my satchel across my back and jumped into the ocean.
At first, when the water hit me, I felt nothing. It was like burning myself on an acetylene torch—my nerves simply went dead, and a great envelope of unfeeling covered me.
I surfaced and swallowed a mouthful of salt water, choking and sputtering as I tried to keep my head above the waves. I wasn’t a horrible swimmer—everyone at the Academy had had to take a swimming unit—but I wasn’t a great one either, and with my clothes and satchel weighing me down, I wasn’t making much progress.
I stroked against the aching cold, straining toward the row of lights on the side of the submersible, the tracers of light from the guns as they exchanged fire with the Proctors. I didn’t hear any screaming—the Proctors were aiming wide, their shots splashing on the sub’s hull and coming nowhere near the crew. Draven really wanted me on board the sub, wanted me heading north to the Brotherhood.
The cold came to me by degrees and was heavy as any lead. It compressed my lungs and dulled my nerves, until I knew that I was freezing, sinking, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I was so close. I could almost touch the sub, could see its running lights dazzling my salt-stung eyes, but I would never get there on my own. I was swallowing more water than air, and I could feel the cold tugging my numb body down.
Light engulfed me, bizarrely, as if the moon had at last shown its face. I had the absurd notion I was in the grip of one of the creatures said to live under the waves, enfolded in clammy, webbed hands. And then there was the brightest flash of all, a searing, stabbing pain through my chest, and everything went dark.
The glass dome of dreams was black now, smoke and thunderheads swirling outside. The gear ticked frantically, sending spiderweb cracks through the glass. Lightning illuminated the dark figure, and he looked at me in profile. His nose was sharp, his skin the gray of something long dead and buried. It was the first time I had glimpsed anything of him besides his eyes, and I was frightened by what I saw.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he rasped at me, hands buried in the mechanism of the great gear, fiddling with bolts and tiny components that even my hands weren’t delicate enough to manage. Lightning flashed over the dome again, and I realized that I stood on fresh-turned earth rather than transparent glass. All around me, flowers bloomed, their buds opening to reveal skeletal hands reaching toward the dark sky.
“What happened?” I asked. It seemed a question far too small to encompass the destruction all around me.
“You happened,” the figure snarled. “You stole into my world, and you were the first I’d seen in so long, I was careless. You listened to me whisper secrets and now the barriers have broken, because you were never supposed to come here.”
“I … I did this?” I whispered in confusion.
“You will,” the figure whispered as the glass began to shatter and fall, slicing through the stems of the bone flowers as it rained around us. “When you die.”
The flowers oozed blood, red and wet, that stained the dirt. I stood rooted where I was. “I’m dying?”
“Not yet,” the figure said. “Go away. Stop dreaming about this, or do like the others you care for and stop dreaming at all. Stop stealing into my world, Aoife. Or you’ll be here much sooner than you think.”
Something bright and hot cut through me when the lightning flashed again, and the dome cracked completely, vanishing from before my eyes.
“There’s a good girl,” a cigarette-tinged voice boomed in my ear. I rolled away from the voice, from the blinding light in my dazzled eyes, and vomited what even in my delirious state I could tell was an impressive amount of seawater.
I blinked the sparks from my vision while I coughed. I was lying on a brass walkway, mesh digging into my legs through my soaked stockings. The walls around me were curved, riveted, and painted a humorless gray. Iron pierced my brain, all around me. Lettering spun before my eyes until I realized I wasn’t delusional but was merely seeing a language I couldn’t read.
“Am I …,” I gasped. Breathing, never mind talking, embedded a cluster of small knives in my chest when I tried it. The light dazzled me again, and I slumped. Strong hands caught me, and my nostrils were invaded by the smell of pipe tobacco.
“Take it easy,” said the same voice. “Back from the dead and trying to walk so soon. Tough little thing.”
“Or desperate,” said another voice, strongly accented and female.
“Or that,” the smoker agreed.
“I made it,” I gasped as I lay staring at the round ship’s hatch above me. “I’m on the submersible.” I was honestly surprised not to be dead. I remembered the suffocating feeling of the water, the hands of the sea tugging me down, and shivered uncontrollably.
A face came into view, wavering around the edges as my eyes worked to dispel the ocean’s tears. “You are indeed aboard,” agreed the female voice. “And that brings us to the thorny question of who you might be.”
The face, when my eyes focused, belonged to a woman, her rich brown hair woven into two meticulous braids. She wore a coat the same gray as the walls, with red trim at the collar and cuffs and two spots on the breast pocket where insignia had been ripped off.
“I’m Aoife Grayson,” I said. “Dean Harrison sent me to meet Rasputina Ivanova. He told me to ask her about the Hallows’ Eve they spent in New Amsterdam.”
The woman flushed bright pink and then drew back out of my line of sight. She snapped a few orders in Russian, and before I knew it I was on my feet, being helped down a walkway by a bear-sized man in an undershirt, red suspenders and filthy, oil-stained pants. “Easy, sweetheart,” he rumbled, in an accent twice as thick as the woman’s. “You’ll be walking on your own in no time.” We came to a galley where a half-dozen sailors stopped eating and stared at me. Another command from the woman and their eyes dropped back to their plates.
The man shoved a ratty blanket at me, along with a steel cup full of tea.
“Drink,” he ordered. “Or you’ll never get warm.”
Now that I wasn’t seeing things or drowning, I became aware that I was shivering so violently my muscles were spasming. Still, I hesitated to take a drink from a stranger.
“Drink,” he insisted, shoving it at me again and slopping a little on my skin this time. I could see every vein, every freckle and every scrape on the back of my hand painted in stark relief. It was as if the sea had sucked every drop of blood from me and left icy water in its place.
I grabbed the cup and drained it. The tea burned my tongue, but the pain reassured me at least that I was thawed enough to feel something. I wrapped the blanket around myself, still shivering hard enough to rattle the bench I sat on.
“You weren’t in the water very long,” said the man, refilling the cup, “but you might still have the hypothermia. Keep warm and keep drinking, if you please.” His English was good, but each word was as heavy and precisely formed as an ingot, and he fidgeted, as if he was afraid of saying the wrong thing.
The woman came back into the galley and barked something at him in Russian, and he bobbed his head at me apologetically and left the room.
The woman took his place across the table from me. She moved like a man, taking up a lot of space. She folded her arms so that her elbows hit the table. “I am Rasputina Yelena Ivanova,” she said. “Captain of this vessel.”
I tucked deeper inside the blanket, wilting under her gimlet gaze. She didn’t look much older than I was, but her eyes were older by decades. Eyes that had seen and absorbed too much. I couldn’t hold them.
“Nice to meet you,” I murmured, staring down at my hands.
“Yes, whatever,” Rasputina said brusquely. “So. You know Dean Harrison.”
“He said you’d get me where I need to go.” I forced myself to meet her eyes again and found them now full of cautious curiosity. “Was I wrong?”
“A girl comes from a village full of Proctors, we’d be suspicious on a good day,” said Rasputina. “But a girl who jumps into freezing water to get away from that village, well.” She shoved my waterproof satchel across the table at me, along with a pair of utilitarian black shoes to replace what I’d left on the dock. “I suppose I can at least hear you out.”
Rasputina wasn’t particularly pretty, in the sense of delicate features, ruby pouts and pleasant smiles. She had a broad mouth that looked like it wouldn’t know a smile if it bit her, cheekbones that stood out from her face like they were trying to escape and wide black eyes that felt like drill bits boring into the center of my forehead. They were the eyes of a crow, a primeval thing that missed nothing and knew every lie before you told it.
“All right,” I said, deciding a mostly true story would get me further with her bull-like directness than an outright lie. “Those Proctors were after me. I’m a fugitive, and I’m going to the Arctic Circle. A place called the Bone Sepulchre.”
Rasputina’s eyes widened, and her hard face split into an expression of shock. “Maybe you aren’t cracked,” she muttered. “I knew that kid Harrison had a taste for the strange, but this …” She shook her head and stood. “Even if I knew how to get there, I wouldn’t.”
“Why not?” I insisted, determined not to let her put me off. “Dean said you’d take anyone anywhere, for a price.”
“I plucked you out of the sea, girl,” Rasputina told me. “At great personal risk. You have no proof that you are who you say you are, and you have no money. I don’t have to do a damn thing for you besides not stuff you into a torpedo tube and shoot you back to the surface.”
“That’s fair,” I said. “But please, hear me out. I swear I do know Dean, and he’s in a lot of trouble.”
Rasputina pulled a bottle of clear liquor over and poured herself a glass.
“If you spend enough time with Dean, you’ll learn he’s always in a lot of trouble,” she said, tossing back the shot. “So, here’s the situation: you’ll ride with us until we get out of territorial waters, and then we’ll drop you at Newfoundland or somewhere like that, and you can tell Dean that I said I hope like hell I get the chance to meet him again so I can smack him in his smart mouth.”
I didn’t have the strength to argue. I was shivering too hard, and my teeth clacked when I tried to talk. Rasputina softened a bit and offered me the bottle.
“No,” I said. “I feel like I could pass out as it is.”
She stood and pointed down the corridor. “Take one of the empty bunks. We’ll be running underwater until we clear Maine. Then we’ll find a place to put you off.”
“I can pay you,” I said to Rasputina. “I have money.” I don’t know why I lied. Desperation, most likely, but I shouldn’t have worried, because she saw right through me.
“No amount of money could convince me to tangle with what lives under that ice,” Rasputina told me. “Get some rest.”
She was probably right. I was exhausted, and I had a little while before they dumped me off. I could figure out how to change the captain’s mind, but not when I was exhausted and half frozen.
I went into the small, curved cabin Rasputina had pointed out. Something on the other side of the wall hummed, and the bunks, though steel framed, looked like the most comfortable things on earth at that moment. I crawled into one and pulled both blankets over me.
I didn’t sleep, though. I listened to the engines churn and tried to ignore the sharp pain in my skull reminding me that the longer I was trapped inside an iron tube, the worse I was going to feel.
After hours of staring at the rust spots on the ceiling and listening to the engines, the entire ship shuddered, and the tilting in my stomach that let me know we were moving ceased.
Footsteps rang in the corridor outside, and I swung out of my bunk and peered into the hallway. “What’s going on?” I asked a passing crewmember. He growled something in Russian and shoved past me, slamming me into the bulkhead, hard.
“Ow,” I muttered, but it was lost as sirens blared and the light in the corridor changed to red.
Rasputina barreled past me, and I caught her arm. “What’s wrong?”
“Another sub,” she snapped. “You might as well come up to the bridge.”
Heart sinking, I followed her up a ladder and into a room similarly lit with red warning lights, stuffed with controls, a wheel and a periscope at the center. Rasputina grabbed a floppy rain hat and then leaned into the periscope, icy seawater raining down from the seal that led to the top of the sub.
She spat out a curse and put the periscope up. “You,” she said to me. “Who are you? Really?”
Before I could blink, I found the thin barrel of a pistol leveled at my face. “Answer me,” Rasputina said. “Or I’m going to paint the dive controls with your brain.”
“I’m Aoife Grayson,” I whispered, wondering what on earth Rasputina had seen through the periscope to make her react in such a way. Nothing good, clearly. “I haven’t told you one lie since you brought me on board.” That in itself was a lie, but I’d told the truth where it counted, hadn’t I?
Rasputina pointed behind her, at a young girl, younger even than me, sitting at a radar station. “Explain that,” she said to me. She snapped at the girl in Russian, and she took off her earphones and spoke to us in English.
“Ping bearing one mile off port side, visual range in fifteen seconds. Border Guard destroyer. Seems to be holding its position, ma’am.”
The Border Guard—the Proctors who patrolled coastal waters to keep out Crimson Guard spies and heretics of all stripes—were notorious for their black ships, their silent gliders and their brutal interrogations of anyone who crossed their path. We’d watched a few reels on them at the Academy.
“We are six miles off the coast of Maine,” Rasputina told me. “They have us dead to rights, and they aren’t moving. No torpedoes. Not even a screw turning. Now, were I a Proctor, I wouldn’t hesitate to blow us right out of the water and into the sky like the pirates we are.” She pressed the pistol against my forehead until it bit into my flesh. “The only thing that’s different on this trip is you. The only reason those bastards haven’t opened fire on us is you. Who are you?”
“I’m Aoife Grayson,” I repeated. My shivering now had nothing to do with being frozen.
“All right, Aoife Grayson,” Rasputina snarled. “If that’s who you are, what’s so special about Aoife Grayson? Why is she so precious and dear to those squawking blackbirds?”
“Captain,” said the old man. “We’re on a full charge. We can outrun them.”
“And drain our batteries halfway to land and drift around like a piece of garbage until we sink, suffocate, or run aground,” Rasputina told him. “No. We’re getting to the bottom of this now.”
“I destroyed the Engine,” I blurted. Rasputina snapped her gaze back to me, and the pistol wavered away from my head. The barrel was as black and endless as the space outside the dome in my dreams, and when it dropped to her side I let out a breath I hadn’t been aware I was holding.
“Good lord,” Rasputina said. “I knew you looked familiar.”
“The Proctors are keeping Dean hostage until I get to the Bone Sepulchre. I have to …” I kept my eyes on the gun. My heart was thumping so loudly I could barely hear my own words. “I have to do what I did to the Engine. I have to destroy the heretics who live up there, where the Proctors can’t reach, or they’re going to kill the person I care about most.”
That sounded plausible to me, and left out both the nightmare clock and Draven’s compass, ticking away like a tiny evil bomb in my satchel.
Rasputina holstered her pistol. She looked at the blinking blob on the radar screen and back at me. “So you’re not a spy. You’re an assassin.”
“Look,” I said. “I’m doing what I have to, for Dean. I’m not happy about it, but if either of us wants to survive long enough to try to find a way out of this, you better get the hell away from the coast while they’re holding their fire.”
Rasputina’s mouth set in a hard, long line, like the blade of a knife. “You better be telling me the truth.”
“I am,” I said quietly.
“Dive,” Rasputina said to the old man. “Ten degrees down. Make your depth one-zero meters.”
The dive officer grumbled his assent in Russian, and a bell rang three times, short and sharp. The sub dove, the rivets of the hull creaking and groaning all along its length. Rasputina straightened her cap and jacket after she removed the rain gear, then touched me on the arm. “Come with me, Aoife.”
She took me to the captain’s quarters this time, a small, curved room like the one I’d tried to sleep in, but paneled with real wood instead of rust-bubbled steel. The insignia of the Crimson Guard was inlaid in the wall above the bed. Someone had hacked a thick slash mark through it.
Rasputina got a bottle of clear liquid out of her foot-locker, along with two glasses. She poured an inch into each and pushed one at me. “I suppose I should apologize,” she said. “For holding a gun to your head.”
“You had a good reason,” I said. I would have done exactly the same in her position, and I knew it. I wasn’t angry that she’d threatened me, just terrified that she’d realize that the story I’d come up with about destroying the Brotherhood was bunk. If she found out Draven was tracking me, using her ship as a pilot fish, I’d be out a hatch faster than I could blink.
“We’re going to be dead in the water after that dive, unless we put in at Newfoundland,” Rasputina said. She let the words hang between us, regarding me as she swirled her drink in her glass.
I sniffed at mine. It smelled faintly like the incendiaries rioters tossed at Proctors during the every-other-day upheavals in Lovecraft. “I’m going to the Bone Sepulchre one way or the other,” I told Rasputina. “I won’t let the Proctors hurt Dean.”
“And to protect your love, you will destroy another’s life? All of the Brotherhood?” Rasputina asked.
“It’s not …,” I started, my face heating. Was love the right word to describe what Dean and I had?
“A woman after my own heart,” Rasputina said. She tossed her drink back. “Na Zdorov’ye.”
I drank mine. It burned my throat and made me cough. Rasputina chuckled. “You can walk around the boat, but don’t get in the way. We’ll be a few hours yet up the coast.”
“So you’ll take me to the Arctic Circle?” I said, refusing to budge. Rasputina waved me away with an annoyed gesture.
“I can’t very well leave Dean Harrison to rot, can I? Damn that boy.” She stood and opened her door, the signal for me to leave. I started to obey, then stopped. “Why do you trust me? Just like that?”
“Because,” Rasputina said. I didn’t know if the drink had made her more expansive, or outrunning the Proctors, but her iron-hard face softened. “Once, I was a girl who believed in the Crimson Guard above all else. I signed on to the navy at fourteen. And I served, until the day our engine batteries ruptured and the commander abandoned ship. The batteries were leaking toxins, and we were left to die. Expendable to the cause.” She cleared her throat. “A few of us made a lifeboat, but it sank in the freezing waters, and I washed ashore near Lovecraft. A heretic boy took me in, fed me, got me clothes. And when I found the commander who’d left us all to die for his own ends, I took his new ship and I never looked back, at his cause or any other.”
She moved aside to let me out then, her stony expression falling back into place. “Dean Harrison is a good boy, Aoife. And if he’d risk his neck for you, I’ll help you risk yours for him. I just hope you have a plan of your own and not just the Proctors’.”
“Oh, yes,” I said, though I was sure it wasn’t the kind of plan Rasputina was thinking of. My secrets were still my own. That was Dean’s only real chance. “It’s a good plan,” I assured her. She looked like she doubted me, but before she could say anything, there was a great clanking groan, and the entire sub vibrated beneath us.
“What now?” Rasputina snarled, shoving past me. The old man with the beard met her halfway down the corridor.
“Captain, the main rotors on the starboard propeller are jammed,” he said. “The jam is tearing the entire screw assembly apart. We’re bleeding power.”
“Then have someone fix it, chief,” she snarled. “What do I have Jakob and Piotr for if they’re not going to fix the damn ship when it breaks down?”
“They’re trying,” the chief said. “But it’s a complicated problem.”
I could fix their problem. At what cost, I didn’t know. Being inside iron was already starting to make me feel woozy, see flickers of light and shadow at the corners of my eyes. But if we didn’t get moving, Dean would be doomed for sure and I’d never reach the Brotherhood. I went to Rasputina and lifted my hand. “I can fix it.”
Rasputina and the chief both scoffed at me. “You?” Rasputina said. “You can’t even fix that bird’s nest you call hair.”
“I’m good with machines,” I insisted, ignoring her jab. “If your engineers can’t fix it, then what do you have to lose by letting me try? I was an engineering student in Lovecraft. I can’t make things any worse.”
“You could blow up the boat, and all of us with it,” the chief snapped. “Get back to your bunk, little girl.”
“Look,” I said, glaring at him. “I’m not an idiot. I can fix your propeller without blowing up your submersible. So you can accept that the little girl might know what she’s talking about, or we can all sit here until this bucket rusts through and we sink to the bottom.”
“She’s right,” Rasputina said, heading off what was sure to be a shouting match between the chief and me. “We’re dead. Never mind that the Proctors, the Canadian Coast Guard, or another rogue sub could pick us up at any moment.”
“Fine,” the chief snapped. Rasputina cocked her head.
“Yes, it is fine. I’m the captain, and I give the orders, and you nod.”
The chief muttered a slew of Russian, and I watched Rasputina’s brows draw together. “If my father were here, he’d give the same order. But he’s not here. This is my boat now, so take the girl to the engine room, get her a suit and a set of tools and get her working.” She pointed a leather-gloved finger at me. “Fix my ship, Aoife Grayson.”
I felt the urge to salute but quashed it. “Yes, ma’am.” I just hoped fixing the propeller would actually be a feat of engineering, rather than a feat of magic that caused my brain to short-circuit from the pressure of my Weird.
The chief grabbed me by the arm and dragged me toward the rear of the boat, despite my protests that I could walk on my own. “Aoife, eh,” he grunted. “What kind of name is Aoife?”
“It means ‘radiant,’ ” I said. “At least, that’s what my mother always told me.”
The chief snorted his obvious derision. “Why?” I demanded. “What’s your name?”
“Alexei Sorkin,” he grunted. “Dive chief of this boat. And medical officer, since we have no real one. I am the one who restarted your heart when the cold water stopped it.”
“And what’s the boat’s name?” I asked. I was chattering a bit, trying to keep my mind focused outside of myself so that I couldn’t think about the slowly blossoming flower of a headache just behind my eyes.
Not a headache, I knew. Madness.
“Her name is the Oktobriana,” Chief Sorkin answered. “After the warrior heroine of the Crimson Guard.”
“You were one of them?” I asked. “Like Captain Ivanova?”
“You ask a lot of questions for such a little girl,” Sorkin said curtly, and ducked through a hatch into a steamy space that smelled of oil and metal shrieking against metal. When I hesitated, he grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me along with him. “I thought you said you knew your way around engines.”
“I do,” I said curtly. I didn’t know why I expected a bunch of grouchy Russian sailors to treat me like a lady, but it was starting to irritate me that they didn’t at least treat me like I had a brain. “I like engines better than people, most of the time. I definitely do right now,” I added, and Sorkin surprised me by barking a laugh.
“Ah, so you are little but you have sharp teeth! I like it.” We delved farther into the engine room, and steam all but obscured my vision, giving me uncomfortable memories of the Mists.
“Who’s there?” said a voice from the white world beyond.
“Jakob, this is Aoife,” said the chief. He mispronounced it “Effie” instead of “Ee-fah,” but I didn’t bother correcting him. “She claims she can fix our boat.”
When he finally came into view, I was surprised to see that Jakob was as thin as Cal and about my height. He was practically miniature, and his ocean-blue eyes shone from his grease-streaked face with an eerie brightness. “Huh” was all he said.
“Have at it. Piotr will be forward if you need him,” Sorkin told me, and turned around to stomp back to the main part of the sub.
Alone and suddenly out of my element, I stared at Jakob for a long, awkward moment, and he stared back. “Do you speak much English?” I asked at last.
“Just a little,” he admitted. His accent wasn’t the rich, rounded syllables of Rasputina’s or the bear’s growl that Sorkin had. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I wouldn’t have called it Russian. Well, they were a pirate crew. Jakob could be from anywhere. I had the niggling thought I’d heard that sort of accent somewhere before, but I put it aside.
“That’s better than no Russian, which is what I speak,” I said to him. “What happened here?”
Jakob extended a handful of what looked like limp rubber noodles, nipped neatly at the ends. “Somebody cut the coolant lines. Batteries, they power the propellers. We recharge in port, but the batteries need coolant or they can overheat and then …” He made a boom motion with his hands. Rasputina’s story came back to me with new, stark reality. Overheated batteries could rupture and start leaking acid, causing toxic fumes. A sub trapped below the waves with no power to surface and no fresh air would have a dead crew in a matter of hours.
It was imperative I get this boat working again, not just for the sake of our journey, but for the sake of all our lives, not to mention my sanity. My head throbbed a bit and the pain warned me not to get overexcited or I’d speed the passage of the iron through my system.
“That’s bad,” I said.
“We don’t start the starboard propeller again, we go in circles, but nowhere else,” Jakob said. He twirled his finger to demonstrate.
“But if somebody sabotaged the boat …,” I said. What on earth could be going on? Even if Draven had a spy on board, he wanted me to reach my destination. Sabotaging the Oktobriana accomplished nothing.
“I said, we can’t worry about that right now,” Jakob said. “Unless we want to drift where the current takes us, what matters now is getting the boat started again.”
“All right, all right,” I told him. “I’m working on it.” I wasn’t used to being so easily dismissed, but Jakob was right. What mattered now was fixing the boat.
I put my hands on the casing of the rotors, the whole assembly of the motor that drove the sub, feeling out the gears and pistons and letting my mind get a sense of the machine within. “Will you be able to replace the coolant?”
Jakob nodded. “I’m working on it now.”
I nodded back and placed my forehead against the engine case. My Weird whispered to me, and I looked at Jakob. “You have some tools I can use?”
