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      The boxes arrive screaming. Not aloud; the sound is inside her head, a nail against her skull. Karolina learned long ago the screams aren’t real. Whenever she’d ask a colleague, Do you hear that? they’d always answer, Hear what?

      So Karolina stopped asking questions.

      Two boxes this time. Sealed metal containers she always thought looked too much like coffins, save the metal grills for ventilation. As loaders heave the boxes off the hackney wagon and into thin early-autumn snow—“A-one, a-two, push!”—Karolina takes a drag of her cigarette and ignores the screams scraping her skull. Thick-furred horses whinny, stomp. Another drag. After the boxes are shoved onto the train floor—“Again: a-one, a-two, push!”—it’s almost quiet. Almost peaceful.

      Karolina Guzik, conductor for the Arborean Railway Network, watches her town of Heilung breathe chimney smoke into polar twilight. Grey houses blend with the sky like dirt with melting snow. Spellcrafted lights shine pale blue from lanterns, flickering softly. Anaemic little stars.

      Heilung wasn’t always her town, and she doesn’t know for how long it’ll remain so. ARN workers can expect frequent transfers, and the Bureau is fickle. Perhaps somewhere southern. Somewhere with—oh, she can barely recall—leafy trees, vineyards, riverside beaches. That’d be nice.

      The left-hand box thuds from within. The right-hand one ululates.

      She tosses the cindering cigarette onto pavement and stomps. Who is she kidding? She’s here for life.

      A man in black hops off the wagon to greet her, paper bag in hand. His name is not for Karolina to know, but it’s a small town, so she does.

      Unwanted knowledge is best ignored.

      “Fine evening, Guzik,” the man says. He has a voice like an off-tune violin.

      “If you say so.”

      He shoves the paper bag into her hands. She looks inside: a bottle of cognac, chocolate, and a box of tea. Featureless packaging, so it must be confiscated import. Entirely too expensive for her effort.

      She gestures to the coffin boxes. “What’s wrong with the delivery?”

      “Nothing.” The man grins. “All secure, go check if you like.”

      Karolina narrows her gaze. Clicks her lips, irritated.

      This man takes joy in irritating and disquieting others. He leers, his eyes bulging like those of an inbred dog.

      He jerks his head to the right-hand box. “With eleven, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Twelve, though.” To the left-hand one. “Twelve’s rowdy. Or so I’m told.”

      Behind the man’s back, three figures huddle in shadow, having also left the wagon. These people, Karolina truthfully doesn’t know. They’re above the likes of her, and she takes care not to pay too much attention. Now, though, when that box the man called “twelve” isn’t screaming anymore; when it’s gone awfully quiet save the scraping; the long, screeching scraping of something hard against metal—now, though.

      “…should’ve placed that spellcraft. It’s not that expensive, and⁠—”

      “The sedatives will do. Otherwise, twelve will die by the time it reaches Bluthagen.”

      “Well maybe it should.”

      The first voice, neurotic, like a smoker that’s quitting. The second, frigid, unshakable, ice on the Northern Sea.

      A third chimes in, sweet and hissing:

      “Yes-yes, but this is all moot. If it were up to me, it’d be incineration. But⁠—”

      The cold one: “Absolutely not. If we’re to understand the cause⁠—”

      “Oh shut up!” the sweet one snaps. “It’s your mess I’m sweeping. You assured us your selection system was foolproof—again—did you not?”

      The neurotic one chuckles spasmodically. “‘Course it is. Everything she does is foolproof until it isn’t.”

      “This is moot, I said. We have our commission. It’s not our problem anymore.”

      A hand seizes Karolina’s wrist. Her leather gloves rasp as the grip constricts, fingers pushing into fine bones, squeezing the joint. In the cold, her limb numbs very quickly.

      The man’s breath is searing and foul on her cheek.

      “I like you, Guzik. You’re incurious.”

      She can’t feel her fingers.

      “You want me to keep liking you. Don’t you?”

      The gilded badge on his coat catches a lamppost’s blue falselight and glints. Bright. Hurtful.

      She must not forget she’s here for life. Likely, so is he.

      “I’m set to leave in six minutes,” she says. “Let me go.”

      He doesn’t, of course, not for a few moments. Says something else, something vicious. Karolina lets her mind drift, subsumed by that scraping. It’s grown slower. Quieter.