I didn’t have the control to fix the broken bits of the Oktobriana purely with my mind. It was different from picking a lock or starting an aethervox. And my Weird was better at destruction, anyway.
We worked in silence for a while, Jakob’s taciturn grunts when I asked him to pass me a tool the only sounds. My sweat soaked through every layer of my clothes, and I stripped down to my undershirt. Jakob took off his shirt, period. His upper torso was smooth and perfect, not a scar, not a mark. For a pirate mechanic, he was in remarkably good shape. He saw me looking and his blue eyes sharpened. “What?”
“Nothing,” I said, blushing furiously. “I’m sorry.”
Jakob drew closer to me, and his pale, almost translucent skin caught the aether lamps lighting the engine room, making him look as if he were carved from stone. I backed up, banged into the side of the rotor assembly and realized too late I had nowhere to go.
I was totally alone with Jakob. It was doubtful anyone at the other end of the Oktobriana would hear me if I screamed. Stupid, Aoife, I berated myself. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
My shoulder began throbbing, as if someone held a hot iron to it, and I gasped as I cringed from Jakob’s hot breath in my face. His hand landed on my shoulder, and a thin blade found the soft spot on my neck, under the jawbone, pressing tight and causing me to suck in my breath lest it nick my skin. “Don’t move,” Jakob purred in my ear. His strange, musical accent filled my ears, even more than my panicked, pounding heart, and all at once I placed the voice, the too-bright eyes, the unearthly alabaster skin.
“Fae,” I said, my voice strained as I tried not to move against the knife. “You’re Fae.”
He didn’t reply, just pressed the knife harder against my flesh. It didn’t make any sense. Why try to leave us helpless in the water if all he wanted was my death, in the end? Was he an agent of Tremaine’s? How was he surviving, trapped in an iron tube, when I was already getting the first symptoms of poisoning?
Jakob still didn’t say anything. The pain in my shoulder was dizzying, and I felt tears squeeze from the corners of my eyes from fear. “Who are you?” I choked out. “What are you going to do to me?”
“I got you alone to deliver a message,” Jakob said. “You always have to be the clever one, Aoife. The one to fix things.” He kicked the door to the engine compartment shut, never moving the blade from my throat. Thin, and made from pure hardened silver—Tremaine had a similar knife. He’d also held it to my neck, and it hadn’t made me any more inclined to listen to him than I was to listen to Jakob. “Nobody can break in here. Nobody will hear you scream.” The knife pressed, and I felt a thin line of blood trickle down into the hollow of my throat. “The message is this, Aoife—the Brotherhood can’t help you. The nightmare clock can’t help you. Your only chance to find your mother is to come back to Tremaine and beg for forgiveness.”
A pounding started up outside the door. “Effie! Effie, girl! What is happening in there?”
Jakob cut his eyes toward Chief Sorkin’s voice, but he was immovable, and quick as a cat besides. I stood no chance of trying to get away on my strength alone. My father’s words came back to me: You’re not much in a stand-up fight.
“Shut up, Dad,” I grumbled. Jakob cocked his head, then smiled, a thin smile. He turned his wrist to dig the knife in more, and I caught a flash of a flaw in the skin of his wrist, a brand of some sort, which surrounded a small metal rivet. My Weird responded, frantic and hot against my mind in my panic. I had an idea, just a germ of one. I might not be a fighter, but I was smart. And Jakob hadn’t counted on how badly I wanted to live.
Rasputina’s voice joined the clamor outside. “Open this door, Jakob! What’s happening in there?” Something heavy hit, and Sorkin shouted.
“Jammed, Captain! Something is wrong!”
Rather than focus on Jakob, his pointed features, his now-pupil-less blue eyes, I focused on the door. Using my Weird felt like driving a drill through my temple, and blood gushed from my nose, but the wheel that opened the door turned, ever so slowly, and then, with one last push, flew back and dented the bulkhead with a clang like a coffin lid.
Rasputina and Sorkin stood there, and Jakob spun me to face them, arm clamped across my shoulders, knife at my neck. I was closer to this Fae than I’d ever been to anyone, even to Dean, and I could feel his heart beating. “You little sneak,” he hissed in my ear.
I snarled, not willing to be afraid of his blade or the fact that a Fae was here, alive, aboard an iron ship. “What? Did Tremaine fail to mention that?”
Rasputina drew her pistol and aimed it at us. “Jakob,” she said softly. “Your eyes. What’s wrong with your eyes?”
Jakob’s laugh was short and harsh as a seal’s bark. “My eyes? Nothing, you idiot woman. My eyes are open. Yours are closed. You are ignorant to everything around you, especially me.”
I twisted my neck a bit while he ranted, trying to see if I had any give with the knife. There wasn’t much. Jakob’s skin felt cold and clammy where his bare torso pressed against me, and I caught a glimpse of his eyes, which had so alarmed Rasputina. Fae eyes gleamed with an inner light. If I were Rasputina, I’d have been losing my cool staring into them as well.
“Speak,” Rasputina said. “You’ve been loyal crew for months, Jakob. What are you going to do to this girl?”
“Cut her throat if you don’t lower that crude weapon and leave us to our business,” Jakob snarled. “And also if she declines to obey my terms.”
Fury flared in me. Tremaine still thought he controlled me, either via an agent or directly, through my fear of the Fae catching up to me. Now it had happened, and strangely, I wasn’t panicking. I was just furious. “It wouldn’t be the first time,” I told Jakob. “My brother sliced my throat. He almost killed me. I was bleeding all over myself. I’m not going to scream and beg.”
“You mad bastard,” Rasputina said, lowering the hammer on her pistol. The click echoed in the closed space, and I swallowed in fear, acutely aware that I was in the way of the bullet.
“Let the girl go.” Her voice had gone soft, placating, more like that of a kindly teacher than that of a captain. “This can still end with everyone alive, Jakob.”
“She’s a destroyer,” Jakob snarled. “When she turns the wheel and opens the kingdom, they will come and come and come, come from the stars and cover this world, and the next, and the next.…”
Finally, my opening. I recognized those ramblings—iron madness, eating into your brain until you just rambled endlessly, about the things only you could see. My mother had talked about the same things.
I snapped my head back into Jakob’s face, feeling something give—something nose-shaped. Jakob yelped, the knife skidding down my neck and over my collarbone as he wind-milled.
Rasputina’s arm never wavered; she didn’t even blink. The gunshot was impossibly loud, stole all sense of sound from me, and I felt the bullet fly through the air next to my face.
She missed Jakob by inches, the bullet digging another dent in the bulkhead, and he bared his teeth. They weren’t pointed like Tremaine’s, but they were white and sharp, ready to tear flesh.
I didn’t know for sure that it’d work, but I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed Jakob’s wrist, above the brand surrounding the curious metal rivet. Fae couldn’t survive in iron. I dug my fingernails into the spot and accessed my Weird.
Jakob groaned and swiped at me with the knife, but Sorkin darted forward and pinned his arm to the bulkhead with a roar. I felt skin, blood and metal beneath my nails, and Jakob’s screams spurred me on. I yanked on the piece of metal—silver, I saw now, carved in the shape of a tapered screw, going all the way down to Jakob’s bone—with my fingers and my Weird together.
Splitting pain in my skull, a shattering scream from Jakob, and he collapsed, still, on the floor of the engine room.
I looked down at my bloody hand, which gripped the silver screw. My shoulder throbbed at the contact with it. Powerful Fae enchantments were wound around this piece of silver—powerful enough, I thought, to keep a Fae citizen alive in the Iron Land for months.


“Jakob,” said Rasputina, bending down and feeling for his pulse. Jakob thrashed and screamed when she touched his skin, as if her touch were flame, and I darted back, into the arms of Sorkin, who held me steady.
“It’s all right, little girl,” he rumbled. “It’s going to be all right.”
I tried to pull away, to get to Jakob and make sure he was really finished. Rasputina had no idea what she’d let onto her boat, and as she shook Jakob by the shoulders, I wanted to snatch her away, to scream that she wasn’t nearly as afraid as she should be.
Jakob was even paler than he had been, all his veins standing out, as he grabbed for Rasputina.
“Burn, witch!” he shrieked. “You burn! Bright as the red fire they put into your blood!”
Rasputina jerked her hand back. “What are you saying?” Her face had gone from flushed to pale in an instant, and she drew away from Jakob’s twitching body.
He giggled, and I flinched. It wouldn’t be long now. This much iron around a full-blooded Fae … I didn’t want to think about what would happen when the poison took full effect.
It would be too much like looking into my future.
“The fire and the ice,” Jakob hissed. “The beginning and the end. The waking dreamer there, Aoife Grayson, will end you. She’ll drown the whole world, and she’ll do it with a smile.” His laughter turned into a shrill scream. “I don’t want the clockwork inside me! I don’t want the dreams!” His hand lashed out again, and he snatched Rasputina’s pistol from her belt.
“No—” she started. Not a shout, not an exclamation, just the softest beginning of a plea, before Jakob put the barrel to his chin and squeezed the trigger.
I immediately tucked my head down against my shoulder, and the force of the gunshot slapped me like a hand. Rasputina screamed, and I stayed perfectly still, with my eyes screwed shut, until she stopped. I didn’t want to look.
Footsteps raced, and other crewmembers who’d heard the shot from outside came spilling in. There was yelling, in Russian and French and half a dozen other languages, and still I stayed where I was, until Rasputina got off the floor, scraping the fine spray of blood off her cheeks, and grabbed me by the arms. I braced myself to be hit. The rage and confusion on her face were plain, and those feelings only led to one place, in my experience.
But after a long moment, she let go of me. “You better be worth it” was all she said before she picked up her cap from the floor and put it back on her head, sweeping past the crew and out of the engine room.
I stayed. I had to see, to make sure Jakob was really gone. Crewmembers bundled his body into an oilcloth sack and hauled it away, and only then, as they brought a mop and bucket to scrub up the blood, did I open my hand.
The enchanted silver had bitten deep divots into my flesh, but the thing was dead now, no more magical than a bread box.
Tremaine had known where I would be before I’d known myself. Had sent an agent ahead to retrieve me. Had willfully put close to fifty lives in danger just to get me alone, to deliver his message to me. And I wasn’t surprised at any of it. That was Tremaine’s way—destroy an Engine, destroy a city, destroy my life. Nothing mattered but the agenda of the Fae, and his agenda in particular.
I made my way back to my bunk, past crew who gave me a wide berth. I looked down at myself and saw that I was covered in Jakob’s blood. I was as numb as I’d been when Sorkin and Rasputina had pulled me from the ocean—all that mattered was that the Fae knew where I was.
My legs were rubbery and my heart was thudding as I collapsed on my bunk, listening to the Oktobriana’s screws come back to life and feeling the slight sway in my stomach that said we were under way. At least I’d accomplished that much. We were still headed north. Draven wouldn’t take out his wrath on Dean just yet.
Having come that close to being taken to Tremaine again made me nauseous. Draven was malicious, but I could out-think him, outmaneuver him. I knew I was smarter, and that I could make a plan that both kept Dean alive and got me what I wanted from the Brotherhood.
With Tremaine, I had no such assurances. He’d fooled me before, made me a virtual puppet, and now he’d gotten close enough to draw blood, all without my seeing it. I’d done what he wanted, I thought, with the same burning rage I’d felt when I’d fought off Jakob. I’d started a slow hurricane that would eventually sweep the entire Iron Land bare. And yet he still wanted me. For what?
The only answer I could muster was that it was more important than ever for me to find the nightmare clock. It could deal with Draven, with the Fae, with all my mistakes. Find it, use it, set things right. That was my only course now, no matter what the cost.
Being resolute helped me calm down a little, but only a little. I wiped the blood off myself as best I could with the single towel Rasputina had provided and shut the door. I got back into bed, and pulled my legs up to my chest and a blanket around my shoulders. Draven might have given me passage that kept me safe from the Proctors, and Rasputina had agreed to carry me, but the journey to the Bone Sepulchre was turning out to be anything but easy.
Rasputina knocked on my door after a time. “Join me in my cabin,” she said, and gestured me into the corridor. I was too tired to argue, or even to wonder what she was going to do to me. Nothing she could come up with would be worse than Draven or Tremaine.
We took the same seats, the two small chairs, but there was no offer of a drink this time, and Rasputina didn’t stare a hole in me as if she could read my thoughts. “Are you going to tell me what happened to Jakob?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I did,” I said. I could have put my head down and slept there—Rasputina’s cabin was warm and smelled faintly of cinnamon. It reminded me a bit of our old apartment in Lovecraft, the last we’d had before Nerissa was committed.
“You looked scared when he talked to you,” I said. “He knew things about you nobody does, right? Things you never told anyone?”
Rasputina took off her cap and rubbed her forehead in distress. She’d washed most of the blood off, but a faint line of pink lingered at her hairline. I looked down at my own rust-streaked hands and shuddered. The gunshot seemed to echo in my ears.
“And how do you know that?” Rasputina asked at last.
“Jakob isn’t a man,” I said, and then amended it. “Wasn’t. He was a creature from a world that’s close to ours, but isn’t ours. He was poisoned by iron in the ship. He was here to spy on me.” That was as simple as I could make it. The Crimson Guard didn’t deny magic and the other lands as heresy like the Proctors did, so I thought maybe Rasputina would be willing to believe me. I hoped she was, because otherwise she was sure to think I was insane, just as all those people back in Lovecraft did.
“I grew up in a village called Dogolpruydny,” Rasputina said softly. She tipped her head back and shut her eyes. “A wild place, mostly run by crime lords. The Crimson Guard press-gangs children to serve as grunts in their army, but otherwise, the people there are less than cattle to those in the capital.” She sighed. “There are things roaming the streets at night. Halfway between men and dogs. They feed on your blood, and they are deathless. Not even bullets can stop them.”
My mouth felt dry. I remembered some of the creatures that lurked below the surface of Lovecraft. Even Cal’s family, the only ghouls I’d met not out for my blood, was unsettling. I couldn’t imagine how Rasputina had survived.
“One caught me one night,” Rasputina said. “I was small, and slow. Sick much of the time. It bit me, but it didn’t like my taste.” She opened her eyes again and went to the steam hob, rattling a teapot. “I found out in that moment that my blood is poison to the deathless creatures that come from that dark place, the place your Proctors insist doesn’t exist.” She turned on the water and watched it hiss from the tap with great concentration. “I just don’t know what they want with you.”
“They want me to do something,” I said. “It’s part of why I’m going north. I can’t do what they ask, and I can’t escape them, as you saw.” I wrapped my arms around myself. Since I’d come aboard the Oktobriana, I hadn’t been able to get warm. I didn’t know if it was from having been frozen or from my creeping apprehension that I was making a huge mistake.
But I couldn’t think that way. This was my only choice.
“And the other part is Dean?” Rasputina poured the hot water over a tea strainer and swirled the pot a bit, steam rising to obscure her face.
I looked at my hands, not able to meet her eyes. “I don’t know if we should be talking about this, seeing as you two have history. Dean tends to make me say things I don’t mean to.”
Rasputina choked on the tea she’d poured and then started to laugh. I flushed and blinked at her, surprised. I wasn’t sure what I’d said that was so funny.
“Oh,” she said, “he does, does he. Rest well, Aoife—we are friends, and I am grateful to him for saving my life, but Dean is not my type, not in age and not in the sense that he’s … well, a boy.”
“Oh,” I said, realization dawning. “Oh.”
“See? You are smart,” Rasputina told me. “And loyal. And fearless. Dean is damn lucky to have you.” She checked her chronometer, a wrist style that I’d always wanted but could never afford. “We’ll be at Newfoundland in a half hour or so. Try to keep out of the way until then, all right? My crew will be busy.”
I got up and managed to smile my assent, but at that moment all I could think of was that I might never see Dean again. There was a chance I wouldn’t even make it back to the United States, never mind free him from Draven and tell him I thought Rasputina was right but the reverse was also true—I was lucky to have Dean.
At least I knew it in my heart, even if I never got a chance to tell him.
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Below the Ice World


Fifth entry:
This boat, and Rasputina, made me realize something important: even if I never see him again, I’ll never forget Dean Harrison. He’s quiet and strong, and he doesn’t fuss and worry over me like every other man I’ve known. I could see myself standing next to Dean for the rest of my life.
I don’t know anything about love. I don’t know what it’s supposed to feel like. I don’t think birds swoop down and bells chime, like in those stupid romances other girls at the Academy loved to giggle over. I think it might be more like the Gothic novels our house matron, Mrs. Fortune, read when she wasn’t looking after us—if two people are in love, you may be torn apart by circumstance, but you’re always together, at least in your hearts.
Of course, it’s not a scheming stepmother keeping me and Dean apart. It’s someone much worse. Draven knew exactly where to cut me to draw the most blood. I hate that he’s not willfully ignorant like most Proctors. I hate that if I’m honest, he’s as smart as me, if not smarter. I hate him, in the way that spreads poison through a mind. The more I think about Dean being under his control, the more I hate Draven. Hatred is not what my father would choose in this situation. He’d stay calm. He’d figure out some horribly clever solution. He’d fix everything.
There’s Draven. There’s my father and Valentina. There’s the Brotherhood. Three directions, all pulling at me, like I’m the magnet in a compass. All wanting different things, all wanting to use me for different things. And now Tremaine, letting me know he hasn’t forgotten, that he wants more from me than everything I’ve already given. He’s the worst, because I know that he will be unceasing until I bend to his will.
I’m so tired of being shuttled from one place to another like a ball in a maze. I want to stand up, but I can’t. I have to pretend to work for Draven, for Dean’s sake. I had to lie to my father to find my mother. And I have to face the Brotherhood, with more lies, for everyone else in the world, at the same time avoiding being pulled back to the Fae and whatever new scheme Tremaine has for me to take part in.
So many lies. I don’t even know how many layers deep they go any longer. I don’t think I’ll ever be who I used to be after this is over. The Aoife Grayson who left Lovecraft is dead. And I don’t know who’s taken her place.
* * *
Once we’d recharged the batteries and cast off from Newfoundland, the routine on the submersible was unceasing and unchanging. The crew slept in shifts, and everyone had a job to do. I was frequently in the way, so I took to spending a lot of time sitting in the mess, playing backgammon or checkers with off-duty crewmembers, many of whom didn’t speak a lick of any language I knew. The mood was bleak—everyone knew what had happened to Jakob, if not the details leading up to it, and that I was somehow involved, and many of the crew wouldn’t even make eye contact, never mind try to talk to me.
Not that I minded much. I was busy turning over every piece of information I’d gleaned about the Brotherhood, and planning how I’d approach them. I had to appear to be on their side, which wouldn’t be too hard. I didn’t have any love for the Fae, certainly. I just had to keep the compass hidden and figure out a way to put off Draven until I’d found the clock. Then his plans to ensnare everyone in his web wouldn’t matter.
When Rasputina wasn’t busy, she taught me a few snippets of Russian and told me about living in her childhood village, which sounded, if it was possible, even worse than life as a charity ward in Lovecraft.
“There are secret societies as well as press-gangers,” she said one day as we were playing backgammon, “and they recruit children from poor neighborhoods. They make them runners, get them in trouble, and if they want to survive the gulag they have to join the society, get official tattoos and be bound to them forever.” She moved a piece across the board. “It’s that or the Crimson Guard. Don’t know which is worse.”
She looked up at me with that black bird’s gaze. “So what are you trying to find up there, in the Bone Sepulchre? It’s supposed to be haunted, you know. A place built centuries ago, with engineering not of this earth. They say you can only see it if you’re about to die.”
“I told you,” I said. “I’m trying to stop what’s happening back in Lovecraft. All the chaos and monsters everywhere. Sooner or later, it’s going to cover the entire world, like the Storm did. The Brotherhood makes deals with the Fae and other creatures. They’re the problem that needs destroying. And I’d …” I took a breath—I had to avoid saying too much. “I’d really like to have a good night’s sleep,” I finished.
“Wouldn’t we all,” Rasputina muttered, moving another piece. “I win,” she announced. “You’re horrible at this game.”
“I’m better at machines than games and puzzles,” I said. “My brother always beat the pants off me when we played backgammon.”
“He’s dead?” Rasputina said, with only the barest interest.
“No!” I exclaimed, alarmed that she’d automatically assume everyone I knew met a horrible end. “I mean, no, he was alive when I left. Angry at me, but alive.”
“Hmph,” Rasputina said. “Take it from me—family is like having a hundred pounds strapped to your legs.”
“I take it you have one, then.” Though I couldn’t completely disagree with her about the weight, my life had certainly been simpler when I’d only been responsible for myself.
“I did.” She shrugged. “My father was a drunk who had only his boat, and my mother barely survived an attack by the deathless creatures that roamed our village. She was bedridden, and her medical bills cost us everything except the shack we lived in. They’re probably dead now. I haven’t seen them since the Crimson Guard took me.” She collected the backgammon pieces and shut the board with a hard snap, her face rigid and carefully expressionless. “We’re going under the ice in a few hours. We’ll surface to scrub the air and then we’ll be under until we get to the Arctic.”
“How will we know when we’re there?” I asked, surprised by her abrupt change of topic, but not willing to push her about her family. I knew how much that could sting.
“Stories go that the Bone Sepulchre can be seen under the aurora borealis,” Rasputina said. “There’s a launch for journeys over the glacier that pirates carved out a few hundred miles along once we go under the ice. We can come up there and look at the northern lights, see what we see.” She sighed. “And I cannot believe I’m navigating to some place that I’ve only heard stories about on the say-so of a teenage girl.”
“You’re nineteen,” I said with some indignation, having learned this fact during our earlier conversations. “Three years hardly makes me a girl in comparison.”
“It’s not the years,” Rasputina said. “It’s how you spend them.” She waved me away. “I’ll call you when we’re under the ice. If you want a look at the sky before we dive, go up when we replenish our air. It’ll be the last you’ll see of it for a few days.”
* * *
Diving under the ice was nerve-racking, even more than I’d imagined, and what I’d imagined wasn’t pleasant. The sub scraped the underside of the glaciers, and chunks of what Sorkin told me were free-floating ice bumped the hull with alarming regularity. Once, we came upon a pod of whales and kept pace with them while Oksana, the radar officer, played their song through her speakers.
I distracted myself from the fact that one wrong turn could bring thousands of tons of ice down on the Oktobriana, pushing us deep into the lightless depths of the Arctic sea, by learning everything I could about how she worked.
The Crimson Guard had built the boat, but she’d been modified to run on aether batteries rather than a steam furnace that meant diving for only a few hours at a time. There was German tech in the sub too, salvaged from the war—air scrubbers and depth gauges and torpedoes. Its periscope had come from a Proctor vessel Rasputina had found stranded on the Outer Banks off North Carolina and salvaged ahead of a hurricane.
The batteries were running down, but they could still power the propellers and basic life support for days at a time, creeping along under the ice at a pace that seemed to be even slower than that of the glaciers above us.
The closer we got to the Arctic Circle, the less I slept. My dreams were tangled and terrible, no longer visits to the dream figure but often just writhing, screaming black masses that exuded the same kind of cold I imagined I’d feel in outer space, a cold that froze me in place so I couldn’t run, couldn’t even scream. Nobody else was dreaming, though—Sorkin remarked to me once that he was sleeping like a baby, deep and dreamless.
I knew what was happening—the iron was creeping into me. I realized after I woke up screaming for the third day in a row that I probably had less than twenty-four hours left before I started raving like Jakob. I had to get off the boat before then. I just hoped Rasputina knew what she was doing, and that the launch she’d talked about was where she thought it was.
That afternoon I was drinking some of the sludgy black Turkish coffee the crew swilled by the quart, trying desperately to keep my thoughts in order and not fall asleep again, when the screws of the Oktobriana slowed and then stopped. Rasputina stuck her head into the mess a moment later and jerked her chin at me. “Get your cold-weather gear and come topside. We’re here.”
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The Spine of the Earth


NOTHING COULD HAVE prepared me for the cold outside the submersible, or the strange half-night sky that confronted us, bright on the horizon but fading to velvet black at the top, much like the ever-shifting sky of my dream place. I’d thought the wind was bad back home, that the ice and snow that enveloped Lovecraft from Hallows’ Eve to spring thaw most years was as cold as anything could be, but it wasn’t.
Even wrapped in a thick coat as I was, mask strapped over the lower half of my face and fur-lined goggles over my eyes to protect them from the wind, the cold crept in through all the cracks and stole my breath. Rasputina, wearing a navy greatcoat and a similar mask and goggles, gave no indication she even noticed it, and I envied her fortitude.
It was so cold that I felt like I might shatter, drop off the top of the Oktobriana’s conning tower, and become part of the ice, forever staring at the empty sky. Beyond the boat launch the sub rested in, which was only a small hole carved into the glacier allowing ocean water to surface, I saw nothing. The whiteness was gleaming and absolute, as if we stood atop the skeleton of a great beast of incalculable size.
“That’s strange.” Rasputina gingerly held a pair of binoculars. It was so cold that any spots of moisture clung to her gloves and ripped out tiny chunks of leather. She aimed the glasses at a tiny wooden shack at the edge of the launch. It barely hung on to the ice along with a ramshackle dock.
“What’s strange?” I tried to shrink deeper into the coat and fur-lined pants and boots I’d been given, which wasn’t hard since everything was at least two sizes too large. Another kind of cold crept in, that sixth sense I was developing that said things had gone horribly wrong. I was getting it now, and I hoped I was mistaken.
“There’s no moon,” Rasputina said.
“New moon,” I said with a shrug, trying to seem unconcerned even though my heartbeat had picked up and my shivering was no longer entirely from the bone-deep cold.
Rasputina shook her head. “Half-moon. I checked the chart.”
I turned my face up and scanned the sky. More stars than I had thought existed scattered the silver-black field of the sky, turning their unearthly white light on the glacier, which glowed as if alive.
But no moon. Not even the pockmarked slice Rasputina had said should be there. Not a sliver.
“That is strange,” I agreed, because saying anything else would come across as either silly or panicked. Celestial bodies were constants. They did not change.
This was unnatural, and I wondered what had happened to make the sky so foreign here.
“I don’t like this at all,” Rasputina said, echoing my thoughts aloud.
I turned a slow circle. We were alone. I had never felt so exposed as I did at that moment, certain the great eye of something as ancient as the starlight was turned on the boat, the same something that was blotting out the moon and causing the dead, chill atmosphere that wrapped the Oktobriana.
“We’re leaving,” Rasputina said. “This launch has always been a bad spot. The captain who told me about it got his throat cut a week later. It’s a cursed place.”
“You don’t seem like you’d believe in curses,” I murmured.
“I believe in a lot of things,” Rasputina snapped. “We’re diving. Get below.” She climbed down the conning tower, the thump of her boots against the ladder amplified in the ice field until each footstep was the thump of a coffin lid.
I stayed outside for a moment longer, hearing only my own breath against my mask.
At first I found the night around me silent except for the wind, but slowly I realized it wasn’t. The launch was about the size of a soccer pitch, ridiculously small when you thrust a military submersible into it. Displaced water sluiced against the hull, and out in the night I could hear the ice cracking and knocking, over and over. It was an endless rattle, the sound of bone against bone.
Bone against bone.
My Weird tingled, and I gasped at the sharp pain against the front of my skull. I fumbled at my goggles, yanking them off, trying to get all the metal off my body to relieve the pain. As the filtered glass came away from my eyes, a thin finger of violet light unfurled in the sky above me, like pale blood in dark water. It was joined by greens, blues, yellows, dancing in concert.
I’d seen lanternreels of the aurora borealis, but these lights were nothing like that. The violet streak moved with a pattern, a purpose, with none of the randomness that indicated true northern lights. It flowed toward a point directly to the east of me, where the moon should have been.
The purple light gathered into a starburst, and it touched the very top of something growing out of the ice, the same color as the glacier and nearly invisible in the low light. Something so large that, from my vantage on the tower of the Oktobriana, it was blotting out the moon. Something that was reflecting starlight, like the ice and the sky, invisible until the aurora touched its spire.
It was ice and sky, I realized as I stared, forgetting that I was cold and ignoring the tears the wind sparked in the corners of my eyes. The aurora illuminated the massive shape by degrees, gleaming against its translucent ice walls. It was a palace, the kind you’d see in lanternreels of faraway lands or read about in forbidden fairy tales.
Or maybe it was a giant tomb, the kind that held the kings and princes of old, before the Storm or any of this at all.…
The Bone Sepulchre. My breath hitched, and I was helpless to look away as the violet light illuminated the surface. It was beautiful.
“Effie!” Sorkin bellowed from below. “We’re diving! Get yourself below!”
“Just a minute!” I yelled back over the wind, unable to tear my eyes from the great edifice before me. I could pick it out of the glacier easily now. Smooth surfaces I’d taken for natural flaws became columns and balconies and a tower that reached so high it became part of the night sky.
The aurora flashed and vanished, all its energy running in lines down the Bone Sepulchre like an electric current through a living thing, lighting every window, every rampart, every spire. Shocked and overjoyed, I shouted for Rasputina and Sorkin to come topside and look, pulling aside my mask to scream until the cold stole my voice.
They came rushing up the ladder. The dive siren sounded below, but they ignored it, as transfixed as I was by the glowing sight before us.
Rasputina stared, her face slack with disbelief. “I’ll be damned. It’s real.”
“It was the ice. The—the sound it makes,” I stammered. “The sound like breaking bones. It made me think, and then I saw the lights.…”
“It was right here all this time,” Rasputina muttered. “I could have been making a fortune doing this run.”
I swung my leg over the conning tower and grabbed hold of the ladder leading down the outside, knowing what I had to do. I was so close—just a jump to the ice and a short walk to the dock.
“Where in this frozen hell do you think you’re going?” Rasputina shouted at me. “You’ll die out there with nothing but your coat!”
“Going where I meant to when I got on this boat!” I shouted back. I couldn’t risk waiting around for more trouble in getting where I was going. I could make it. The Bone Sepulchre was so close, I had to tilt my head back to see the top spire.
“You can’t trek over ice!” Rasputina bellowed. “The snow could be six feet deep, and who knows how far away that thing really is!”
“Thanks for everything,” I shouted, jumping from the bobbing boat to the ice. I turned back to wave to Rasputina and Sorkin. They’d taken me far enough. This part I could do on my own. The thought warmed me a bit. My satchel was under my coat—I had barely let it out of my sight since I’d boarded the Oktobriana, because if Rasputina or her crew found the compass or my diary … well, it didn’t bear thinking about. I had everything I needed, minus a plan, but I’d deal with that when I actually reached the Brotherhood.
“Dammit, girl!” Rasputina shouted, leaning over the railing of the tower. “I am not responsible for you any longer! You are insane!”
My feet dug into the ice for balance, and I stood for a moment, staring at the Bone Sepulchre. I couldn’t argue with Rasputina—the idea of trekking across ice and knocking on the Brotherhood’s door unannounced was insane—but off the boat, in the open air with no iron close to me, I felt more lucid than I had in days.
I started walking, Rasputina’s voice and the Oktobriana’s bulk fading behind me, until I was alone on the glacier, with only the stars for company.
The Bone Sepulchre was much farther away than it had looked under the glow of the aurora, and I felt as if I’d been walking for hours when I heard the bells. Not the dull tolling of the bells at St. Oppenheimer’s back in Lovecraft, but a light tinkling that traveled to my ears across the windswept waste.
A shape came into view, whiter than the starlit ice field: a low conveyance of some kind, pulled by another hulking white shape.
The shape stopped, and something that at least looked human tugged at reins hung with sleigh bells. “Whoa.”
The shape was alive. I stood perfectly still in surprise, wind buffeting the empty bits of my too-large coat and pants, as it huffed a puff of dragon’s breath at me. Horns curled behind the creature’s ears, and its fur hung shaggy and white. It stamped its black hooves and returned my stare with glowing gold eyes. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I just put up my hands in surrender. Better to let them think I was harmless, at least to start with.
Despite my gesture of surrender, the human in the sleigh pointed a very businesslike gun at me, which I found to be a bit extreme. “State your business,” the man snapped. His eyes were covered by goggles like my own, and his winter gear was completely white, down to the fur on his collar, which looked suspiciously like the coat of the thing that pulled the sleigh. I didn’t like talking to faceless people, be they Proctors or the Brotherhood, but I backed up a step and raised my hands higher.
“I’m Aoife Grayson,” I said, over the howling wind. “I’m here to—”
Before I could finish, the faceless man vaulted from his seat and grabbed me, pressing the gun into my side and shoving me toward the sleigh. “Get in and get on the floor. Facedown.”
I tried to comply, but he shoved me and I fell. My bulky coat saved me from smashing my ribs on the bench, but I landed on the satchel, and Draven’s compass dug uncomfortably into my side. That was fine. As long as this man didn’t think I was a spy, he could shove me around all he wanted. I’d do what I’d always done back in Lovecraft when faced with a bully: keep my head down and try not to draw attention.
The man holstered his gun and turned the sleigh around, clucking loudly at the creature pulling it until it broke into an awkward gallop.
“Boy oh boy,” the man muttered to himself. “Wait until they see who I’ve got here.” He let out a surprisingly high-pitched cackle for such a big, gruff type. I stayed quiet not so much because he scared me, but because I was finally sheltered from the wind, which was a relief.
The ride was bumpy, at least from where I lay on the floor. The ice looked smooth, but we jittered and bounced, and the thing pulling us panted in a harsh rhythm in sync with my heartbeat.
When we slowed, I chanced a look up. We had passed through a carved archway, and doors slid shut behind us—doors of ice that blurred the outside world but didn’t cause it to disappear entirely. If I hadn’t been being held at gunpoint, I would have been thrilled by the engineering skill it took to carve an entire room and working mechanical doors from a glacier.
“Get up,” the man ordered, and I did as he said. The cold wasn’t so paralyzing indoors, but it still sliced straight through my coat. I wrapped my arms around myself protectively to keep the bulge of the satchel hidden as he shoved me down from the sleigh.
“Goggles and hood off,” the man ordered, and snatched them off my head before I could comply on my own. I chewed on my lip and waited for his reaction, my stomach knotted with apprehension.
He looked at me and then snorted behind his own mask. “You know, for all the flap about you back in the world, you’re still just a kid.”
“And you’re not a gentleman,” I responded. “What of it?”
He raised his free hand and pointed a scolding finger at me. “Destroyer of the Engine or not, Gateminder heir or just Grayson’s bastard—you don’t get to speak to me like that, and I’ll put you in your place next time you do.”
I bristled at the mention of my father. The destroyer label was going to stick to me—I accepted that now—but my family was off-limits.
“Now, now, Bruce,” someone said before I could slap the man across the face. The voice was full and resplendent, as if it should have been echoing from a pulpit somewhere. “That’s no way to talk to the favorite child of the Gateminder.”
I turned to look, curious about my rescuer. The man who’d spoken wore a white padded coat trimmed in fur, like the first man’s, but suit pants protruded from beneath, along with shoes shined to a high gloss. Not clothes for the outside, and not the clothes of someone low on the totem pole. His hood was down, and I took in a full head of white hair gleaming under the violet-tinged light that still danced through the ice walls all around us. “Well, well,” he said. “Aoife Grayson, in the flesh.” He frowned at me. “Do you know who I am?”
I recognized the blunt nose, not nearly as attractive on a man, and the snapping eyes. I tried to sound as if I knew what I was talking about, as if my being here having this conversation were normal. “You’re Valentina Crosley’s father.”
“Ah, very perceptive,” he said. “I see you’ve met my dear daughter. Tell me, how is she faring on her own, with your … father?”
I pretended not to notice that he evidently would much rather have used another word in place of father and put a smile I wholly didn’t feel on my face. “She’s well. They both are.”
He held out his hand, and his smile was also false. So we were going to be achingly polite rather than confrontational. That suited me just fine—I wanted the Brotherhood to like me. “My name is Harold Crosley, and I hope that you and I will get along very well indeed, Miss Grayson. It’s such a relief to have you among the fold.”
I didn’t take his hand. It was crucial that I choose the right response, if I was going to make the Brotherhood trust me. Or trust me for long enough that I could find the nightmare clock and figure out how to use it, at any rate. “Really?” I said. “A relief? A happy occasion? Do you think I’m stupid, Mr. Crosley?” I took a breath and kept going, even though I was quaking with the fear that they wouldn’t let me finish my performance and the big jerk with the gun would just shoot me for insolence. “You know what I did in Lovecraft,” I told Crosley. “You should want to throw me in a deep, dark hole and never let me see daylight again. Not only did I destroy the Engine and break the Gates in the Iron Land, I weakened all the others. Plus, I’m Archie Grayson’s daughter. The Archie Grayson who stole your darling daughter Valentina away.” I folded my arms across my chest in an imitation of Dean’s posture, hoping I looked tough. “And yet you’re happy to see me at your doorstep? Why is that, Mr. Crosley?”
“Why are you here?” he countered with a smile. It wasn’t the false smile he’d shown before—this one told me he’d been proven right about something he’d suspected. “If we’re so bound to do you wrong and you’re such a villain,” Crosley continued, “I’d have to conclude you’re only here because you want something from us, and that you’re going to try to use deceit to get it. I’d hate to think such a thing of a Grayson, young lady. Even if Archie and I are no longer civil.”
“You have something my father doesn’t,” I said. For once, I could tell lying wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Crosley was a lot more accomplished at it than I was.
“And what’s that?” His mouth twitched with amusement. He must have loved having somebody from my family need something from him.
“I need to look at the Iron Codex,” I said. My father’s journals had told me a little when I’d read them back in Massachusetts, but not everything. Not much of actual use. Short of being knocked unconscious, I didn’t even know how to reach the dream room, with its dark figure. I had no idea how to manipulate the clock should I make it there. I needed the Codex.
“That’s interesting,” Crosley said. “You need my Codex and I need somebody with a Weird, which we’re fully aware that your brother does not possess.”
Valentina’s hushed and frantic conversation came back to me. Now it made sense. Mr. Crosley wanted my Weird, and she hadn’t wanted to give me up. “Then you’ll let me look at it?”
“Maybe.” Crosley shrugged. “If your Weird can help us as much as I think it can.”
He didn’t trust me, that was obvious. “I don’t know how much my Weird can help anyone,” I murmured. “You’ve seen what it can do.”
“You’ll come to understand, Aoife,” Crosley said quietly, “we don’t revile you for what happened. We know how the Fae can be, and that it wasn’t your fault, the incident with the Gates. We’re glad you came to us.” He put a hand on my shoulder, snaking me into his grasp. “What say before we continue this conversation we get you warmed up somewhere a little more comfortable. Are you hungry?”
“Famished,” I said truthfully. Relief coursed through me. I was in.
Crosley smiled even wider when I assented. It was a sweet trap of a smile this time, the kind designed to entice little girls who wanted to show they were clever.
“I’m glad you found your way home, Aoife. It’s good work we do here, and the Gateminder and future Gateminders like you are needed for every bit of it. We’re glad to have you.”
“I’m so very glad to be here,” I replied, and let him lead me through the doors.
* * *
Beyond the doors lay a great hall, at least thirty feet from floor to ceiling. Icicles dangled from the roof. “Is this whole place made of ice?” I asked in wonder. I couldn’t conceive of such a feat.
“It is. And never more than thirty-two degrees,” Crosley said proudly. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of that outfit and into something that’ll keep you warm.” He marched straight through the hall, ignoring the stares of the other occupants. There were a fair number of people in the room. Reading tables lined the gleaming ice walls, along with workbenches, and there was even a depression in the ice where a pair of mechanics bent over the innards of a clockwork jitney.
“Why do you use those sleighs if you have mechanicals?” I asked. I figured the more inane questions I asked of him, the less suspicious he would be of any ulterior motives I might have.
“Engines seize up in low temperatures,” Crosley said. “That critter that pulled you in here with the sleigh—it’s a yetikin—bred for the cold.”
“I see,” I said, and forced a ladylike smile. I couldn’t care less about what pulled the Brotherhood’s sleighs, but Crosley seemed content to chatter while we walked, and as long as I acted like a simpering schoolgirl, nothing I said would give him a second’s pause.
“This way, my dear,” he said, and ushered me into what looked like a men’s clubroom: all dark furniture, distinguished suits and jackets on the occupants, and air full of their cigar smoke and heavy, hushed conversation. A carved bar took up the back portion, a bartender in a natty white jacket and scarf hard at work.
“Would you like a cup of tea?” Crosley asked, sitting me in one of the engulfing armchairs. I sank so deep that I wouldn’t easily get out again, especially in my bulky cold-weather clothes.
“A cup of tea would be lovely, please,” I said. “Thank you so much.” I didn’t like being backed into a corner, in this chair, unable to gauge what was happening around me, but I forced myself to stay calm. Crosley wasn’t going to try to cut my throat, at least not yet. He didn’t know I was really after the nightmare clock.
“Well, now that I can get a proper look at you, you’re quite lovely,” Crosley said. “You remind me of Valentina, before her unfortunate decision to leave her place in society and take up a … front-line position in the Brotherhood, doing things unsuitable for a well-bred young woman like her.” The way he said it, lips pursing, left no doubt how he felt about his daughter’s allegiances. Apparently I, not being of the same breed of rich jerk, was exempt from such disapproval.
He excused himself to the bar and claimed a silver tea service with two cups and saucers. I watched him until somebody flopped into the chair opposite me. “Hey. You made it.”
I nearly choked when I recognized the face. “Casey? You’re alive!”
“You act like you’re surprised,” she said. “Takes more than a few ghouls to keep me down. Also, you trust people way too easy when you’re getting what you want. Your old man’s right—you need to learn if you’re gonna live to be seventeen.”
Rage flamed in me, and for a moment I forgot that I was supposed to be acting harmless. “You … you … backstabber,” I spat. “You’re not a street kid! You’re not even from Lovecraft!”
Casey wagged her hand. “I was born there,” she said. “I’ve been working for the Brotherhood for a long time, keeping tabs on the Rustworks and anyone who might be useful to the cause.”
“The Brotherhood was spying on me?” I was flabbergasted. I expected this sort of thing from the Proctors, but not from people who knew the truth about the world. “For how long?” I asked. Another, darker possibility was creeping through my mind like a hungry ghoul—if Casey had been following me, had she seen what happened in Innsmouth? Was I about to be thrown under the train before I’d even had a chance to find the nightmare clock?
“Until I lost you in Old Town you took off from the Crosley house for Innsmouth,” Casey said. “Lost you. Too many damn ghouls running around.”
My breathing started again, fast and full of relief. Casey hadn’t seen me with Draven. She hadn’t dipped below the first layer of my reason for coming to the Bone Sepulchre.
“So, this place is pretty crazy, right?” Casey said. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re bugging out.”
Glad of any topic except her following me around for stone knew how long, I nodded. “More than pretty crazy,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”
Casey sat forward in excitement, eyes lighting up as she talked. “We pull aether right out of the air. There’s a device in the tower that they say was designed by Tesla himself. You don’t need to refine it; you can pull a full charge and disperse it into a feed just like normal. That’s why it’s purple, not blue. No refining chemicals.”
That explained the “aurora borealis” I’d seen. Not light. Aether. The energy of the cosmos ripped directly from the air. A machine like that, especially one built by Tesla, would normally be something I’d be eager to see, but not now. Now, I was fishing. “Seems kind of boring around here,” I said. “No lanternreels, no books that I can see.”
“Oh, you’re wrong. There’s a giant library,” Casey said. “I know you’re a bookworm.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Exactly how long have you been watching me?”
“Me personally? Only since you rabbited from the Academy,” Casey said. “Before that, I couldn’t say if Mr. Grayson or someone else had an agent watching you.” She sat back in the chair and regarded me. “Nobody else can do what you do, Aoife. You’re important to a lot of people for that reason, and a lot of things that aren’t people at all. But I’m glad you chose us and not the Proctors.”
“Of course I did,” I said, shrugging as if there were no question at all. “I believe in what you’re doing. Draven and the Proctors are vile.” True. I knew it was always best to put a little truth in your untruths. It made you believable.
“Ah, Miss Casey,” said Crosley, returning with the tea. “So good of you to take Miss Grayson under your wing.” He grinned at me. “Casey is a very capable girl, much like yourself. She can show you to your room, order you some supper, and explain to you the kinds of tests we’ll be running.”
I paused, the teacup halfway to my lips. “Tests?” I said, pulling back from Crosley warily. Nothing that started with “running a few tests” ever ended well, in my experience.
“Relax!” Crosley boomed genially. “We just want to see what your Weird can do, and how much we can still teach you. We must use the Gates for good instead of as instruments of disaster going forward, and to do that we have to see where your talent lies.”
His hand landed on my shoulder, and the weight pushed me deeper still into the armchair. “Does that sound all right to you, my dear?”
That sounded just the opposite of all right. “I’ll prove to you I have my Weird,” I said. “But I don’t relish being poked at like a laboratory rat.”
Crosley folded his fingers together in a motion I recognized from when my professors were trying to make a pop quiz appealing. “Terrible what happened to your mother, Aoife. Just terrible. And young Conrad showed symptoms as well before he removed himself from the Iron Land. We know that if you stay away from iron, out of cities and such, the onset is slower, and comes not at all in Thorn, but if you stay in the Iron Land, you’ll inevitably go mad, and I think it’s a crime that Archie would never allow me to help him with his children’s … unique bloodline. I’m confident that with time, we can find a way to help you. So you won’t have to risk iron madness every time you go into a city.”
That all sounded, to put it mildly, just a bit too good to be true. “How do I know you won’t just chain me up and force me to use my Weird to do whatever you want with machines and the Gates?”
Crosley laughed. It was deep and wet, from the lungs of a man, I realized, who was gravely ill. His face turned crimson, with amusement or lack of air, I couldn’t tell. “Aoife, if we wanted to imprison you, wouldn’t doing so immediately after you’d arrived have made more sense than offering you a conversation and a nice cup of tea?”
I set the teacup back down and looked him in the eye. “There are all different kinds of prisons, Mr. Crosley.”
“Smart girl. So there are,” he said, “but this is not a prison, it’s a promise. You let me run my tests and cooperate, and I will not only give you access to the Codex, I will find a solution to your iron madness. A permanent one. You won’t have to end up like poor lost Nerissa.”
I twitched at my mother’s name crossing his lips. He didn’t know anything about us, spies or not. Nerissa had done the best she could. In our small apartment, before she was committed, we’d at least been free.
I didn’t let any of that come across to Crosley, and he spread his hands. “I ask again—does this sound equitable to you, young Miss Grayson?”
I looked into his eyes and found the same falseness there I knew I was showing in my own. “Sounds fantastic,” I said dryly, but Crosley didn’t pick up on my sarcasm, just grinned again and left me in the care of Casey.
She sat with me while I drank my tea, chattering about the great cause of the Brotherhood of Iron, Tesla and his prototype Gate, and how she’d personally seen two Fae! In the flesh! “They were creepy,” she said, and shuddered. “Had hollow spaces where their eyes should be, and fangs.”
I didn’t bother telling her that she’d most likely seen something that had crawled from the Mists rather than full-blooded Fae. Besides, perfect faces with gleaming beauty and dead, unblinking eyes weren’t really any less terrifying.
After I finished my tea, she guided me to a guest room, where a cot piled high with furs and lit by the same eerie purple aether lamps greeted me. The Brotherhood, for all their status as fugitives, had means far beyond even the Proctors. Clean clothes waited for me, thick woolen socks and silk pajamas that trapped the heat next to my skin, and I burrowed under the blankets, some of the hides nearly as thick as carpets.
It was pure luck, burrowed as I was, that I heard the door lock from the outside. I’d probably been meant to fall asleep, warm and dry and full of soporific tea, lulled into a false sense of security by Casey and her uncomplicated nature.
That jibed a bit with what Archie had told me. I didn’t think his view of the Brotherhood of Iron was entirely fair, but I also knew my father wasn’t stupid. If he’d broken with the Brotherhood, there was a good reason. At the very least, I was the daughter of the man who’d stolen Harold Crosley’s own daughter, and I’d broken the Gates besides. Nobody, no matter their nature, was that forgiving.
And now I was locked in, and even if I wasn’t, they’d taken away my cold-weather gear. If I went back onto the ice dressed as I was, I’d be dead inside of ten minutes.
With that cheerful thought ringing in my head, along with a dozen considered and discarded plans to find information about the clock, I managed to fall asleep, but too lightly for any dreams except the dark things, writhing and twisting through an empty, starless sky.
* * *
The next day, I was woken by a white-clad servant. He gave me breakfast in my room, and soon after, Casey appeared. After I’d dressed in more brand-new clothes, smart trousers and a black jacket this time, we went together to a sort of laboratory, just a long table and a few microscopes and other scientific instruments arranged along the wall.
Crosley and a panel of stern-faced men waited for me. A single chair sat before the table, and in front of me was a machine with a variety of needles for scratching data onto a roll of paper.
The other end of the machine had wires running out of it, and one of the anonymous men taped two of the electrical leads to my temples. They were cold, and I flinched, but I tried to act as if everything were all right.
“It’s just for a few readouts,” Crosley assured me, placing his hand on my shoulder. “We need to quantify your Weird scientifically.”
I turned to look at him. “Did you do this to my father?”
“Of course,” Crosley said smoothly, not missing a beat. “All Gateminders go through these tests when they ally themselves with the Brotherhood of Iron.” His grip tightened, his nails digging in beneath my collarbone just a fraction, and I bit my lip. Don’t react. Don’t give him any reason to doubt you.
I sighed, trying to focus on my Weird. There was virtually no metal in the Bone Sepulchre, and my headaches and the shadows I glimpsed from the corners of my eyes had all but ceased. That, at least, was a relief. “What am I supposed to do for these tests, then?” I asked Crosley.
He took his pocket watch off the fob and placed it before me. “Can you wind it?” he asked. “Destroying things isn’t terribly useful in the long run, Aoife. The best weapon is one that you can carefully aim and fire.”
“Is that what I am to you?” I asked him, examining the watch. It was heavy, gold-plated, overdone. Much like Harold Crosley himself. “A weapon?” That was a stupid question. I already knew the answer.
“It’s what we’d like you to be,” Crosley said, with that clasp on my shoulder that was becoming all too familiar. “We’re not the Proctors, Aoife. We won’t force you to do anything. But we’d very much like you to choose to use your gift for the good of all, not just the few the Proctors deem worthy.” He leaned down as if to share a secret. It was a ploy that hadn’t worked on me when I was eight, and it didn’t work now. I was actually a bit insulted that he’d patronize me so. Maybe I’d overdone it on the simpleton act.
“Wind the clock, Aoife,” Crosley murmured. “Use your Weird for us. Show me that you’ll use it for the Brotherhood and be the loyal soldier your father refused to be.”
That was it, I realized. I had to tell the truth now, and then I could lie with impunity. I had to let the Brotherhood see the full extent of my skill with my Weird, and then I would be home free, because if they knew what I could do, they’d think they owned me, that only they could keep me from another event like the Engine. They’d believe that I was being honest with them, and I’d be free to do what needed to be done.
I put my fingers on the edge of the table and slid them forward so the tips just touched the pocket watch. My Weird gave a tickle, an itch I couldn’t quite reach. The watch was complex, and I breathed in and out, shallower and shallower, focusing on the mechanism that would make the tiny hands spin backward. The only time I’d managed this was with my father, and then I hadn’t been a virtual prisoner, being stared at like a curiosity by a cadre of men who could keep me locked up indefinitely. The pressure didn’t help.
After one tick, two, three, four, the hands finally stopped. After another breath, they began to run in reverse, my Weird sending the gears spinning back and back until they stood at exactly midnight.
More. I had to do more. I had to show them the earth-shattering power waiting in the dark places of my mind.
The watch was spinning so fast now it vibrated on the table, and I picked out each individual gear and cog as my Weird flowed, not a trickle now but a flood, one that could drown me if I let it have too much more rein. I could feel every bit of clockwork in the place now.
I was the machine. And the machine was me. Just as it had been in Lovecraft.
The glass face of the clock cracked open and the hands went flying, embedding themselves in the far wall. I picked it apart piece by piece, until every bit of the watch was turning around my head, spinning of its own accord.
As quickly as it had come, the flash flood of power vanished, as I knew it would. My control wasn’t that good yet.
The gold case dropped to the floor, smoking, and a few heartbeats after that I lost my grip on the clockwork and it too fell, raining gears and brass.
Murmurs, and an excited but subdued round of applause broke out among the Brotherhood members. My mind still itched, and I felt the familiar trickle of blood from my nose. The needles on the machine I was hooked to danced wildly. “I’d like to be excused,” I told Crosley. My head was spinning, I was sick to my stomach, and I was not going to faint in front of these men if I had any say.
“Of course, of course,” he said, and rang for Casey to take me back to my room.
“You’re bleeding,” she said, but made no move to offer me a handkerchief or a rag. I wiped the blood on my sleeve, where it stood out damp and dark.
“I’ll live,” I said. The walls of the Bone Sepulchre wavered in front of me. The ice appeared to shimmer in the low light, and with the way my head was pounding, I wasn’t sure I could make it out of the room. I scrabbled against the slick walls, vision blurring, and Casey caught me.
“Whoa!” she said. “You don’t look so good, Aoife. Are you all right?”
My shoulder began to throb again, ten times worse than it had on the submarine. Tears squeezed from my eyes, and I saw that they were red when they landed on the backs of my hands.
“This is wrong …,” I choked out, my tongue feeling too large for my mouth. My heart kicked into overdrive with fear, and it exacerbated the pain in my shoulder. Hot pain, searing pain, bone-deep pain that clutched at every bit of me, held me and didn’t let me go.
The sensation of falling gripped me as well, beyond the pain, the displacement of gravity acting on my stomach, and then the vertigo of being in two places at once, neither quite here nor there.
Fae magic. The kind that could rip me from one place to the next as quickly as I breathed.
I braced myself to land, but when I opened my eyes, I was in the same spot, standing just outside the door of the library, heart pounding and my breath coming not at all.
The Fae magic hadn’t reached out to grab me, but had thrust another figure into my path.
Tremaine smiled at me, his pointed teeth gleaming silver.
“Hello, Aoife. You have no idea how glad I am to catch up to you.”
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FOR THE LONGEST of heartbeats, I simply stared at Tremaine. It couldn’t be. There was no way he could have found me again after Jakob had killed himself.
Well, my mind whispered, there was no way Jakob could have survived for any length of time aboard the sub, and he did that.
Casey stared at Tremaine, slack-jawed, but she stayed crouched protectively over me. “Who in the hell are you?”
“I think Aoife can tell you,” Tremaine purred. He extended his hand and put it on my cheek. “I think she’s even been dreaming of me. Is that right, Aoife?”
I swatted weakly at his hand. It was all the energy I could muster. “Don’t you dare touch me.”
Casey shrank back a step, staring at Tremaine still. “Is he …”
“Get away, Casey,” I said. My voice sounded faint, feeble. I felt the same—I couldn’t have moved even if I’d had the chance to stab Tremaine in the heart where he stood.
She hesitated, and I gritted my teeth, tasting blood. “Go,” I snarled.
Casey backed up a step, her gaze never leaving Tremaine. “I’ll go get help,” she said softly, then turned and bolted down the corridor.
I rotated my heavy, dizzy head to look Tremaine in the eye. “What do you think you’ll do when you have me? What more could you possibly need? I broke the Gates, is that it? Are you looking to fix what you started now, and be a savior?”
“I already am a savior,” Tremaine said. “I woke the queens, you know. I broke Draven’s curse. And I used you, darling of the Brotherhood, to do it, which makes me not only a hero, but a clever hero.” He touched my face again, his sharp white nails scraping narrow lines in my skin. “And now I believe that I’ll be able to do whatever I want to do with you, Aoife, because we both know you can’t stop me.”
Tremaine took me by the hand, almost gently. His skin was cooler than the icy air around us, and it shot a bolt of nausea straight to my core. “It’s time to come back, Aoife.” He leaned down and whispered to me in the voice of a wind across a vast, empty wasteland of ice. “You are half in my world, you know. Your blood is half Fae. Did you really think getting away from me would be as easy as pretending you’re human?”
I glared up at him. In that moment, I wasn’t scared of Tremaine, only infuriated that he’d outsmarted me yet again. “I’d hoped it would be, you glassy-eyed monstrosity.”
“Hope isn’t a real thing, Aoife,” Tremaine said. “It’s a lie that desperate souls cling to as comfort.”
“You would know, wouldn’t you?” I snapped. “You’re full to the brim with lies.”
Tremaine just smiled in return, a smile that said he’d already won.
The world began to fall away around me, and this time I was moving, moving with the raw power of the hexenring, the Fae magic that bent space and time the same way Tesla had when he’d made the Gates. I wanted to scream, but nothing came out, not even air.
I fell, and then snapped back to myself on a white marble floor, choking, with blood gushing from my nose. The pain in my shoulder and the numbness in the rest of my body were gone, and I was gasping for breath. My nose still gushed, but now the droplets landed on fine marble instead of rough-carved ice, and the light around me was mellow and amber, oil lamps rather than aether. “Of course,” I sighed, watching my blood stain the stone under my knees. I was back in the Thorn Land. It was the last place in all the worlds I wanted to be, so of course I’d landed here. It was just my rotten, nonexistent luck.
“I’ve waited a long time to be standing here with you,” Tremaine said, sweeping his arm to take in the whole of the area.
This hexenring, rather than an arrangement of mushrooms or rocks as Fae rings usually were, was carved directly into the stone underneath me. I stood up, feeling the blood trickle down my face, but I didn’t move. I knew from experience that I needed Tremaine’s permission to leave the ring.
He extended his hand and smiled. It was a smile of cold, dead places and white bones, polished to points, that speared me and pinned me to the spot. “Welcome to the court of the Winter Queen, Aoife. She’s been waiting to show you the gratitude she owes you for freeing her. We all have.”
I left the hexenring with the greatest reluctance. Staying in the vortex of magic so strong it bent space and time was preferable to getting one bit closer to Tremaine.
I only took his hand because I didn’t have a choice. I fought off a shiver, and he just grinned wider. Tremaine knew exactly the effect he had on me, and delighted in it. I wanted to smash his perfect face in when he looked at me like that.
To distract myself from my anger and growing fear, I examined my surroundings. The court of the Winter Queen was solid, gleaming marble veined with bronze and gold and scarlet. I swore the walls were pulsing, like a living thing, and that the floor was vibrating beneath my feet with the steady lub-dub of a heartbeat. Of course, it could also have been my spinning head and the residual effects of the shoggoth venom in my shoulder getting stirred up. At least here in the Thorn Land, there was no toxicity, no iron madness to plague me. Which was fortunate, because I’d need every speck of my brains to outsmart Tremaine and whatever new scheme he had in mind.
As we walked, snow—actual snow—drifted through the air around us, and the only color came from sprigs of holly growing directly from cracks in the walls and the red berries adorning the heads and clothing of some of the passing Fae. The other Fae were skinny and wan-looking, bones jutting out underneath their richly dyed woolen clothes. Their lips were white, their veins standing out beneath the skin; they looked like some of the victims of the camps I’d seen lanternreels of when the war ended. The poisoned sleep of the queens had taken its toll on the Thorn Land and the Fae.
Only Tremaine looked fat and healthy. He was a shark among tadpoles, and I wasn’t surprised. He was the consummate survivor. Looking at the other Fae in comparison eased my panic a bit, though. They weren’t frightening. They were more pathetic than anything else.
“Why did you bring me here?” I asked Tremaine. “I did what you wanted,” I insisted, when he only gave me another maddening, cryptic smile. “I woke up the queens. And I ripped the Gates to shreds doing it. I’m guessing I’m here to clean up your mess. Am I right?” I risked a sidelong glance as we walked down the endless, curving hallways and caught the full brunt of Tremaine’s glare.
“How do you think Thorn existed before the Gates, you simpleton?” he snapped. “We passed freely between worlds without any sort of gadget. We had the power. Not the Erlkin, and certainly not anyone with human blood in them. We were the shining people, Aoife, and the last thing I want is for the Gates to be repaired. Now stop trying to fish information out of me. Your attempts are ham-handed at best.”
I stopped and returned his glare. Tremaine might be frightening and terrible, but I was through with his game of pushing me around for his own amusement. “You’d think you didn’t learn anything from the Iron Land. Like it or not, when you woke up the queens, you fractured something between our two worlds. The Proctors have already found a way into the Mists. How long do you think it will be before they use the broken Gates to come here?” I put my hands on my hips, not budging, and refused to look away from him.
Tremaine bared his teeth in anger for a split second. “I’ve been alive much longer than you,” he said. “Men have tried to breach Thorn before, and they have failed. This so-called fracture is a side effect of breaking Draven’s mechanical curse, nothing more.”
“You and I both know that’s not true,” I insisted. “You wouldn’t have sent Jakob to try and kidnap me back if it were. You wouldn’t have risked coming into the stronghold of the Brotherhood.” I jabbed my finger into the blue velvet lapel of Tremaine’s jacket. “You wanted a destroyer and you got one. It’s only going to be a matter of time before another Storm, unless we put the Gates back to how they were.”
Tremaine reached forward and grabbed me by the chin, squeezing hard enough that he wrung a whimper from me. I forced myself to stay still, to not struggle. Then, just as abruptly as he’d grabbed me, he let go and brushed the hair out of my eyes with an almost tender gesture that made me recoil. “Or perhaps you’ll simply stay here, and I won’t have to take the blame for a thing,” he said softly. “After all, I am not the half-breed who destroyed the Gates. In Thorn, you’ll age faster than a full-blooded Fae, but you’ll be alive long enough to see everyone in your precious, wretched Iron Land grow old and die while you still look the same. So don’t cross me, Aoife. And give up this ridiculous talk of fixing the Gates.”
He took me by the arm and we started walking again, approaching a pair of white doors in which there was carved a great tree, leafless and dripping with icicles, which were diamonds set into the marble, glittering as faintly as far-off stars. At the base of the tree sat two carved white wolves, and at the top was a dove, pierced with an arrow, a single droplet of blood, picked out in rubies, resting on its breast.
“The Winter Court,” Tremaine said, as if that would tell me everything I needed to know about what lay beyond the doors.
They swung back, pulled open by two girls who looked about thirteen years old, though who knew how old they were, really. Fae aged at an infinitesimal rate compared to humans, or even to half-bloods like Conrad and me. The girls wore identical blue dresses, of a type about eighty years out of style. Fine corsets with the whalebone exposed trimmed their waists so they looked like bare branches themselves, as if they’d sway with every breeze. Heavy blue velvet bell sleeves hung from their slender arms, and their skin was so white I could see every vein, every bone, in sharp relief. The white of the flesh was beyond corpse pallor—it was otherworldly. That fit—this was not my world.
Tremaine urged me forward, toward a dais at the far end of the room. It was not the showy spectacle I’d come to expect from the Fae, but a simple raised platform carved from a solid block of marble, etched with bare branches and dead vines migrating down to a litter of rust-colored fallen leaves gathered around the base, which crackled and crunched as emaciated Fae walked about the room. From the stone platform rose a throne woven from long, curved bones and crowned with the three-inch pointed teeth of some predatory animal. I stared, unable to look away. Atop this vicious creation, on a pale blue silk pillow, sat the small, fair-haired figure I recognized as Octavia—the Winter Queen.
When I’d last seen the queen, lying in her cursed glass coffin, she’d looked around my age, but with her eyes open she looked like some sort of alien creature, eyes ancient and fathomless as a piece of meteorite. She had the same unearthly skin as the girls, and hair so fine it looked like spun wire. It trailed from a high pompadour to hang down her back in a long braid woven with some sort of thorny vine. Her crown was more bones, bones and blackened teeth that were not pointed, but rather, looked human. I elected to stare just behind her instead of looking at that unearthly oval face for one more second. If I stared into the queen’s eyes much longer, I knew I’d simply start screaming, as mindless as anyone locked in a madhouse.
She raised one delicate hand and beckoned me closer. Her nails were pure white and clawlike. Her teeth, like Tremaine’s, were needles, and a droplet of silver sat on the end of her tongue when she smiled wide at me. Her tongue was shockingly red in comparison to her complexion; the whole effect made me think of a sleepy predator that had just woken and scented blood. My blood. I didn’t move—there was no way I was getting closer than I absolutely had to.
The same kind of silver jewelry ran up both ears and sat in her delicate white eyebrows as she raised them in displeasure at my insolence. “Tremaine,” she said, and though we were at least twenty feet away and she wasn’t shouting, I heard her bell-clear. She beckoned with one talon-tipped finger. “Bring her here.”
Tremaine shoved me forward, hissing, “When the queen calls, you obey.”
It was the last thing in the world I would have done willingly, but having been commanded, I walked to the end of the dais, drawing the stare of every Fae in the cavernous room. Whispers went up among them, but I focused on the Winter Queen. Those terrible eyes never blinked, not once. Her lips were the only color on her face, stained to the exact red of blood. When her silver-crowned tongue darted out and licked a spot of the color away, I realized that at least some of it was blood.
Fear was something I was getting used to pushing away, to be felt later, when I could deal with it on my terms. But I couldn’t push this away. What I felt looking at the Winter Queen wasn’t like a cut or a scrape but a mortal wound.
I’d never felt such a vibration rolling off a living creature—if Octavia was alive. She didn’t look it, not really. Something was filling up the beautiful vessel sitting before me, making it walk and talk and gesture, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was only renting the space, not inhabiting the flesh.
“I’m not going to hurt you, Aoife,” Octavia said. One slippered foot poked from under her voluminous, airy white, black and red skirts. The foot shoved a silken floor pillow toward me. “Sit.”
This seemed more like exposing my throat as if I were a vulnerable animal than sitting, but I did as she said. I didn’t want to find out what would happen if I was openly defiant.
The pillow silk felt cool, and the marble against the backs of my legs nearly burned with cold. I looked up at Octavia, who was even more terrifying from this vantage point. “I know what you said, but I have to ask: are you going to kill me?”
“Kill you!” she exclaimed, and let out a laugh like the croaking of a crow. “Why would I do such a thing?” She looked at Tremaine. “You haven’t been nice, have you? You’re never nice.”
“Aoife is only a changeling, Your Majesty,” he said. “I’m not required to be nice.”
“She’s a beautiful present, is what she is,” Octavia said. “And you’ve done well by bringing her here. But if you lay a hand on her again, Tremaine …” Her perfect, frozen face moved into a frown that made her look like a wild animal. “I won’t be happy. Do you understand?”
Tremaine tensed, leaning away from her anger. “Yes, madam.”
All at once, she was back to being regal and expressionless. “Good.”
I watched the exchange, fascinated. So there was something Tremaine was afraid of, someone he had to take orders from. I didn’t blame him for his fear—Octavia would be intimidating no matter what the context, never mind when she was perched on her throne like a carrion bird atop a tombstone.
Octavia turned to me once more. “My dear, you must be calm. You saved my life, and I have no intention of harming you in return. Contrary to the stories, my sister the Summer Queen is the one who keeps changelings as pets.”
I must have frowned, because she let out another laugh. “Oh, you didn’t know that, did you? Yes, the Summer Court builds wonderful things that gleam and glitter in the sun. But to do that you need silver and gems, and to get them you need slaves.” She gestured at the room. “Do you see one goblin—pardon me, Erlkin—enslaved here?”
“No,” I said softly, not knowing where this conversation was going, but fairly sure it was nowhere pleasant.
Tremaine rapped his knuckles against the back of my head. “No, Majesty,” he snarled. “Show some bloody respect to your betters.”
I whirled on him, furious, but Octavia beat me to it, rising to her feet with a sound like a dozen crows taking flight. “Enough,” she growled at Tremaine. “Your temper is your undoing. Every time.”
Tremaine scrambled back, dipping his head. “Forgive me, Majesty. I was only thinking of your position.”
I saw my chance to perhaps buy myself a little goodwill with the queen, here where Tremaine was cowed and couldn’t smirk or talk over me. “I know Tremaine told you I broke the Gates on my own,” I said. “That I screwed up when I destroyed the Engine and sent the power to Thorn to break your curse.” I stood as well, even though Octavia towered over me when she was upright. If I was going to meet my fate, it would happen while I was standing. “But I didn’t know,” I said. “And all I know now is that if they aren’t fixed, soon the Proctors will have control of the Gates, and complete supremacy over all the Iron Land. They’re already figuring out how to use them. How long until they start trying to conquer Thorn? As it is,” I said, realizing that this, more than anything, might get me out of Thorn, “any of your people, your creatures who come through the cracks, will be trapped there.”
Octavia raised one of those almost invisible, perfect eyebrows, but she didn’t make a move to shut me up, so I kept talking. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tremaine’s face heating to crimson with rage, but I ignored him. Octavia was my chance to get out of the Thorn Land unscathed.
“Permanently,” I rushed on. “Forever. The Proctors and the Brotherhood of Iron used to work together, and if another Storm happens, it’ll unite them again. They’ll close the Gates for good and trap whoever is still there, and the creatures of the Mists besides. Your hexenrings won’t work, because the Proctors are smart enough to lace all their vulnerable spots with iron. Your people wouldn’t be able to travel anywhere. You’d have Thorn and Thorn only.” I stopped, my heart thudding, and waited for Octavia to either rip my throat out or pass her judgment.
Octavia cut her eyes to Tremaine. “Truth?”
“Of course not!” Tremaine sputtered. “Majesty, nothing of this nature is certain. The problems with the Gates, the issues we’ve had casting hexenrings, they’re almost certainly aberrations that can be fixed.” He jabbed a finger at me. “Besides, I know for a fact this little half-blooded bitch lies as easily as she breathes.”
I glared at him. Nothing he said could touch me now. I’d taken the leap off the cliff, and I’d either fly or fall. Name-calling didn’t matter.
“This ‘half-blooded bitch’ saved my life,” Octavia snapped at Tremaine. “She saved all of Thorn from devastation. Or have you forgotten so quickly the very wheels you set in motion?” She pointed one of her bony fingers at him. “And when you talk of half-bloods, Tremaine, you are talking of the offspring of my dear sister. The loss of whom, as you know, I mourn every day. I look harshly on those who would criticize her.”
“You can’t only take the word of this—” Tremaine started.
“I am the queen!” Octavia jumped from the dais in a fluid motion and advanced on Tremaine, who scuttled backward faster than any bottom-feeding ghoul exposed to light. “And you, while loyal, are nothing more than a servant. Do you understand me, Tremaine? You got Aoife to help us, and therefore you are responsible for what she’s wrought.”
Abruptly, she turned from Tremaine and moved toward me, folding her arms and looking almost conciliatory. I just stayed as still as possible, the way I would have if I’d been faced with a hungry wolf.
“Are you telling me the truth, Aoife?”
I willed my voice not to shake. “Yes.”
“And I suppose,” Octavia said, running one of those talons down my cheek, “that you wish something in return for setting things right.” Before I could jerk away, she moved again, mounting the dais and settling back on her throne. Her movements were so liquid, it was like watching water flow under ice. “Name it, then,” Octavia said, tapping her nails against the bone arms of her throne. “All the knowledge of Fae and Thorn is at your disposal. One thousand years of magic and wisdom. I won’t have it destroyed and sealed off like a tomb. Name your price.”
I shut my eyes. I wanted to sob with relief, but I had a feeling that here, the tears would only freeze against my face. If this didn’t work, I’d likely die. I’d be just another Gateminder who’d played against the Fae and lost.
Strangely, I wasn’t afraid. I knew this was how it had to be, deep down and with certainty. I was more upset that I’d never see Dean again, never get to tell Conrad I was sorry for how our relationship as brother and sister had faltered, never get to thank Archie for trying to protect me, even if he’d done it in the most backward way possible.
I swiped at my eyes and then faced Octavia. “I want the location of the nightmare clock.”
Octavia tilted her head but didn’t speak. For once her face wasn’t impassive, and I got the idea I’d shocked her, if such a thing was possible. “And why, pray,” she said, “does a sweet half-blood girl need such a horrid thing as the dreamer’s great gear?”
“I need it to fix the Gates,” I said. “Stop the leaks, stop the disasters. Tell me how I get there.”
Octavia grinned at me. “You’re the Gateminder, Aoife. You figure it out.”
I did what was anathema to every screaming instinct then. I turned my back on Octavia, on Tremaine, and started to walk. I cringed with every step, waiting for the blow or the bolt of magic, until I reached the door; then I turned around. “I guess we don’t have a deal.”
“Wait a minute,” Octavia said, her voice echoing down the room. “You don’t just get to walk out of here, Aoife. The Fae can find you anywhere. Your blood calls to us.”
She came to me, across the throne room, and I watched her advance the way I imagined a mouse felt watching a hawk swooping down. “You have something I want, it’s true,” she said. “But then, I have something you want. Plus, you’re my prisoner until I say otherwise. So, Aoife, here are my terms.”
She reached into a pocket in her dress and pulled out a photograph. It was a tintype of a human, and I gasped when I saw the face, faded and water stained but so familiar.
“My sister, Nerissa,” said Octavia as I stared at my mother. She was young there, flowers in her hair, far too young to have even met my father yet. “And my terms: The nightmare clock for my blood. Your blood. You and your mother will return to the Thorn Land once you’ve fixed the Gates. I get my sister back, I get my Gateminder, and you get to know you didn’t destroy that filthy, smoke-ridden iron world you insist upon calling home.” She tucked the photograph away again. “It’s a good exchange, Aoife. Take it.”
I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Nerissa …? She was full-blooded Fae? It was possible. She and Octavia had the same narrow faces, the same burning gazes. Octavia was fair and Nerissa was dark, but it was possible … Same father, different mothers? How had I not known from Tremaine that Octavia and Nerissa were related? Because if you had known, you’d never have done as he asked, the maddeningly logical part of me whispered.
Tremaine appeared at Octavia’s shoulder, smirk firmly back in place. “Good effort, Aoife. But your human half is always going to get in the way of striking a true bargain.”
I ignored him. I couldn’t let Tremaine lord it over me that I’d lost again. There were more important factors to consider. I wasn’t leaving Thorn unless Octavia let me—that much was plain. There wasn’t a machine here that I could trick into getting me home. My Weird was useless. Draven would kill Dean, my mother would be devoured by the wreckage of Lovecraft, and the rest of the people I cared about would fall under martial law put in place by the Proctors as the Storm slowly encroached upon the rest of the world. People like Rasputina couldn’t fight back, even with the Crimson Guard’s acceptance of magic. The world would wither and die like poison fruit.
Or I could accept Octavia’s offer, and then nothing would happen to any of them. The same uneasy balance would exist between Proctors and Brotherhood, humans and Fae. The world would go on exactly as it was. All I had to do was take myself out of the equation, agree to become Octavia’s servant and return with my mother. It wasn’t the choice a Gateminder would make, but in that moment, I wasn’t a Gateminder. I was Dean’s love, I was Conrad’s sister, I was Archie and Nerissa’s daughter. I was a half human who cared about the Iron Land even though it was sometimes dark and desperate beyond compare.
Octavia’s voice pulled me back. “Well, Aoife?”
When I thought about it, it wasn’t a hard choice at all. “I won’t fight you,” I said. “You can have me and my Weird, to do with as you like. But the only way you’re getting Nerissa is if you tell me how to find the clock and send me back to do what needs to be done to stabilize the Gates.”
Octavia looked upward, clearly thinking. It was like being regarded by a hungry, unblinking owl. “Very well,” she said at last. “And of course I can trust you, because if you attempt to void our deal, there will be nowhere you can hide from us. Closed Gates, open Gates, we will find you, Aoife Grayson, and we will pick the flesh from your bones if you betray us.”
I raised my chin. Octavia had to think she didn’t scare me, though the opposite was true. If I was going to spend my time in the court of the Winter Queen, it wasn’t going to be as a pet. “You can trust me. Unlike you, I know what that word means.”
Octavia gave another croaking laugh. “Good. As for the nightmare clock, the mad inventor Tesla didn’t just build Gates between physical realms. He started the Storm, and it will end with him.” She snapped her fingers. “Tremaine, take her back to the hexenring.”
He dragged me out of the room, his mouth set in a grim line. I hadn’t seen Tremaine angry often before, but it had always led to explosive results. “I bet you think you’re terribly clever for pulling that little stunt, ratting me out. Rest assured, when you’re back in the fold, I’m going to teach you some manners.”
I jerked my arm from his grasp and stepped into the hexenring on my own. After hearing Octavia’s revelations, after being taken from the Bone Sepulchre, I was worn out. I didn’t have the capacity for any more emotion. “I’ll never be afraid of you again,” I told Tremaine as my body began to separate from my mind, the awful vertigo of magic sinking its claws into me once again. It might not always be true, but after what had happened, I couldn’t let him think he’d won. “I’ve seen what else is out there. You’re nothing.”
Tremaine laughed, throwing his head back. “I’ll be everything to you, Aoife. You’ll see, when you return. If I can’t take the Winter Throne as a regent, then marrying its heir will do nicely.”
I stared at him, feeling a chill when I realized that he’d once again managed to outmaneuver me, but then the magic of the hexenring took me and I was flying. I caught the brief, dreamlike flashes of the other places, dark and light places, bloody places and empty places, before I landed back in the same corridor of the Bone Sepulchre from which I’d left.
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The Machinery of Magic


THE FIRST PERSON to see me was a woman in a smart suit, who screamed loudly and promptly fainted. Girls didn’t appear out of thin air every day, apparently, even in the lair of the Brotherhood of Iron.
Casey came running, followed by Crosley and a few of the men in white. Crosley crouched down, turning my head this way and that, his flabby hands all over me. “What happened? Casey told us the most outlandish story. Are there Fae in the Sepulchre?”
Even in my dizzied state, I knew Crosley couldn’t know what had transpired between Tremaine and me. I still needed Crosley and the Brotherhood’s help, and if he knew the Fae had managed to infiltrate his base, any trust I’d earned would crumble.
“She’s crazy,” I said. “I just fainted. I’m exhausted. All those tests have taken it out of me.”
I cut my gaze to Casey, praying that she’d go along with me. She owed me—she’d been spying on me ever since we’d met. She didn’t say anything, and after a moment Crosley and one of the men in white helped me up. Crosley fussed, dabbing under my bleeding nose with a handkerchief. “I blame myself,” he said. “I’ve pushed you too hard, and you’re such a delicate little thing.”
I leaned against him dramatically and held the kerchief to my nose. “I’m just so tired.” It was harder than anything to act normal for the Brotherhood after what had just happened, but my entire plan relied on it.
“Casey,” Crosley said, handing me off. “Help her to her room, please?”
“Of course, sir,” Casey murmured, putting her arm around me. As we walked away she leaned in close and whispered, “What the hell is going on? Who was that?”
I shook my throbbing head, acutely aware of Crosley watching us retreat down the hall. “Not here. In my room.”
We stumbled in an awkward dance into the room Crosley had had prepared for me the previous evening, where I collapsed on my bunk. Someone had left a tea tray, and Casey poured me a cup. It warmed me up a little, but it couldn’t erase the memory of the cold, fathomless eyes of the Winter Queen boring into mine.
“You look really terrible.” Casey sat on the edge of the bed and pressed her hand to my forehead in a motherly manner. More motherly than Nerissa had ever been, for sure.
Nerissa. I’d promised Octavia we’d both come back. Did Nerissa even remember she was from the Thorn Land? Did she even know her sister’s name?
“Fae will do that to you,” I said. Casey’s face crinkled in alarm.
“I knew I wasn’t imagining things,” she said. “Mr. Crosley said I was, but I knew something had happened to you—that a Fae was in the Bone Sepulchre.” She stood, her braids clanking, echoing her excitement. “Maybe we can still catch him!”
“Casey,” I sighed, irritated at her innocence in matters of the Fae. “Forget it. He’s long gone.”
“But Mr. Crosley will be furious with us if he doesn’t know the truth.…” She worried her lip and sat back down. “What did the Fae do to you? Are you hurt?”
“Not physically,” I said, waving her off. I didn’t want Casey worried about me—I needed her, I realized, and I was going to have to tell her the truth.
As briefly as I could, I outlined what had happened with Tremaine, why he’d come for me and how Octavia had revealed the location of the nightmare clock.
“Tesla built this place,” I finished. “He built the Gates. I need to know what else he might have here—plans nobody ever saw, secret things like the clock he built for the Brotherhood. Then I think I can set everything right.”
Casey stayed quiet, not looking at me, and I grew nervous. “Please don’t think I’m crazy,” I begged. “I’m not. All of this is true, and it’s the only way I know to stop what’s going to happen to the world.”
Casey finally spoke, barely above a whisper. “I told Mr. Crosley when you came here what you’d been doing with your father—practicing your Weird, getting ready to take over as Gateminder. I told him I couldn’t be sure, but I had a feeling you’d run into Proctors in Innsmouth. And you know what he said?”
“What?” I said. My stomach was knotting uncomfortably. Calm down, Aoife. I just had to act innocent of whatever Casey was going to reveal.
“He said to leave you be,” Casey said. “He said that in time, you’d either serve one purpose or another for the Brotherhood. He told me that if you can’t fix what you’ve done, you’ll at least be incentive for Mr. Grayson to come back to the fold.” Casey wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m sorry, I know I should have told you before, but if he ever found out we talked …” She began to shake.
I felt bile creep up my throat, felt the thick, knobby hand of fear grasp my neck. I itched to run back out into the snow, anywhere but here, but I forced myself to remain perfectly still, my body’s only movement the beating of my heart. I would not panic. Would not crack. Everything depended on it.
“Look,” Casey said, “I know what happened in Lovecraft wasn’t your fault. I know how tricky the Fae can be.” She lowered her voice. “I lied to you when I said I’d only seen two. They took my sister, when we were both tiny. They left a creature in her crib, this squalling thing with double rows of teeth and no eyes. I know Crosley and those men can’t possibly understand what they’re dealing with when they make those bargains.” Her mouth quirked. “Besides, I know you, and I know you’re not some simpering pushover. That act didn’t fool me.”
“I’m actually a bit glad of that,” I said, managing a tiny smile. “It’s getting tiresome.”
“So what now?” Casey sighed. “Seems as if we’re over a barrel.”
I rubbed my temples. They ached, like everything else in me ached, including my thoughts. There were so many pieces, so many lies I’d stacked on top of lies, until they threatened to topple and crush me. Well, the lying was over, at least with Casey. I was sick of it anyway, sick nearly to death.
“The nightmare clock,” I said. “My life and yours, and everyone’s, depends on us getting to it.”
Casey nodded. “Okay,” she said. “You need Tesla’s notes and diaries, right?”
“That would be a start,” I agreed. Despite Octavia’s orders, despite Draven’s encroachment and what was sure to be an ugly confrontation, I felt the tiniest grain of hope.
“They don’t exactly trust orphaned errand girls with that kind of information,” Casey said, “but fortunately, I’m no dummy either.” She leaned in and whispered. “Tesla’s private papers are in the locked collection in the library.”
My hope faded again. “I’m guessing that’s not easy to get into.”
Casey shook her head. “Oh, no. Mr. Crosley keeps those books personally guarded by his handpicked men. The last person who tried was your father.”
I sat up in shock. “Seriously? My father?”
“It was awful,” Casey said. “I’ve never seen Mr. Crosley so angry. He threatened to throw Mr. Grayson in the brig, but Miss Crosley intervened, and then the two of them snuck out in the middle of the night. Mr. Crosley hates him,” she said. “Taking his daughter like that.”
The story redoubled my determination. I could succeed where Crosley had foiled my father. Harold Crosley was right—I was going to fix things. But not for his sake. For mine, for my mother’s, for the entire world, innocent and caught in the path of what I’d started when I broke the Gates.
“You get me into the library,” I said. “We can take care of the guards together.”
“He’s got powerful locks on the room too,” Casey said nervously. “And alarms.”
“Don’t worry,” I told her, laying my hand on her shoulder the way Archie had done to me. “I’ll take care of those.”
After Casey left, I changed out of my bloody clothes, into a loose blouse and cigarette pants that had been left folded on my bed. I curled onto my side on the bed, and I opened my satchel. Draven’s compass was still blinking as implacably as ever.
How close was he? Airships as large as the Dire Raven could only fly in the warmest part of the day this close to the North Pole, lest they risk ice building up on their iron parts and weighing them down.
He was coming, though. If Harold Crosley had been the only one we were talking about, I would have been happy to leave him to Draven. Crosley was keeping me prisoner—there was no denying it now. And if I didn’t prove to be a useful weapon, then I’d be bait in a trap for my father. Again.
But if Draven came after the Brotherhood, eventually he’d be led back to my family. He had a vendetta against the Graysons, that much was obvious. I had to find the clock—find it physically, not just in dreams—before he showed up so I wasn’t just a limp body for him to snatch.
The day crept by with agonizing slowness, and I tried to sleep, tried pacing, tried staring at the shimmering ice walls, but nothing worked. I just kept thinking of Octavia and Nerissa. Sisters. I truly hoped my mother wanted to return to the Thorn Land when this was over. But if she had run away from it once, was I returning her to a worse fate than the one she faced now? If she was even alive. And if I could find the clock and make it work.
After the aether lamps had dimmed for the night, Casey unlocked my door and came in. “Mr. Crosley is playing checkers with some of the other brothers. He’ll usually get into the gin and go to bed early.”
I stopped her from turning on the lamp; we couldn’t alert anyone that we were wandering around together. It was cold and silent, just us and the shadows dancing against the ice. “I know you’re scared of him, Casey,” I said. “I can’t thank you enough for trusting me.”
“I’ve seen what you can do,” Casey murmured. “That kind of power shouldn’t be under anyone’s control but your own. And I wasn’t always an orphan. If it were my family, I’d do anything to help them. Anything.”
We walked quickly through the halls, passing only a few other members of the Brotherhood, most of them in nightclothes or just starting their shifts in the mechanics’ bay. No one paid us the slightest bit of attention; we were two faceless girls meekly going on our way.
The library wasn’t locked, although a sign on the door noted that it was closed and would reopen at eight a.m.
We slipped in and Casey stopped me inside the main doors, pointing back through the stacks. The library was massive, shelves curving far over our heads, bolted to the ceiling and the floor, and reading tables every few feet. With the lights off, the library was eerie, shelves crouched like lines of sentinels waiting for the signal to come to life and march forward.
We crept through the stacks, toward a flare of light near the back wall. Every footstep seemed magnified, every breath Casey and I took echoingly loud. But the two guards watching the small iron cage didn’t seem to notice, and I breathed a little easier—that is to say, I breathed.
The two men in white sat on hard metal stools on either side of the cage. One leafed through a magazine and the other dozed, his head tilted back.
Casey looked at me and I examined our options. The men had weapons—short truncheons on their belts—and there could have been more hidden. Can you take one? I mouthed at Casey.
She nodded, knotting her hands into tight, knobby fists. I sucked in a breath. I was shaking. Once I took this step, there was no turning back.
Still, I didn’t hesitate before I called up my Weird and burst the bulb of the aether lamp on the wall next to the guards. A bit of smoke curled, and the scent of burnt paper permeated the air.
I didn’t have any more time to worry. The guards were up, shouting, stumbling into one another, and I saw the flash of Casey’s metal hair decorations as she flew past me and laid the first guard out with a right cross. She fell on the man, kicking him and hitting him, letting out small huffs of rage.
I grabbed my guard by the front of his tunic and used the one fighting move every girl knows: I drove my knee hard into the spot between his legs. The guard buckled and fell, and I hit him once more in the temple to make sure he was out.
Casey was still punching her guard, atop him, her face gleaming with sweat. “Casey!” I hissed, horrified. These men had done nothing to us—they were just obstacles. “Casey, stop!”
She blinked at me, as if she’d forgotten I was there. “Yeah. Sorry,” she said.
I helped her up, watching her wipe blood off her knuckles onto the tail of her shirt. “What happened?” I said softly. The pain on her face echoed in me. “Not just now. I mean, why did you do that?”
She shook her head, not looking at me. I brought a portable aether lamp from one of the tables and turned it on low so I could look into her eyes. Casey remained sullen. “It’s not easy being an orphan the Brotherhood plucks off the street,” she finally said with a sigh. “Any more than it is being a ward that the Lovecraft Proctors get their hands on.”
She didn’t meet my eyes, and I didn’t push the issue. I knew the rage that could boil up when you least expected it. I knew it all too well. “Let’s take a look at these locks,” I suggested.
Casey looked crestfallen. “Mr. Crosley has the only copy of the keys. There’s no way I’m getting my hands on them.”
At least here, I was in my element. I could do something about Casey’s misery. “Good thing I don’t need his keys, then, eh?” I said, placing my hands on the door to the cage. Casey was right—the locks were strong, complicated, not the sort of kid stuff I could break open easily with my Weird.
But it could be done. Was going to be done. I laid my forehead against the iron. I didn’t have much time, and the pressure didn’t help my concentration, but I let the locks speak to me, let my Weird speak to them, allow the meshing of two machines, one ethereal and one iron, to occur.
After a moment, the locks popped open, and Casey gave a small squeak. “I’ll never get used to that,” she explained when I gave her a questioning look. “Closest thing to magic I’ll ever see.”
I thought of my father trying to teach me control back on the beach and felt a small pang. I did want to see him again, to give us a chance to spend more than a few days together, to really be father and daughter.
But for the sake of everything else, I shoved the tightness in my chest aside and pointed into the cage. “I probably shouldn’t spend too much time enclosed in all that iron,” I told Casey. “Can you get the Tesla stuff and bring it out here?”
“Sure can,” she said, seeming relieved to have a task. I looked back at the guards, wondering how we were going to explain them. While Casey collected diaries, blueprints, journals and bound papers, I rooted through the librarian’s desk until I unearthed a flat bottle of whiskey.
Perfect. I upended it over the unconscious guards’ clothes, then left the bottle lying near the outstretched hand of the one Casey had beaten up. Not that whiskey would explain the bruises, but it would at least cast doubt on the story that two grown men had been beaten by two teenage girls—if they admitted such a thing at all.
When Casey had finished stacking a table high with archived documents, I took a seat before them, pulling the aether lamp close while she kept a lookout. I figured I had a few hours at most—the Brotherhood never truly slept, and sooner or later somebody would notice that I wasn’t in my room, nor was Casey in hers. I had to be fast, to focus, even though my mind was still spinning from Tremaine’s visit and felt like it might never stop.
Just think, I cajoled myself. You’re holding the same plans in your hand that were once in Nikola Tesla’s. How many Academy students would crawl over broken glass to do the same? Then again, I doubted most students of engineering realized that when he wasn’t building coils and finding the alternating current, Tesla was building magical devices to keep a race of predatory Fae at bay.
His plans weren’t anything special to look at—his handwriting was precise, his drawings meticulous, but they didn’t glow or catch fire beneath my fingers, as would seem to fit such a portentous occasion. And there were lots of plans and diaries—hundreds at least. Tesla was prolific, and I’d heard that, unlike his competitor Edison, he recorded most ideas, even the wholly impractical ones. “This is going to take forever,” I muttered. Casey shrugged.
“The ones Mr. Crosley thinks are particularly special are bound up in that big blue book,” she said, shoving toward me a ledger that was almost too large for me to turn the pages of. It was full of blueprints, most of them for terrestrial inventions that I’d seen back in Lovecraft—the prototype steam jitney engine, a Tesla coil, an aether feeder that became the system everyone in the world whose home was piped with the stuff was familiar with.
I set the book aside. Crosley’s ego display didn’t interest me. I tried a few of Tesla’s personal journals, and then started looking through loose plans, some folded and faded so that the machines were almost unrecognizable. But the clock wasn’t among them. There were no notes to even indicate Tesla had entertained the idea of such a machine.
I had a terrible sensation in my stomach that I might have gone about this all wrong, but I persisted. The nightmare clock had to be here. For so many reasons.
Casey looked back at me, chewing on her lip. “I can hear people moving around out there. We should probably get going soon.”
“If we do get caught,” I said, opening another bound volume, the paper so decayed the corners turned to dust in my hands, “blame me. Crosley needs me—I’ll be punished less.”
Casey gave me a tentative smile. “Thanks. But I don’t want you punished either.”
I shrugged. “I’m not scared of Harold Crosley. You helped me, now I’ll help you. That’s how it works.”
Casey lowered her eyes. “Maybe in your world. I’m not used to it.”
“What do you …,” I started, but was distracted by the spidery handwriting at the top of the last blueprint in the bound journal. Arctic Gate—Transportive Device for Inter-dimensional Travel, commissioned by Raymond Crosley, 1899.
I felt my mouth drop open in surprise, and I flipped the book around so Casey could see. “There’s a Gate? Here?”
Casey nodded, looking as if she’d done something wrong. “But it never worked right. Mr. Crosley won’t let anyone use it—there’ve been folks who’ve lost limbs and horrible stories about people who got shot out into the vacuum of space and whatnot.” She chewed her lip. “Said it was just a prototype Tesla fiddled with. He locked that whole wing. Nobody goes there.”
I heard Octavia’s whisper. The man who built the Gates. It started with him, and it will end with him.
I carefully tore the blueprint from the book, tucking it under my shirt. My heart was pounding again, but this time it was from excitement and urgency at finally being so close to what I needed. “We’re going there. Right now.”
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Tesla’s Lost Gate


THINGS WERE WAKING up in the Bone Sepulchre as the short day—only a few hours of light, this time of year—got under way. Casey took me to the blocked-off staircase that led to where she said the Gate rested.
This had to be it—not a Gate, but the clock Tesla had conceived. I couldn’t think of anywhere else Tesla could have hidden a doorway into the very dreams of the world. Faulty it might be, but I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.
“Are you sure about this?” Casey whispered as I performed my lock-picking trick again. It hurt more this time. My Weird had been making me suffer more and more with even the smallest exercises. I didn’t know what that heralded—iron madness, fatigue, or something worse—but I had to sit down for a moment and catch my breath when the door sprang open.
“No,” I told Casey, swiping at my bloody nose. “I have no idea if this will work. But I have no other options.”
“I hear you there,” Casey murmured, and then whipped around at the sound of approaching footsteps. “Inside!” she hissed, the fear back in her face. Later, when this was over, when things were back to how they should be, if I still knew her, I needed to ask Casey exactly what the Brotherhood had done to her, why she feared them so much.
They wanted to keep me locked up and use my talents as a weapon, and had tried to do the same to my father, so I doubted her story would be pleasant.
We crouched inside the stairwell, which was icy cold compared to the rest of the Bone Sepulchre, shivering and watching our breath form thunderheads as it escaped our mouths. The footsteps approached, passed and retreated. Casey doubled over, gasping with relief. I looked up, cringing when I saw the broken steps in the ice-covered spiral staircase leading up into nothing. “At least we’re not afraid of heights,” I said.
Casey shoved her hands into her armpits, shivering. I already couldn’t feel my exposed skin. If Crosley didn’t catch us, the Arctic chill might. This wasn’t a cold you could shake off—it could stop your heart, freeze your skin and kill you between one breath and the next. We had to be quick and get back to where it was warm.
Casey and I climbed, clinging to the railing that remained in a few spots. Wood, like metal, would peel the skin off your palms at these temperatures. The steps groaned beneath our weight, the same bone-cracking sound the ice had made around the Oktobriana. It was almost a relief to have a tangible fear, something concrete I could concentrate on rather than Tremaine and Draven. Fear of plummeting to your death was a lot easier to cope with than fear of being exiled to the Thorn Land and having your boyfriend killed.
Casey’s foot slipped through one of the gaping holes in the ice, and she grabbed at me. I grabbed the railing in turn, but the bolts ripped free from the wall. I let out a scream that was choked off when I hit the floor. Casey clung to my leg, dangling in space through one of the concentric holes, as if the floor had been burned away. I felt myself sliding backward and grabbed for a ridge, which mercifully held. I tried to pull us up, gasping. It felt as if I were being ripped apart. My fingers slipped, slicking the ice with blood, and I knew I was going to lose my grip, and then we were going to fall. The thought didn’t make me particularly panicked—it was just a fact, a hard fact.
“Aoife,” Casey gasped. “Don’t let go!”
“You’re going to have to climb over me,” I gritted out. “Use me to get to the next step.”
To Casey’s credit, she didn’t argue. To mine, I didn’t scream when her weight increased exponentially and I felt a sick, wet popping in one of my elbow joints.
Her foot hooked in my belt, and then her weight was off me and her hands were around my tingling wrists, pulling me up by any bit of shirt or skin she could grasp. We both sprawled on the icy floor atop the spiral staircase.
I couldn’t remember when I’d been in more pain. Though, on the bright side, I wasn’t cold any longer.
Once I’d gathered my breath and my wits, I rolled onto my back and looked up at the ceiling. I couldn’t stand just yet, and my arm was on fire, but I was alive, and I decided that for the time being, that was enough.
I saw we were at the top of the Bone Sepulchre, in a spire barely large enough for four people to stand shoulder to shoulder. I poked Casey with my good arm. “Are you all right?”
“More or less,” she panted. “Can’t stop shaking.”
“We’re lying on ice,” I said, and giggled. There was no rationality behind laughing—I was just glad to be alive, even with a busted arm, trapped at the top of a frozen spire. I tried sitting up and found it wasn’t an entirely impossible feat.
The spire room wasn’t polished like the rest of the Bone Sepulchre. The ice was rough here, icicles dripping from the ceiling, as if we were standing inside a pincushion. The walls were covered with black marks, and the floor, when I managed to clamber to my feet, was jagged and uneven.
“This is nuts,” Casey said. “We’re never going to get back down those stairs, and Mr. Crosley will skin me alive for sure.” She looked ready to cry. I held up a hand.
“It’s going to be all right, Casey. With any luck, we won’t have to climb down anywhere.” I hoped, at least. I really didn’t have the faintest idea.
But then I saw Tesla’s Gate. It sat in a corner, almost as if it had been shoved against the wall and forgotten, like unwanted holiday decorations in someone’s attic. Spindly and wholly unlike the Gate the Erlkin had constructed in the Mists, the whole thing rested on three squat legs, like a hat stand. A pair of metal arms arched overhead, a giant circuit connected at the top to a Tesla coil, which was attached in turn to a bulb of aether, sickly opalescent white with age and disuse, that barely moved any longer.
Two dials were attached to either side, just waiting for somebody to activate them, and I shivered, a shiver born not of cold but of pure excitement. This was the experience I’d hoped for, when I’d been holding Tesla’s journals. This connection, across time, to a man who’d envisioned such a thing, such a delicate piece of machinery that had the power to move whole bodies between worlds.
I couldn’t waste any time, I knew. Casey was right—by now, somebody had to have discovered we were both missing from our quarters. I checked for a power source, but the coil was it. I activated it and was rewarded with a spark of electricity before the thing began cycling. I was elated, but Casey shrank back.
“I don’t like the look of that thing,” she said. “Lots of faulty machines back in the Rustworks would kill you if you touched ’em. And that one looks rickety.”
I approached the Gate slowly, reaching out with my Weird. The coil was snapping and the ancient aether was drifting around inside its teardrop-shaped globe, but nothing pricked my Weird. The machine was, for all intents and purposes, alive but dead. It didn’t function, not even a whisper beyond the ions of electricity I could taste on the back of my tongue.
My hopes sank. A faulty Gate I could fix. But one that was simply dead, a lump of iron where a vortex into other worlds should be? I had no idea how to fix that, and my Weird wouldn’t help me if I did.
I tried both dials and was rewarded with electricity writhing across the ground as the Tesla coil released its pent-up energy, but there was still no flutter in the fabric of the space around us. Nothing. My Weird felt nothing. The machine was as dead and cold as the ice field outside.
I wanted to sob, scream, to kick at the Gate until it fractured, but the destruction all around us put me off. At one time or another, the Gate to the dreaming place had worked. I was missing something.
Be smart, Aoife, I told myself. Be an engineer. The Gate had both a power source and enough power in the aether to transform the dimension around us, but what did it lack? What, if I turned in this schematic in an Academy class, would I get marks off for?
Tesla. It began with him, it ends with him. Tesla was the connection. Tesla connected the Iron Land with all the others. Controlled the wild energy of the vortex between worlds. Beat back the Storm he’d caused even as he’d opened us up to unimaginable horrors.
He connected worlds, and his Gate needed a connector. Something to close the circuit that arced energy all around the spire, making Casey shriek with each new bolt, even though the offshoot of the coils was harmless.
“Don’t be frightened,” I told her. Maybe if I said it to someone else, I could take my own advice. It wasn’t very far to step into the rain of castoff electrical charge, to stand myself between the two iron bars that made up the main part of the Gate.
“What are you doing?” Casey shrieked as the coil amped up to a roar. I felt a spark of life in the machine, just the faintest one. I opened my Weird, hoping it wasn’t the last time I would do so.
This time, though, it didn’t hurt at all. It felt as if I’d always been meant to be here, standing in the center of the only Gate to reach past Iron, past Thorn, and directly into the dreams of everyone in every world. This wasn’t a machine I was touching. This was the fabric of reality itself. I nudged gently, and I felt the vortex grip me.
Just one more step.



17

The Dreamer’s Domain


WHEN I STEPPED into the center of the Gate as it came to life, power humming through its every mechanism and rivet, I felt it close around me. The energy snapped off my skin and sent blue streams of electrical fire arcing toward every corner of the small room. “Don’t worry!” I shouted at Casey, who was plastered against the wall, eyes as wide as they would go. “I’ll be all right!”
Of course, I really had no idea. But I didn’t care. My Weird filled my mind, cool and deep as diving into a bottomless pool.
My vision turned into endless light as the coil arced brighter and brighter. The Gate was too powerful, no longer part of me but a tide pulling me under and replacing what made me Aoife with the unrelenting strength of the Weird.
I spread my arms, embracing the ride, feeling electricity arcing from my fingers, my hair, my eyelids. The violet light of the aether whirled around me, obscuring the ice tower, obscuring everything.
The falling sensation gripped me, and it was far stronger than the hexenring or the Gates in the Mists. This was being pulled into a vortex, not transported from place to place.
Fading, the light bleeding away into blackness, I saw the thousand skies above me again and was frozen for a moment before I felt the breath sucked from my lungs and the stars blinked out, one by one, as I passed into unconsciousness.
I felt something brush across my face. Not a hand. Something more like a feather or a cobweb, light and insubstantial as breath on my cheek.
Opening my eyes was a tremendous effort. Everything about me was heavy, most of all my thoughts, which were moving at the pace of sluggish snails.
Was I lying unconscious somewhere, or dead? Was any of this real?
It was my dream, I realized, but tethered to the painfully real, as every part of my body could attest. Above me, I saw a glass ceiling looking out onto a gentle blue sky studded with a few white clouds, delicate as spun sugar. A wind blew them apart and re-formed them into new shapes. Pink sunset blushed at the edges, and for a moment all I could do was stare through the spiderweb cracks in the glass.
“I like this time of day.”
I rolled my head to the left and saw bare white feet surrounded by the hem of a black robe, moth-eaten and nearly gray from wear.
The figure in black was no longer shadowed and covered by illusion and my own mind’s dream projections. His chest was bare, plain black trousers hidden under the robe, which he shrugged off and let fall to the floor. His hair was slicked back from his face, curls gathering at his neck. His eyes were strange, not silver like a Fae’s but white and ever-changing, like smoke under glass. I couldn’t stop looking at him. The dream figure was one of the most beautiful creatures I had ever seen.
“You’re the first person besides me to see it in a very long time,” he said. “It happens in the winters of the worlds, the same sunset all at once, when things are desperate and broken and on the verge of cataclysm everywhere else.”
The sky darkened to blood-red, blood dried to puce, turned to crumpled blue velvet and then darkness, studded with winking stars. The figure sighed. “And it’s over.”
I swallowed. My throat was tight and sore, as if I’d been screaming for hours. My voice, when I found it, was barely a rasp. “Am I dreaming?”
“No,” the figure said sadly. “You’re awake, Aoife.”
Then I’d made it. The Gate had worked. I felt like screaming for joy and sobbing with relief all at once. “I’m … This isn’t my dream?”
“No. You’re here, in the center of all worlds, the place that is not a place,” the figure said. “The real here. The here that can no longer hide under the veil of sleep.”
“I’ve been here before, though, and thought it was real,” I said as the ticking of the great gear reached my ears. I was still unwilling to believe that after all I’d been through, I’d finally done something right. “I’ve dreamed exactly this a lot of times. Standing here and talking to you.”
“I know, but dreaming you’re here isn’t the same,” said the figure. “People dream their way here sometimes, or at least they used to. They put their images up on that glass there, make this place what they want, not what it is when you actually exist in it or when you come to it through a Gate. Except you. You could see most of what was really here in your dreams, but not all. Part of you still saw what you wanted to.” He gestured at the place. “Does it really look anything like you wanted? Now that you’re standing here with your body and not just a fragment of your mind?”
I swiveled around to take in my surroundings from my vantage on the floor. The floor itself was thick with dust and grit, and covered in the skeletons of small birds and mammals, feathers and bones decaying under my hands and feet, which I could feel with the realism of the waking world. It was as if things had been trapped behind the glass of the dome and never escaped. The throne and the great gear so prominent from my nightmares were in reality dilapidated, the seat propped up under one broken leg by thick cloth-bound books, the regalia flag tattered beyond recognition. It blew back and forth in an invisible wind. Actual cobwebs swam from the ceiling in thick banks like rain clouds. The gear itself was rusty, and it ticked with a sonorous groan each time it moved. The air had changed when I stepped through the Gate, was stale and sour and ancient against my face.
In the light, in reality, it was as far from what I’d expected as a true face was from a blurry photograph. I felt crushing disappointment. This place couldn’t help me. Nothing here was more than a poor imitation of my dreams of setting things right.
“You’re disappointed,” the figure stated, as if he could read my mind. I didn’t deny it.
He sighed, moved away from me, and sat at an ornate dining table hidden in a shadowed corner, large enough to seat twenty. A tarnished candelabra was at his elbow, candle wax flowing across the surface. The single chair wobbled under even his slight weight. “It’s been unseen for a long time,” he said. “I used to have a place across every world, even if it was only in people’s dreams. But when they put gates and guards at all the entrances and exits …” He sighed, his breath kicking up some dust from the tabletop. “Those things are broken now. The dreams have stopped coming.”
I flashed on Dean. I sleep tight beside you, princess. Valentina, Cal, my father and even Draven had all made mention that they hadn’t been dreaming.
How could I not have seen it? The broken Gates were fracturing not just all the physical Lands, but the metaphysical one as well. This dream place was drying up. That fact left me with one burning question.
“Why do I still have dreams?”
The figure shrugged, as if the answer should be obvious. “You’re not dreaming when you visit me. You’re touching something you can’t quite grasp. Like the man who built that contraption you used to get here, you can lift the veil, the perceptions put in place by space-time, and you can see the worlds as I see them from here. It’s your gift, both of you.”
“Tesla? Tesla came here?” My voice came out a high squeak, and I felt an impending sense of panic of the worst kind. This was all wrong. My dreams were dreams. Reality was reality. Without that, I might as well be mad.
The figure nodded. “Nikola was a troubled man. A man who thought he was going insane, until his science helped him realize he wasn’t having visions. He had a gift, and where some controlled fire or water or air, he controlled reality itself. His gift was trying to show him what he could do, but unfortunately he never believed that what he’d done was a worthy thing. When he realized that he could use his gift to build those Gates, he thought he’d brought about the end of the world.”
He stood up again as I stared at him slack-jawed, trying to process what he’d just told me, and moved to stand in front of the great gear. The skies outside changed in time with its agonized, rusty ticking, becoming stormy and dark. Lightning arced from place to place, and the ground under my feet vibrated with thunder. I wasn’t scared of what was outside, but I was terrified at the implications of this man’s words.
“He didn’t destroy the world,” I said in a whisper. “The Storm made it a bad place. A hard place. But the Iron Land still exists.” This couldn’t be true. My Weird was machines. It was iron, steam, aether. Gears and wheels, turning in time with my mind.
My Weird was not this, not this power to rend reality. I’d already done enough of that.
But how else to explain how I’d come here? I hadn’t fixed the Gate with my Weird—it hadn’t been broken to begin with. It had come to life at my very presence. Almost as if it had been waiting for me.
I started shaking, and knotted my hands together to hide it. Fixing the Gate in the Bone Sepulchre hadn’t hurt. Not one bit. My Weird usually crushed my brain, compressed and remade it, every time I tried to use it, but this time … this had felt right. I had to consider that the man from my dreams could be right. Maybe machines weren’t my Weird. Maybe manipulating machines was just a side effect. Maybe, really, Tesla and I were the machines, made of bone and blood and magic rather than iron. Machines able to open the doorways between worlds with our thoughts.
It wouldn’t be the strangest thing I’d heard of since I’d left Lovecraft. I looked back at the dream figure. “Tesla wasn’t afraid of the Gates,” I said. “He made them for a reason—he made them to keep people safe. Maybe what grew up around them was bad, the Fae and all the creatures creeping into the Iron Land, but …” I trailed off, frustrated and confused by the whole conversation. I’d come here to make things better and I’d only found more questions.
“It’s not the Gates Tesla was afraid of,” the figure said. “He was afraid of them.” He pointed out at the storm, which billowed across all the skies now, blanketing us in iron-gray violence and bright white lightning. Rain began, spattering patterns across the glass, and every time the lightning flashed, I caught a glimpse of things with blind eyes and long tentacles, writhing and racing and fighting among the clouds, growing closer and closer with every heartbeat, every boom of thunder. I drew back, even though, exposed inside a glass dome, there was nowhere to hide.
“What are they?” I whispered, feeling my shoulder begin to throb with a vengeance the closer the great creatures came. “Who are you?”
“I’m nothing,” the figure said. “I’m everything. Depends on how you look at dreams.” He looked back at me, silhouetted in the lightning. His face was handsome, not young and not old, taut skin over sharp bones, a hawkish nose and those blind eyes that nevertheless stabbed me with a visceral feeling of vulnerability when he turned them on me.
“I think dreams can be real,” I said softly. “In part.”
“Then if I’m real, and they’re real, at least in part, I’m the one who looks after them,” he said. “The king, the keeper, the weaver and the destroyer. There are a lot of names that spin out all across the skies. Some say I’m a trickster and some that I’m a demon. Depends on who you ask.”
“What should I call you?” I said, unable to stare at the skies outside any longer without giving in to the urge to scream. “You know my name. I need yours.” Names had a lot of power, at least with the sort of people I dealt with. It would make me feel a tiny bit more in control if I could name the dream figure, give the darkness substance.
“I don’t have one. I’m just a shadow,” he said. “A shape on your wall, when a little light comes under your door at night. You can call me whatever you like.”
“You remind me of the crows,” I said. “They followed me from place to place, back home. My friend Dean says they’re clever watchers. They see everything. Like you.”
“They’re psychopomps,” said the figure, the same thing Dean had said to me when I’d been frightened of the crows following me in Arkham. “Not agents of mine.” When I cocked my head in confusion, he elaborated. “Psychopomps are the heralds of the dead. They go to and from the Deadlands with souls that have escaped the notice of both Death and the living.” He tilted his face up and frowned in concern as raindrops worked their way through the cracked glass at the apex of the dome. I watched as well, but the glass appeared to hold, so I looked away rather than watch the writhing black shadows beyond.
“I’ll take that name you want to give me,” the figure said. “It’s as good as any.”
“Crow,” I agreed. “You’re bad tempered and squawk like one, anyway.”
Above us, again the great figures clashed and retreated. This storm wasn’t moving, despite the rapid pace at which everything moved here, the endless sunsets, sunrises, storms and clear skies of all the worlds that spun around this place. The thunderheads, and the shadows, were staying still, right overhead. It wasn’t normal, and I looked at the dream figure for confirmation. Crow rubbed his left hand over his right, and I noticed for the first time, in the stark relief of the lightning, that a network of white scars, whiter than the dead-colored skin underneath, webbed his entire body, his face and his eyelids, up to his hairline and down to his fingernails.
“What are they?” I repeated, and pointed upward. I had an idea, but it seemed so fantastical. I’d never believed in the stories of great alien beings who drifted endlessly through space. Worshipped by some, they were forecasted to return someday and restore the wisdom of the cosmos.
I was part Fae, and even I could recognize a fairy tale when I heard one.
“You know what they are,” Crow said, and my heart dropped. He continued, “They travel through space and time, from star to star. They create, they send magic and madness and the spark of invention into the primitive beings they encounter.” He sighed. “But sometimes, they also devour. They can be the beginning of a golden age or the end of everything.” He touched one of the great spiked gears protruding from the floor. The nightmare clock, in the flesh. “The power of my gears keeps them close to me, because I’m protected. I keep them occupied and prevent them from visiting one world too often. There’s always the possibility that it will be a visit of destruction. But you see their children everywhere, in what you call the Iron Land. You have ghouls and things like the Erlkin, yes, but some of those abominations that feed on your flesh don’t come from Thorn and they don’t come from the Erlkin. They creep and crawl and pretend all they’re interested in is food, and little by little they’re paving the way for a return visit from those creatures out there beyond the glass. They journeyed to your world once before, left behind the sort of magic in the human blood that leads to things like the Gates, but this time, this return, I couldn’t guess their motives.”
Crow turned and looked at me full on, and even though his eyes lacked pupils his stare was penetrating. “It takes millions of years for a dead star to send its last light across the cosmos. It’ll take them millions of years to devour the universe, but I believe they’ll do it eventually, Aoife. They came from another place, another wheel and spoke of a world much like ours, where they’ve done the same.” He rubbed his scars harder, the white lines standing out like brands and gradually fading to pink under his nails, as if he were having a reaction to the very idea of the creatures outside.
“Those …” My mouth dropped open, and the confirmation of my fears made me sick and dizzy all over again. “Those are the Great Old Ones. They’re real.”
“Perhaps the realest things in the universe,” said Crow. “And the most unreal as well. They bring a vortex of madness and creation with them, and to power it, they expend enormous energy. So they are always hungry.”
He came to me and offered his hand. I took it with trepidation and then gasped when he yanked me against him. His chest was hard, unyielding as granite. He was warm, though. I was surprised—I expected that a being such as him would be not warm, but cold as outer space. Crow didn’t look as if he should have any blood in him at all, but I stopped struggling when I felt the warmth of his skin. It calmed me, and I had the strangest urge to cling to him.
“I know why you’re here,” he said, lips nearly against my ear. It didn’t feel like a violation, though—it felt as if he was trying to keep me safe. “The same reason Nikola came.” Crow grabbed the back of my neck with his other hand and drew us together so that we shared breath. “You both came here because you both lost something,” he whispered. “And you’re going to use the clock to turn it back and make it right. Nikola tried to turn it back to the time when he was young, before he ever conceived of bending reality to his whim. Before the Gates were even a spark. To avoid the Storm, and all the destruction it caused. I think you’re here for very similar reasons.”
“I have to use it,” I whispered back. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t need it, Crow.” I felt tears slip down my cheeks, warm and wet and alive. “I need it,” I repeated, unable to articulate all the reasons why over my sobbing.
“The clock is what keeps them at bay,” said Crow, turning me to face the writhing shapes outside the glass. “The gears hold power that even they covet, and they’re wise creatures. They fear it a little too. Only the clock. Nothing else.” He let go of me. “That’s how it is.”
“But you don’t know,” I told him. “They could be coming not to devour. You said it yourself.” The Great Old Ones could create as easily as destroy, according to Crow. Who was he to decide that they were only on a mission to end the Iron world?
Crow shook his head, his features less sad now than set, with no way for me to change his mind. “I can’t take that chance, do you understand? I’m not the power I once was, Aoife. Humans don’t believe in dreams as anything but fancies, Fae think they are invincible, and the Erlkin dream only of machines, clanking and steaming and tearing this place apart. Nobody fears me, and nobody believes I truly exist.”
He pressed his forehead against the glass, so close to the things outside that I swore he could have embraced them. I’d never given the Old Ones more than a passing thought. In their way, they were placebos for the sort of people who bought wholeheartedly into Proctor propaganda. Great alien beings, bringers of wisdom and knowledge.
Except the Proctors were wrong. Because Crow was afraid of these vast beings. In my dreams I would have thought nothing could scare Crow. He was ancient, after all. The king of dreams.
I didn’t know how I felt. There was a chance the Old Ones could break free, but there was also a chance they didn’t care about our world at all. Crow was too scared to see clearly, that much was plain. I had to make the choice this time. No Tremaine whispering in my ear, no Draven holding me hostage.
My choice, I realized as I stood at the center of the dome, was the same as it had always been. No choice at all. I had to set right what I’d done. I had to use the clock.
“I need the clock, Crow,” I repeated. “I have to go back and stop myself, find my mother and come back. I have to.”
Crow shook his head, and my panic redoubled. Not now, not when I was so close. “Please,” I whispered. “If I don’t, the world won’t ever recover. It’ll be worse than the Storm.”
“This is all I have left,” Crow muttered. “Protecting the rest of the lands from the Old Ones is all I have. But as long as I exist, as long as the gear turns, this is what I must do.”
I felt fresh hot tears sprout in my eyes. “I’m not like you, Crow. All I have is my family, and Dean, and I need them to be all right.” I made myself move despite my fear of the Old Ones. I went to Crow at the glass and reached out. I touched the very tips of my fingers to his skin. The scars were ridged and warm, and I fought the urge to run my hand over them.
“You’re not special,” he said. “You or Nikola. You’re just a girl, and he was a troubled young man who made terrible mistakes. What gives you the right to unleash the Old Ones just to put right a single error?”
His words were a hammer blow, but I didn’t let myself crumble. “I did something really horrible,” I told him. “But if you’re so worried about protecting the worlds, well—there won’t be a world much longer, not if I don’t stop what I set in motion.”
What I said next would likely decide whether I ever got to touch the nightmare clock or Crow simply shut me out of his domain, as everyone else in the world was slowly closing off from their dreams. “You can’t hold them back, Crow.” I looked up at the things outside, watched their tentacles and their great cloudy eyes rove from sky to sky, world to world, hungry. “They know it too,” I said. “They know you’re weakening every night, every hour, that human and Fae and Erlkin don’t dream. Every minute that the Gates are broken, keeping your dreams from reaching anyone except me.”
I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t for Crow to close the space between us, grab me by the throat and slam the back of my head into the glass hard enough to make tiny cracks. I gasped in pain, my vision blurring and my skull ringing.
“I walked the spheres with gods, you speck of flesh,” Crow growled, his tone no longer soft and measured. “And you call me weak?”
“That’s what I said,” I agreed. “Your only chance is to let me use the clock.”
Crow glared down at me. His features really were beautiful, in the way that something terrible is also beautiful—a silver-plated straight razor, a fireball, or the trapped fury of aether under glass.
“You can’t be happy here,” I continued. “Cut off. Nobody dreaming. It’ll only get worse.”
A small shudder passed through Crow’s narrow shoulders. It could have just been wind, but inside the dome, it was as still as a calm afternoon in midsummer, so I knew I was getting somewhere. “Let me turn it back,” I said. “Or I’ll use my Weird to do it without you.” I could already feel the clock in my mind, as if it had always been there. Maybe it had—I’d touched it in my dreams and it had waited patiently in my subconscious until my brain caught up with what my dreams had always known. Of course, I had no idea if I could manipulate it. That wasn’t my gift, after all. But I had to try.
Crow gave a startled laugh. “Your Weird? You mean the magic trick your blood trots out when your higher brain can’t take it another second and asks the lizard to jump in the driver’s seat? You can’t use that on this. This isn’t a machine. And your Weird is so much more than that. Your mind would break from the strain.”
“Watch me,” I snapped, and pushed. It felt natural, no pain, no struggle and not even any pressure in my skull. I married my mind with the nightmare clock so perfectly it might have been made of flesh, or I of iron.
But nothing happened. The gear ticked on, the storm continued to rumble, and outside the bodies of the Great Old Ones pressed ever closer.
I pushed harder, because it was easy now, and then all at once I was felled by the worst pain I had ever known. Worse than when I’d destroyed the Engine. Worse than when I’d plunged into the icy Erebus River afterward. It was so bad I couldn’t even think of it in terms of my own body; the pain was a separate and distinct being, sharing my skin and filling me to the brim with agony, until it overflowed into a scream.
Flashes. Light. Pictures. A dizzy lanternreel on a torn screen, projecting from the Edison box, out of focus and saturated with blood colors.
My father on his knees, a dark head cradled in his lap. My mother standing in front of great iron walls that run on and on. Cal halfway between a ghoul and a boy, the seam stitched with wire, listening to faraway screams while smoke roils around him.
Crow grabbed me and shook me, and I let go of the clock. The pain stopped, leaving me trembling and soaked in freezing sweat. I felt as if I wanted to throw up, but none of my muscles would respond to do anything more than spasmodically tremble. I had been electrified, and was now burned.
“I warned you,” he said, without a modicum of sympathy. “If you were really good with machines, you’d have me over a barrel, but you’re not. That’s not where your true gift lies.”
He had told me, and I should have listened. Crossing worlds didn’t hurt, but the nightmare clock wasn’t responding to me. Machines had always been a fight, but coming here had felt natural. “I guess …,” I began, but talking hurt. I tried again. “I guess you’ll just have to kill me to stop me, then. Because otherwise I’m not going to stop.”
“I told you,” Crow sighed, using the hem of his robe to blot the blood from my face. “Sacrificing yourself won’t change what you did. You have a gift. You owe it to yourself to try rather than throw yourself on your sword.”
I tried to sit up, but I was too spent, too wrung out. I wanted to scream in frustration. “But I destroyed the Engine,” I croaked.
Crow sat back on his heels. “You can cross worlds, Aoife. Without a Gate, without anything but your own mind. Explain to me how you can have such a gift, believe in it and not believe you can fix this?”
I didn’t have a good answer for him. I just lay there watching the top of the dome, the Old Ones growing larger and closer.
“Machinery and magic in the same mind.” Crow shook his head. “World crossing, right there.” He reached out and ran his thumb along my cheekbone, through the blood. “Amazing. Humans can still surprise me.”
I curled up in a ball, away from him. I wanted to be smaller and smaller, until I disappeared. Having a Weird that Draven and Tremaine would kill for was bad enough. If they, or the Brotherhood, knew what I could truly do, create Gates out of thin air, I’d never be safe again. They would all converge, fight over who got to use me or murder me. Depending on their outlook, I was a savior or a destroyer.
I would never be free, and neither would anyone I cared about.
“I have to …” I sat up, even though it hurt almost as much as trying to manipulate the nightmare clock. “I have to put things right.”
Crow worried his lip and looked at me. His teeth were small and square, not pointed like the ones I’d come to associate with most inhuman things. “I can’t let you,” he said. “The Old Ones—”
“I’ll put them back.” I grabbed his arm and made it fruitless for him to pull away. His forearms, on the insides, were snaked with black marks, ink tracing the scars to form words, though they were in a language I couldn’t decipher. I held on. “You told me I can do it. I can cross worlds. I can make them stop ever coming to you again. I can put them back where they belong, out in the cold, empty space where they can never escape.”
“Nobody knows what I go through, keeping them from the rest of the worlds,” Crow said, looking up. “When they talk, it’s in riddles. To hear their voices would melt your eyes out of their sockets.”
“Then you’ll have to tell me what to do,” I said, holding on to him as he stood up, falling against his hard chest. The warmth of his skin made my cheek flush.
“I don’t think you understand what you’re willing to do,” Crow said. “I don’t think you can.”
“I think you want things to be set right as badly as I do,” I said. “I think you’re scared of those things.”
“If you fail,” Crow said, “you’re going to set them loose. On everything. The Gates and what’s happening to the Iron Land will be a tiny dot of misery on history’s time line of pain if they’re allowed.”
“That’s a chance I’ll take,” I said. I could do it. I had to. In the back of my mind, I recognized the same sort of desperation that made people in Lovecraft do insane, suicidal things like hurl firebombs at Ravenhouse and attack Proctors in gangs, dragging them off to be hanged from old machine skeletons in the Rustworks.
And I didn’t care. I would get what I needed from Crow.
“Even if I have faith you can deliver on your promise,” Crow told me, “you would have to face the clock. And it’s not a clock, not really. It’s a vessel holding in the past and the future and the dreams that tie them together.” He held up his palm, bloody from where he’d touched me. “That’s what it is, when you look into the heart of it. The nightmares of everyone you love. A machine made of bad dreams that you must walk through to use the clock. Nobody can weather that storm, I don’t think. Not Tesla. Not even you.”
I pressed my palm against his, taking the blood back onto my own skin. “I can,” I said. I didn’t even bother to hope Crow couldn’t see the lie. He had known what I’d say before the words left my tongue. But at last, to the greatest relief I’d ever felt, he pretended to believe me, and folded his fingers over mine.
“Then so be it.”
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The Nightmare Machine


TOUCHING THE NIGHTMARE clock didn’t hurt this time; it just took up residence in my mind as surely and swiftly as a thought. There was no sensation of falling, no pulling apart as vast mathematical distances compressed like accordioned paper to accommodate my body.
I was simply there, in another place, as if I’d fallen asleep and forgotten where I was.
Crow stood next to me, looking singularly unhappy. “How long this lasts is up to you,” he said. “The clock is a harsh master. I’ll be here, but I can’t interfere. If you can weather the machine grinding your mind, you may use it. But you won’t.”
I didn’t argue. I had no idea what was coming, except that it wasn’t going to be pleasant.
Crow looked around at where we were, which was nowhere special. We stood on a brick sidewalk in front of a blue house, shutters sagging and paint a thing more of memory than of fact. “You know this place?”
“Yes,” I said, feeling a hard lump in my chest. I did know it, too well. Here, I was eight years old. Here, in our first care-home, Conrad and I were in a dark closet, sitting with our knees pulled to our chests, smelling musty winter coats. Here, we were locked in, because we’d been bad.
Not bad. Evil. That was the word our care-mother had used. She thought it would be worse for Conrad to see me punished, because I cried all the time. Our care-mother thought I was a brat.
But I knew the closet was worse for Conrad. He hated small spaces. He had gotten himself stuck in a dumbwaiter in our old flat once and nearly stopped breathing before the landlord fished him out and returned him to our garret. My mother had barely noticed he’d been gone at all, lost as she was in her fancies.
That had been the beginning of the end. The landlord called the care-workers. The care-workers called the Proctors. The Proctors took her away.
Conrad would shift next to me in the dark during those times, and I would hear choked breathing. I would pretend he wasn’t silently sobbing into his knees. I’d squeeze whatever part of his arm I could find in the dark and whisper it’d be okay.
It wasn’t okay, for months. Finally our neighbor noticed we were rail thin and still wearing the same clothes we’d arrived in. We were rushed out, to another care-home, which I now knew was because Archie was trying to make sure we were all right while he was off with the Fae, chasing the specter of harmony of a world without Proctors. He’d greased the Lovecraft care-workers well enough that if we were being abused in any flagrant way, we got moved to a new care-home and never got separated.
But for those months, there was the closet. I didn’t mind it after a while. At least we were out of our care-mother’s sight, and even if we had to sleep in there, she didn’t bother us.
Conrad, though, stopped sleeping, stopped eating, jumped at every sound. He thinned out in more ways than physically, and spent long patches of time just staring at things like the aethervox or the hole in the front hall carpet, waiting. Waiting for the next time he’d go up into the hot darkness and be locked in.
And in his nightmare, I was right there with him.
Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t see. Couldn’t tell my sister it was going to be all right. I was weak. That horrible fat woman made me weak, no matter how hard I tried to stand and be the man of the family. I wanted to grab the scissors she used to chop off all of Aoife’s hair and jam them into her fat back so far they disappeared, up to their pearl-handled hilt.
“No!” I screamed, Conrad’s anger feeling like acid in my guts and throat.
His claustrophobic rage was like a tide, and I swam away from it, trying to define my own memories of that horrible house. It didn’t help much, but the thing did begin to crumble, collapsing on its foundation like I hoped it had years ago.
Then it was over and we were gone, and in an entirely new kind of darkness. This one was alive, rustling, stinking of wet dog. Old sewer pipes dripped above me, water landing on the back of my hand, brackish and black like blood in a no-color lanternreel.
This dream I didn’t recognize from my real life, but I knew who it had to be and I didn’t want to have to see it.
Cal watched as light appeared, half in and half out of his ghoul shape.
The light was carried by a girl, plump and buxom, with rosy cheeks and bouncing curls. Bethina stopped and looked at him, and her pretty face crinkled in disgust.
“I…,” Cal rasped, but all that came out was the ghoul voice, his true voice, and Bethina screamed.
As I occupied his view in the dream, I saw what he wanted to tell her, so badly it ached. He wanted to tell her, and knew he never could, that eventually he’d either break her heart or reveal himself as a monster, to her disgust and terror.
“Bastard!” Bethina shrieked, and all around her Cal’s nest came to life, ghouls pawing and clawing at her, tearing her clothes. I choked, doubling over, but the air of the sewer wasn’t any better and I couldn’t breathe.
“I want you …,” Cal croaked, and then he couldn’t speak. I want you to see me, he’d tried to say, but it was an obscene parody of that, and Bethina dropped her lantern, the aether globe shattering open.
“Burn!” she screamed. “Right to cinders!”
The fire caught impossibly fast. Smoke filled the tunnel, obscuring Bethina, who sobbed, naked and covered in soot. Cal listened to the screams of his nest dying, Bethina crying, choking on smoke, and he couldn’t move.
I couldn’t either, tied to his mind until the horrible recurring nightmare played itself out. I couldn’t push on from this. This wasn’t memory, this was pure overwhelming fear manifesting itself like poison in Cal’s subconscious. His senses made it visceral, until I was screaming too, and then choking, until I thought I was going to pass out.
When the smoke cleared, Crow and I were someplace much worse.
I recognized the flat where Conrad and I had last lived with Nerissa. It hadn’t been in a good part of town, sitting on the edge of the Rustworks near South Lovecraft Station. Conrad slept on the sofa, and I slept on a small Murphy bed that came out of the sitting room wall. It might once have been an ironing board, but it was just the right size for an eight-year-old girl.
I wasn’t inside the flat, however, but rather was looking at it from the outside, up at the yellow glow of the window, since the building was so old that it didn’t have an aether feed, just oil lamps that coated everything we owned with a fine layer of soot.
A shape passed in front of the glass, then another. Boy and girl, racing back and forth, yelling in some sort of made-up contest.
“Archie.” The view rolled to the left, and I saw a younger Harold Crosley. Gray still shot through his white hair, and he carried considerably less weight in his jowls. “We need to keep moving,” Crosley said. “Patrols are tighter than ever.”
Archie waved his hand, his breath steaming in the cold. “In a minute.”
“Now,” Crosley insisted. “We can’t stand staring up at a window forever, Grayson.”
Archie rounded on Crosley. “That’s my family in there, Harold.” He ignored Crosley’s huff of irritation and turned back to the window. He stared intently, all his attention on the children inside, hearing them laugh through the thin single-paned glass.
The sense of loss as he stared at the window was so intense, so profound, that I felt myself starting to weep. It was the opposite of being full—when Archie looked up at our flat, he was totally empty. He felt so far from us he might as well have been on the opposite side of the globe.
He knew he had to protect us from the silver-tongued, sharp-toothed Fae. Knew that for that reason, he could never be with us. Must never draw attention to his family. Never expose them to danger.
Nerissa came to the window. She was too thin, her hair lank, her cheeks flushed and feverish. She wouldn’t last much longer here in Lovecraft, Archie knew. I could feel the bank book he carried with him everywhere, an account left over from when his father was alive, secret from the Brotherhood. It wasn’t much, in the scheme of the Grayson family’s formerly vast wealth, but it would be enough to pay off the right city officials to make sure his children were safe.
Archie knew in that moment that he would have chucked his upbringing, his travels to the four corners of the globe, his massive house in Arkham and all the fine things within, to be able to go up the stairs, open the door and sweep Conrad and Aoife into his arms. To kiss Nerissa’s too-warm forehead and tell her it was all going to be all right.
But he couldn’t, so he turned his back on the flat and followed Howard Crosley, pretending it was only the icy winter wind that had caused the moisture in his eyes.
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The Gears of All Things


AND THEN I was back in my own head. I was on my knees in Crow’s space, at the heart of all things. I was sobbing, my face soaked, and I was trembling. I’d known the dreams would be bad, but I’d never expected the darkest hearts of everyone I cared about to be marched across my mind.
Outside the dome, there was no sky around me now, none of the endless worlds. The places I’d seen, the nightmares of Conrad and Cal and Archie, whirled around me instead, and beyond them, I saw a thin pinpoint of yellow light, like a candle bobbing above the black waters of a river leading away into a secret place.
I knew on some level that I wasn’t really hearing the voice that came out of the dark; rather, it had planted itself deep in my mind, where my Weird came from, where the memories of my oldest ancestors were stored.
Did you dream the Old Ones whispered.
“Yes,” I whispered.
We have dreamed. We have dreamed stars and suns. The before time and the after time. Dreamed your world into being.
“I want you to turn it back,” I said. “Stop all this from ever having happened. Stop me from having met Tremaine, having destroyed the Engine, all of it.”
Is that what you truly wish? the voices hissed, like the burn of steam against my mind. The before time of blood and entrapment? We are trapped. We are trapped so long, dreaming.
Crow stood next to me, staring at the pinpoint as it grew larger and larger, and I saw all at once that it wasn’t a light but an eye, nearly as large as the dome itself, staring down at us from a fathomless distance. The Old Ones, linked inexorably with the nightmare clock. Now that I’d found its heart, they were speaking to me, letting me know what would happen if I turned the thing keeping them prisoner to my own use.
“I want what I did to have never happened,” I repeated.
But the world is bleeding, the voice replied. And the flow can never be stanched. You are a destroyer, and even the great gear of the worlds cannot turn back what has already been done.
My mouth dropped open in shock and anger. “No. I stood up to those horrible things I had to see. Now I get to use the clock.”
Who are you to change the course of history? the Old Ones whispered. You have torn the world. For that there is no cure. Not in your lands, and not in this device. Some things cannot be unmade, Aoife Grayson. Some things simply are.
I snapped my gaze to Crow, furious and unbelieving. “You lied to me,” I snarled.
Crow spread his hands, helpless. “I told you the clock can’t simply turn time around. I thought maybe it would work for you, but there are some things nothing on earth or in the heavens can move, Aoife. The clock can’t undo time and knit the past back together—not like Tesla thought, like he told others it could. But maybe it can set things differently, allow you to see things in a new light.” He took my hand, even though I fought him. My skin was ice. I could feel the clock as a part of me, and saw that Crow and I were both limbs of a greater organism, while below us the Great Old Ones churned, a sea of things so ancient they didn’t even feel alive, only constant and cold, like the stars they traveled.
“Your life before,” Crow whispered. “Was that really a life you wanted? The world was sick long before the Gates shattered, Aoife.” He ran his free thumb down my cheek. “You can’t go back. You can go forward, though.”
Ever onward through the cold of space, the voices agreed, tickling my mind.
I realized that ever since I’d learned about the nightmare clock, I hadn’t really been meaning to reset the world. I’d really just wanted to make things with my mother okay. Crow was right—the Proctors, the Brotherhood and their war had broken it long before I’d ever been born. Tremaine and his trick of forcing me to open the Gates were merely symptoms, not problems. And as long as the worlds sat side by side, bleeding into one another, the boundaries slowly fracturing, no mere mortal was going to be able to change a damn thing.
There would always be Fae to entice mortals; there would always be mortals to protect those who couldn’t resist the temptation, mortals like my father.
There was only one mistake I was directly responsible for, and only one I could set right, because of that.
You know your heart’s blood and your heart’s desire, the Great Old Ones intoned. You know what you have allowed to slip through your fingers.
“My mother,” I whispered.
Lost little lamb, the Old Ones hissed. Changeling child, fragile as glass.
“I want my mother back,” I said to Crow. “I left her behind,” I said. “I should have made sure she was all right.”
Then the great gear is yours, said the voices. Let us go. Let us free, let us roam and devour the four corners of the universe, and all you desire can be yours, not just your mother.
When I reached out to touch the nightmare clock, it didn’t hurt at all. I felt the gears turn smoothly, erasing something from one world while they drew something from another.
The pressure in my mind finally eased and the voices disappeared.
I had gotten my wish.
And in the process, I had set the Old Ones free.
When I came back to myself in the spire of the Bone Sepulchre, Casey was shaking me frantically. The Gate had shut off, leaving just a hum to indicate it had ever been alive. From far below, sirens whooped.
I couldn’t process anything beyond blinding pain, so I rolled onto my side and vomited. Casey pointed out the window and shouted something I couldn’t hear over the roaring in my head.
Had I really seen any of what I thought I’d seen in Crow’s realm? Had I done anything at all besides pass out and throw up?
“I said, we gotta run!” Casey shouted. I managed to pull myself together and follow her gaze, and when I saw what had her in such a panic I was truly back in reality, cold and hard as the ice around me.
A black blot appeared against the white of the horizon as I watched from the tower window, wobbling and wavering against the last of the light, dipping dangerously close to the white wasteland below as it struggled against the extra weight of ice.
Reflected light from the glacier caught the blob, and it grew a shape: the slim, sharp hull of a dirigible. I stared, hoping that I was wrong.
The dying sun illuminated the black wings on the balloon, and my heart sank through the floor.
The Dire Raven had found me.
I watched them land from the tower. Draven’s shock troops were well outfitted for winter, and they didn’t meet much resistance from the Brotherhood. I heard them yelling, the Brotherhood screaming, the sizzle of Draven’s guns. I waited. He’d find me soon enough. I didn’t want to put up any overt resistance. Not until I knew Dean was all right.
“What are we going to do?” Casey whispered, crouched next to me at the window.
I sat, wrapping my arms around my knees to keep warm. “Wait,” I said. “Trust me, Draven wants me alive.”
While we listened to the Proctors make their inexorable way toward us, I thought about what I’d seen inside the nightmare clock. Could Crow have been right? Could Tesla and I have shared a gift, to bend reality rather than machines? Could he have gone through the same trials I had, when he made the Storm in the first place?
Had anything I’d done actually helped Nerissa?
Casey looked up, alarmed, as footsteps crunched toward us, spiked boots eating chunks out of the ice steps, grappling hooks that they’d no doubt used to mount the tower hanging from their belts. The half-dozen Proctors who appeared in the tower entrance covered us with their guns. They were coated in snow.
“Hands up!” one barked.
I didn’t move. Just waited. I was so numb and exhausted that I wasn’t scared.
“Hands up!” the Proctor screamed. “Or we shoot!”
“Knock it off.” Draven’s voice was muffled by the wool mask over his face. It hid everything but his eyes, turning him into the dark figure of nightmares that so many people in Lovecraft thought he was. “She’s no threat to you,” he told the Proctors. “Not while I’ve got her precious Dean.”
He snapped his fingers and the Proctors lowered their guns. “Go help with prisoner counting and transport,” he said. “Anyone puts up a fight, shoot them.”
“We can’t take off until it warms up again, sir,” said the lead Proctor. “The Raven will freeze up and we’ll crash from the extra weight.”
“Thank you so, so much for educating me on the laws of physics, Agent McGuire,” said Draven. “Now get the hell out.”
The Proctors filed out, using their hooks one by one to rappel past the gaps in the stairs. Draven glanced around the tower, then lifted his mask up and grinned at me. “You’re such a good spy, Aoife. That guileless little face and those big green eyes of yours. I bet I could send you into the headquarters of the Crimson Guard in Moscow and you’d have them eating out of your hands.”
“Where’s Dean?” I snapped.
“Now, that’s not very civil,” Draven said. “I’m trying to pay you a compliment and all you care about is your little greaser friend.”
I clenched my jaw, fighting not to scream. “I did everything you said. To the letter. You found the Brotherhood. Now tell me where Dean is, and let him go.”
Draven gestured to the ice where the Dire Raven sat. “He’s on board. I haven’t harmed one Brylcreemed hair on his precious little head.” He took off his gloves and smacked them together. “But by all means, say the word and I’ll throw him out onto the ice. It’s only about thirty-five below out there. He’ll have a good ten minutes before he starts to lose fingers and toes.”
“You’re a bastard,” I told him.
Draven smiled at me. “I’d be careful how you toss that term around. I both knew my father and know that I come from a wedlock. Can’t really say the same for you.”
He looked at the Gate, kicked at the iron arch. “One of Tesla’s science projects? Pathetic.” He edged closer, his boots treading on the copper and crushing the outer border of the Gate. “You know what you and that rabble-rouser Tesla will be remembered as? When the Brotherhood of Iron works for me? The name Aoife Grayson will be a new fairy tale, one parents tell their daughters when they stray off the path and think that they can change the world.”
He took another step toward us, then planted his feet. “I’m going to take you from here, Aoife, and I’m going to put you in an iron box, where you can never, ever hurt anyone else. You’ll think I’m a monster, but what I really am is a man. A normal man, without any gifts, a man who protects his world and the people in it by any means necessary. I thought in Innsmouth we could come to an understanding, but that blood of yours will always betray you.” Another step.
“Fine,” I said. “But I’m through letting you threaten the decent people, who don’t know the truth.”
He sneered at me. “You think you’re meant to stop me, be a heroine who casts aside the darkness? You’re the opposite. It’s you who is the bringer of darkness and damnation, Aoife, and I’m the cleansing fire.”
His hands flashed out and one closed around my arm, the other around Casey’s. “Now you come with me. We’re going to put you where I should have in the first place.”
Casey stared at me with panicked eyes, but I shook my head. Draven had found the Brotherhood, but he hadn’t found the truth, and the sooner we got out of this room, the better. Before he realized how close he was to the unimaginable power he craved.
We made our way to the ground, where two Proctors thrust us into our cold-weather gear. Casey was shuffled off with the other line of prisoners. I caught sight of Crosley, the side of his head bleeding red droplets onto the ice, handcuffed in a row of men waiting to board the Dire Raven. He glared at me as I passed by under Draven’s protection. “I hope you’re happy,” he snapped. “I know you brought him here. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.”
“I’m not remotely happy,” I told him, and meant it. Draven huffed and pulled me along.
“You’re about to get unhappier still,” Draven said. “And believe me, the only reason you aren’t shackled with the rest of them is because you agreed to help me.”
We rounded the corner of the dirigible, and my heartbeat picked up. I had one chance to get away from Draven, one chance to hope that I hadn’t accepted his vile compass and doomed everyone in the Brotherhood for nothing.
I’d visited the nightmare clock. I’d done what I’d come back to the Iron Land to do. Now where the hell was he? He’d always had a flair for the dramatic.
Draven pounded on the hull, and a black-clad Proctor slid open a small hatch, extending a set of steps that I guessed ran straight to Draven’s personal quarters. The Proctor shivered in the harsh wind sweeping across the glacier. “W-w-welcome back, sir.”
Draven reached back to pull me inside, and I decided all was lost, just before the vertigo gripped me and I fell to my knees.
Another gust blew snow across my eyes, and when they cleared, Tremaine stood before me. “Aoife …,” he started, and then his eyes fell on Draven and the gaping Proctor. “Oh.”
I stayed still, watching. Waiting to see what would happen. Draven stared, absolutely still, as did Tremaine. The Proctor was the first to move. He raised his rifle and aimed it at Tremaine, but the Fae was too quick. I watched, almost awed at his fluid movements as his silver knife slipped from its hiding place in his sleeve. He ducked behind the Proctor and drew the knife soundlessly across his throat.
The man dropped to the snow, a fan of crimson spreading from under his body and freezing on the ice. I stared, shrinking away from the corpse. Tremaine’s savagery always came as a shock—his face was so beautiful, you couldn’t see the cruelty in it until you looked into his eyes.
Draven raised his chin. “Am I supposed to be afraid of you, silver-blooded freak?”
“I don’t know,” Tremaine said with a grin. “Are you a smart man or a stupid one, human?” He wiped his knife on his sleeve, twice, and tucked it back into his sheath.
“Oh, come on, Draven,” I said, sensing my opening. “Surely you’re not going to let this Fae get away with that. After all …” I looked to Tremaine, hoping he’d pick up my cue. “The Head of the Proctors would never be worried by one Fae.”
Tremaine grinned at that, thin and cruel. “Oh,” he said. “So clever, Aoife, well done.”
Draven pulled his pistol, but it was already a losing proposition. The Fae was faster, stronger, angrier, and I watched the same way you’d watch a frog strike a fly. Tremaine pulled Draven close, disarmed him with a wet cracking sound in his wrist and spun him around, front to back. “I think we’re going to have a fine time together, Grey Draven,” he hissed. “My queen will be so pleased to meet you.”
“No.…” I watched Draven struggle, all the color draining from his face. “No, you can’t.…”
“See?” I told him. “I told you I wouldn’t help you. You should listen to me, Draven.” I stepped closer, looked into his eyes. “Maybe you’ll actually stay alive for more than a few minutes when I see you in the Thorn Land.”
Tremaine laughed when I stepped back from Draven, showing every one of his pointed teeth. “You’re more Fae than you admit, Aoife. And pursuant to that, you’d better get moving.” He gestured at the Dire Raven. “Go south and find your mother. The two of you belong at home.” He pointed to the sky, and far off, I saw a great blackness surrounded by a crimson corona, as if a blot had appeared on the surface of the faint Arctic sun.
The Old Ones. I hadn’t expected what I’d done. But I was also elated as I watched the tiny black dot in the sky. That meant the clock had worked. Somewhere, my mother was safe.
I looked back at Tremaine. “I told you, you’ll get us when I’m finished.” I could see from his frown this wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but I didn’t care. Everything Crow had said had been true. I did matter. I had the gift of the Gates, and all that implied. And it was a truth as vast as the encroaching objects in the sky, a truth that I was going to need time, possibly all the time I had left, to accept.
Now, however, I had to find Dean.
Tremaine dragged Draven back into the swirling vortex of magic that led to the Thorn Land, but I didn’t stay to watch. I didn’t need to be told twice that I’d made a miraculous escape from Draven. Feeling the soft whump of displaced air as Tremaine used the hexenring, I ran through Draven’s quarters toward the bowels of the ship, toward the cell where I’d last seen Dean.
Draven had gotten what he deserved. I didn’t feel sorry for him, and I never would.
“Aoife?” Dean stuck his hands through the bars when he saw me, and I ran up to him, clasping them in mine. “Hell, I thought I might never see you again,” he said.
“Course you would,” I said. “Don’t be silly.”
“I’d try for a snappy comeback, but I’ve waited long enough,” Dean said, and pulled me to him, kissing me through the bars. I took my time, the relief at seeing him alive and well making me feel like a puppet with its strings cut.
“You’re freezing,” I said when we finally broke apart.
“Funny, what with this being the Arctic and all,” Dean said. I searched the small brig until I found a spare set of keys for the cells, and a pair of mittens, goggles and a coat for Dean. He raised an eyebrow when I unlocked the cell.
“No magic tricks?” he asked.
I shook my head, tucking the keys into my coat. “It’s a long story. I can’t do the things I used to.” At least, not without possibly scrambling my brains like an egg, and that was a chance I’d be just as content not to take.
“Are you all right?” Dean said, staring at me anxiously until he pulled down the goggles over his eyes and obscured his gaze behind reflective glass.
“I think I am, actually,” I said, and reached out to take his mittened hand. I didn’t know how we were going to get home, and I didn’t know what we’d find when we got there, but for once I’d done something right.
“Good,” Dean said. “Can we please get the hell out of here? I’ve been in that cell for days.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I think that’s probably a good idea.”
Dean flicked a glance at the sky when we were outside. “You hear that? The droning? It’s been going on for a while now.” He turned his eyes back to me. “What in stars is going on here, Aoife?”
“I’ll tell you everything, I promise,” I said. “As soon as we’re away from here.” When the sun came up, the Dire Raven could probably fly. Probably. It was a big ship, and getting enough lift in the freezing air would be a trick. I wasn’t too worried about the remaining Proctors. Whoever was still alive would just be grateful to be headed away from this terrible, barren place and away from the slowly spreading stain in the sky. I would be, if I were them.
“Not soon enough for me,” Dean said, and shivered. I tugged at him.
“Come on. Let’s at least get back inside the ship, until it’s warm enough to try and fly out of here.”
“Right behind you,” Dean said. “Just glad to be breathing free air again.”
Nobody in the prisoner line paid us much attention, nor did the Proctors, who were all running around trying to find Draven. Good luck on that one, I thought, not without happiness. The Iron Land was a better place without Grey Draven in it.
Harold Crosley saw me again, pointed at the sky with his shackled hands and screamed, “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You stupid girl! You’ve killed the world! All the worlds!”
It happened so fast that I wouldn’t have had time to react, even if I’d known what was coming. I played it over and over in my head during the next few days, but I could never find any other conclusion.
Crosley snatched a gun from a nearby Proctor with his manacled hands. He aimed at me, screaming wordlessly. A weight hit me from the side, throwing me down onto the ice, and there was a blinding green flash as the pistol spoke. I screamed, thinking I’d been shot, but when I looked down expecting a burnt hole in my guts, there was just my dingy white coat, my mittened hands clutching the fabric.
“No …,” I whispered, looking to Dean.
He said, “Aoife,” and I turned to see him fall, not all at once but first to his knees, and then to a curious, folded position, his mittens pressed against a dark, wet spot on his stomach. I screamed again, and kept screaming as I rushed to him and tried to cradle his head. Behind us, the Proctors disarmed Crosley and beat him savagely with their truncheons, but it didn’t matter. Dean was still bleeding, and I was still screaming.
Dean coughed, a small sound against the wind, and I pushed his goggles up before pulling off my mitten with my teeth to stanch the bleeding. Dean had gone white, and a thin line of blood so dark it was nearly black dribbled from the corner of his mouth.
“You’ll be all right,” I said desperately. He had to be. Had to be all right, despite the ghostliness of his features and the blood that had made his parka sodden and was now spreading into the snow around us. I started to unzip my own coat as he shivered, his teeth rattling.
He stopped me, squeezing my wrist. “Don’t,” he whispered.
“Don’t be silly,” I said. “I’ll get you back on the Dire Raven and everything will be fine.”
Dean swallowed and tried to smile, but he was shivering too much. “Don’t think so,” he muttered. “Not this time.”
“Dean …” My face was hot despite the icy wind, and my eyes were wet. Dean couldn’t be mortally wounded. My mind wouldn’t accept it, even as the evidence stained the snow under my knees. “Don’t leave me,” I begged.
“Sorry, princess,” Dean whispered. “Looks like this is the end of the line.”
“No,” I whimpered, feeling gut-shot myself. “No.…”
“It’s not so bad,” Dean murmured, his face going slack. “It doesn’t hurt. Doesn’t really feel … like anything.”
“You’re cold,” I insisted, my mind flying a thousand miles an hour. He was cold. I had to get him warm. If I could just get him warm it would be all right. “I have to get you inside.”
“No,” Dean said, fumbling to get my bloody mitten back on my already numb hand. “Don’t waste your strength … on me. I’m not going any farther. Aoife …” He struggled with his own mitten until I pulled it off, and he put his hand against my face. “Aoife … I don’t want you to think this is your fault.…”
“It is,” I said. I was crying in earnest, and could feel the glassy half-frozen tears sliding down my cheeks. “If you hadn’t pushed me—”
“No,” Dean said forcefully. “You make your own luck in this life, Aoife, and my luck was to be here with you.” He brushed away the tears with his thumb. “I love you, Aoife Grayson, and that’s what I want you to remember. The rest …” He coughed again, and more blood trailed down his chin. “The rest doesn’t matter one good damn.”
“Things can’t end this way,” I said, although all the desperation had run out of me. I wasn’t very good at lying to myself, when it came down to it. Dean’s eyelids fluttered, and his hand dropped away from me.
“Just say it back to me,” he said. “Even if it’s not true.”
I grabbed up his hand again and pressed it against my lips. “It is true,” I whispered. “It is, Dean.” It was painful to voice, but I figured I’d always known Dean was it. Dean was for good. He deserved everything I had to give him, so I did the best thing I could think of to do. After the truth, I told him one more lie.
“It’s going to be all right, Dean,” I whispered. He looked up at me, and I could see that he knew. He squeezed my fingers once with his, light and fast, like a heartbeat.
“Yeah,” he whispered. “It is, isn’t it?”
Dean’s eyes slid closed, and he stilled. He didn’t go limp or convulse, he just went perfectly still, and except for the red stain still spreading beneath us, he could have been part of the ice.
I bent my head over his chest and sobbed until it felt as if my lungs were frozen, and then I too went still. I couldn’t have moved even if I’d wanted to. I stayed where I was, clutching Dean until ice had grown on my exposed skin, and I would have stayed there until I was completely frozen, while the Proctors loaded the prisoners and ignored one dead boy and one frozen girl, probably thinking her dead as well.
She might as well have been. After a time, the Dire Raven took off, and my hope of escape along with it, and I still didn’t care. Dean was here, and I couldn’t leave him. I’d failed him, just as I’d failed Nerissa the last time I’d tried to do what I thought was right and destroyed the Engine. I’d tried to save everyone, and I’d saved nobody, nobody in this entire world.
I would have stayed crouched in the snow until I did freeze to death, except that after it had grown dark, a spotlight framed me as turbines whirred above my head, and an airship blotted out the aurora borealis as they danced above me, wild and free.
Ladders lowered and two figures dropped down, the crampons on their boots throwing up spikes of ice. One of them raised his goggles and I saw my father’s eyes. I stared back numbly. How had he found me? Why did it matter to him whether I lived or died? I was worthless to his cause now.
“Aoife!” he shouted, above the wind and the whirr of the Munin’s engines. He came and crouched by me, his breath hot on my ear. “Thank stone you’re all right. When Conrad told me what you’d done …” He saw who I held, and trailed off. “Oh, gods.” He felt for Dean’s pulse beneath his coat, and then he gently put his hands over mine. “Aoife, you have to let go now,” he told me. “Let him go and we’ll take care of him.”
I knew that I couldn’t let go of Dean, but I was so cold and weak I couldn’t resist as Archie hauled me to my feet and slung me into his arms, carrying me like a tiny child as the ladder lifted all of us into the Munin.
While we floated off the glacier, I felt as if I were staring at myself from down a long tunnel, or through a spyglass, watching a thin-faced girl with dark hair poking wildly from under her cap letting herself be taken aboard an airship, leaving behind nothing but blood on the snow to mark that she’d ever been there.
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Aboard the Munin


ONCE I’D BEEN settled in blankets aboard the Munin by my father, I pressed my forehead against the porthole and watched the true aurora borealis as we turned south. It was bright and sharp and unpredictable, like Dean. I could almost think he was out there, rather than strapped in the hold of the Munin.
Someone sat down across from me and pressed a mug of something warm into my hands. Eventually I looked up and saw my brother.
“So,” Conrad said. “It looks like despite your best attempts, you didn’t manage to kill yourself. Dad says you have some frostbite but you weren’t out there long enough to get hypothermia.” He took a sip from his own mug. “I know you probably hate me for ratting on you, Aoife, but …” He sighed. “I’m your brother, and I’m not going to stop looking out for you just because things change.”
“How are we flying?” I said, because it was the only thing I could think of to say. “We should be icing up and crashing and dying.”
Conrad blinked. “The Munin has a deicing system. Valentina designed it, I think.”
“Oh,” I said. Dean was dead. Dean was dead and cold and it was my fault.
Archie came and stood by Conrad, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You doing all right, kiddo?” He shook his head. “Stupid question. Of course you aren’t. You going to be okay to go back down the coast, or do we need to set down once we’re out of the Arctic Circle?”
“She’s covered in blood,” Conrad pointed out.
“It’s not mine,” I said. The words came out flat and toneless. It was how I felt, as if something had stepped on me and stopped my heart from beating right along with Dean’s.
Archie squeezed my hand. “I’m furious with you for running off like that, and for running to the Brotherhood,” he said quietly. “But that doesn’t matter now. Are you going to be all right, at least?”
I couldn’t muster the energy to outline the many ways in which I was not, so I just turned my face back to the porthole.
I couldn’t reverse the mistakes I’d made. Crow had taught me that much. But I could make up for them. From that moment on, I vowed, I would. Dean wouldn’t have died for nothing. I wouldn’t be remembered as Aoife Grayson the destroyer. I’d be Aoife Grayson the girl who tried with every bit of herself to put right what she’d made wrong.
That Aoife Grayson might have a chance. Not the liar or the deal maker or the dutiful daughter, but the Aoife Grayson who took it upon herself to move ahead, rather than trying to reverse the present into the past—that Aoife Grayson I could live with.
“Do you want anything?” Conrad asked me as he took away my stone-cold tea.
I kept looking at the dancing lights and saw how, bit by bit, they were being blotted out by the encroaching storm I’d called forth. I shook my head and made myself look at my brother, my interfering brother, who was only trying to help me. “I want to go home.”
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Return to Lovecraft


I STOOD ON A street in front of a tumbledown flat near the Rustworks, a streetlamp with a faint aether leak hissing above my head. Cal stood next to me, shifting nervously from foot to foot. He wasn’t my first choice to accompany me on this outing, but I trusted him to keep his mouth shut.
In the building before us, the only flat lit was on the third floor, where we could see the yellow glow of an oil lamp. The aether feed was long dead.
Ghouls keened not far away, but I didn’t let them worry me much. The ghouls had been quieter since the advent of the Old Ones, and the howling skies had replaced the howling ghouls. Even the lunatics in the madhouses around Lovecraft—the ones the Proctors had managed to round up, anyway—had grown quiet.
It was obvious, once I’d thought about it after we’d touched down in Lovecraft. Crow had said the clock couldn’t remake time, but it could make me see things in different ways, make parallel lines cross, help a mother and daughter find one another again amid the chaos of a ruined city.
“Light’s new,” Cal said, pointing. He cast a look back at me, at the small satchel I carried. Just some clothes and my notebook. “What’s the deal with the luggage?”
Seeing the lamp made my heart beat faster. “I’ll tell you later,” I said, starting across the street. I’d come every night to the flat Conrad, our mother and I had shared, come alone and occasionally with Cal, and I knew that sooner or later, the lights would be on. The Old Ones had promised it. Just as they grew ever greater in the sky, their advancing mass now nearly the size of the moon, they had promised when I’d been in Crow’s world that sooner or later, I’d find Nerissa.
I just hoped that trusting them hadn’t been my last, worst mistake. I stepped off the pavement into the cobbled street, careful not to turn my ankle in the holes left by missing stones.
“Hey.” I turned back to Cal. “You’re my best friend. And no matter what, you’re a good guy.”
Cal frowned at me, clearly knowing he was missing something. “Thanks? I think?”
“Don’t be afraid, Cal,” I said. “If Bethina finds out, she won’t love you any less. I know, and I love you. She will too.”
I was across the street. I was at the stoop where I’d sat and waited for Conrad on so many afternoons.
“Aoife!” Cal hissed as I mounted the cracked steps. “What’s going on?”
I waved at him, feigning a happiness I didn’t feel. That had died with Dean. “Take care of Bethina,” I said. “Tell my father and Conrad not to worry. And that I love them. But not about this.”
The street-level door of the building was half off its hinges, and every other tread of the stairs was a gaping hole. “Goodbye, Cal,” I whispered, and stepped inside, mounting the rickety staircase.
I climbed the stairs and made my way to the end of the hall. The wallpaper, yellow with blue blossoming violets, had peeled and now hung in long strips like seaweed washed up on a dead shore.
There was no number on the door anymore, but I knew it by heart. Number Seven. I raised my hand and knocked twice. I waited, holding my breath. I was prepared to hold it forever, to be suspended in this moment for as long as it took, but in reality it took no more than a few seconds.
The door opened a crack. “Yes?”
She was even thinner than the last time I’d seen her in the Christobel madhouse. Her hair was stringy and drooped in her face, and her eyes gleamed more brightly than the lamp. But she recognized me, and that was more than I could have said for her in the madhouse on her best day.
“Aoife,” she said, her face cracking into a grin. She pulled open the door and threw thin arms around me. “Oh, Aoife.” She held me in a firm grip, and whispered against my hair. “They said I should come back. The dreaming voices. They told me to go to the old places and look out the old windows and I’d see you just as I’d see you coming home from school when you were a little one.”
“They were right,” I whispered back. Nerissa let me go and stepped back to regard me.
“Baby,” she said. “What’s wrong? You look so sad.”
“Nerissa, I …” I swallowed, and willed my tears not to spring forth again. I hadn’t cried since I’d held Dean in the snow. “Mother. I paid a lot to see you again.”
“The Old Ones,” she said instantly. “The great gods, turning the gear of the world to their own ends.”
I stopped, realizing for the first time how much truth was hidden in her seemingly irrational words. Could Nerissa have a gift as well? Could Fae possess the Weird?
“We have to go,” I said. “I need to take you away from here. We need to go …” The word hitched in my throat, unfamiliar and terrible. “We need to go home.”
“Home, yes. To Thorn. I expected as much. That’s not why you’re sad, though,” Nerissa said matter-of-factly. “There’s a shadow of a soul on your eyes. Through glass, you’re looking at another place but you can’t touch it.”
“A boy,” I whispered. “His name was Dean.”
Nerissa took my face in her hands, turned it this way and that. “I know what brought me back here,” she said. “I know what you could be, child, given time to hone your gift in a place without iron. You don’t have to be like me, you know. You don’t have to go mad.”
“How?” I muttered. “I know I have to try and send the Old Ones back, but I don’t know how.”
“There’s a way,” Nerissa said. “You think the gear only works between our two worlds? That there are only two sides to everything? The universe is shapes and spaces, Aoife. It flows and moves like bubbles through water. Your Dean has gone, it’s true, but where?” She brought us so close our noses were nearly touching. “You know the wheres. You know how to move between. You can have him again, and in that place, you can find what you need to send the Old Ones away, not just to the stars, but forever.”
I stared at my mother, willing the light in her eyes to be inspiration and not insanity. I thought of what Crow had said to me, when I’d asked him if the dome of dreaming was the afterlife. “The Deadlands,” I said aloud. “You can’t visit them if you’re alive. Crow said …”
“The king of dreams has his rules and we have ours, and we rewrite them with the ink of our blood,” Nerissa said, fast and in a monotone, as if she were reciting a prayer. “You can go anywhere, Aoife. Anywhere that dreams can see, you can go. You can make the dream king point the way.”
I stayed very still for a heartbeat or two. I was determined that I was going to be a Gateminder in the way the Brotherhood had meant for me to be, before Crosley and Draven had split it apart and allowed the world to fracture. I was determined that I would stop the Old Ones before they spread their madness and destruction across all the worlds I could visit. But in that moment, the only determination I cared about was the small, slender, flickering flame of a chance that I could have Dean back. That I could journey not to the Thorn Land or to the empire of the Old Ones, but to a land that no living thing, be they human or immortal, could visit.
“I can get Dean back,” I repeated to Nerissa, slowly and carefully, as if we were just learning to speak the same language. In a way, I supposed we were. I was learning to decipher her madness, and she was learning to extrapolate from my Weird. “I can go to the Deadlands and get him, and I can push back the Old Ones at the same time.” I swallowed, throat tight and dry. I wanted to hope, but I didn’t dare. “I can get Dean back.”
“Oh, yes,” my mother said, her eyes glistening like beads in the lamplight. “You can go. To the Deadlands and beyond, and what you meet in the Deadlands can be the end of anything you choose. Including the Old Ones. There is a way.”
“How?” I said. “How can you be alive and bring someone back from the dead?”
My mother stepped outside and shut the door firmly. “Walk with me, until we get to the hexenring,” she said, “and I’ll tell you.”
Final entry:
So here I sit, in a spot where no Gateminder ever expected to find herself. The court of the Winter Queen is nothing like the life I knew, but it’s not unbearable. At least, I tell myself that, because I only have to endure the stares of the full-blooded Fae and the glares of Tremaine for a little while longer.
My mother is well, and getting stronger, although I don’t know if she’ll ever be the same after the years of iron poisoning, locked up in Lovecraft.
Octavia spends hours talking to her. I know too well the agony of having a sibling you can’t reach, the almost primal desire to make them well.
Tremaine is just as he has always been, conniving and cruel, although of late, his cruelty is mostly directed at his new human pet, Grey Draven, and I personally feel that’s the way it should be.
So no, I didn’t beat back the Storm. I didn’t fix what I broke. I am the destroyer, and it’s a name that’ll follow me for the rest of my life. But I do have a plan, a new plan. I am living for the plan, because if it fails, I’ll truly have nothing. I’ll just be a mostly human girl trapped in the Thorn Land while everyone she knows and loves back home grows old and dies.
This will be my last entry in this journal. I am not a member of the Brotherhood. I’m never going to be. And my Weird doesn’t work like my father’s, like my family’s. My gift is so much stronger, so much worse than theirs. I’m not going to keep writing about it for some future Brotherhood member to pore over and dissect and use to their advantage.
I don’t know what will happen now, but I have a plan, and my plan is simple: I am going to the Deadlands. I am going to use my gift to get there. I am going to find Dean, and I’m going to bring him back. And when I do that, I am going to kill the Old Ones and make the world safe again.
Or I am going to die trying.
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