      When the man and the figures hop back into the hackney wagon, none tell the driver to leave. They watch Karolina, all four made into dark outlines by the lamppost’s harsh shadow, spectres with dim and dull eyes. They watch her walk along the train, check its alignment. Or rather pretend to—it doesn’t truly matter whether the train is in order. Unless it’s catastrophically broken, she will signal the locomotive driver to start the engine, and she’ll board the caboose at the end. Her course of action is already determined and dictated. As it usually is.

      When she passes the carriage with coffin boxes, she notices the scraping has stopped altogether. The ululation’s gone quiet too. But there is now a pressure. A strange aura of heat, spilling over Karolina through the carriage’s rusted metal; sweat breaks out all over her body. Except she hears no crackling flame, no breaking of pistons.

      She shoves the door open. Even through the glove, the metal almost scorches.

      Inside, the freight carriage is dark. Empty but for two boxes. She’s not sure whether they’re in the same place as the loaders left them, but nothing else seems amiss. The latches look firmly shut, at least to her eyes. And the engine isn’t burning yet; no glyphs of spellcraft here, either. Nothing that could’ve caused a malfunction.

      The temperature must be just her age, surely. A hot flash. During her routine citizen evaluation, the physician told Karolina this would happen eventually.

      Pressure encases her skull. A restlessness spreads through her mind like blood in water. Aches ignite in her joints, as if she hasn’t moved in days.

      COMPLICIT.

      It is her thought. Her voice. But the cadence is someone else’s. Someone completely unfamiliar to her.

      ALL OF YOU ARE COMPLICIT.

      Why did Karolina ever file that complaint? Yes, seamanship was lonely; yes, it was cold—always so cold. But it was the place the Bureau deemed worthy of her. Her place in the Authority’s design. But no, she had to wag her tongue about it. Had to ask for something she thought preferable, safer, had to be so arrogant as to presume she knew what was best.

      The freight carriage remains still and dark. Silent.

      Karolina slides the door shut. This is the last carriage before the caboose; her inspection is almost done.

      Even as a small part of her hopes for it, no catastrophic failure is found. It never is. Karolina raises an all clear, and the train’s klaxon answers.

      The hackney wagon’s horses neigh as the whip spurs them into motion. The wheels leave a deep trail, stark and visible for now, but snow will swallow it by the time the sun remembers to rise in late morning. In a few brief moments, narrow streets hide the wagon in their bowel-like twists. As far as Karolina’s concerned it was never here to begin with.

      She steps inside the caboose as the train lurches, set on its inexorable way south. The spellcrafted chandelier ignites above her, and with that comes a sense of comfort, routine, repetition. The magic works as it should; the train departs as it should. All does as it should.

      That is the difference between working with ships and trains, Karolina thinks. Ships are always at the whims of nature. Even the greatest icebreaker is only ever bobbing on fickle waves, at least a little scared it might sink. The railway, once constructed, is not unlike the Authority.

      Constant.
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        My dear sister,

      

      
        

        It is ever so good to hear from you. I must apologise for the infrequency of my responses; you must understand how long it takes for mail to reach this cold and distant land. Nina and I are both well in body and mind, though we fear little Marek shall never adjust to the unending winter. He will holiday in Swartzbergen for the year, to aid his health.

        You two would get on marvellously, I should think. You, Ada, as Grandmama often writes, have retained much of your child-like spirit. Your stubborn rebelliousness in particular.

        Have you not yet outgrown your peculiar behaviours? You must know there shall be little space for such things in Heilung. It is a small and dour town, even if an occasional eccentric arrives here seduced by the lax ethics of remote locales. I have faith that your academic rigour has earned you a morsel of common sense.

        Nina and I are, of course, willing to accommodate you for the duration of your studies. However, if you wish for a more appropriate place, perhaps among fellow students, consider making use of your right to a bed in the public dormitory. It has been fully refitted to the Authority’s standards.

        The only gift we desire is your presence. Please, do not bring chocolate or flowers in some misguided gesture. Nina is allergic to both.

        I shall await you at the train station at 11:20 in the morning. This will cost me an hour of work at the Bureau, so I expect you to be as timely as you are understanding. If I do not find you near the newspaper booth by that time, I shall assume you missed the train.

        

      

      
        Your loving sister,

        Augusta Călinescu-Brodzka

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ada’s last days in Bluthagen are cleft into predetermined pieces. Hours of queueing at the Housing Registry to declare her departure. Attending to each office at the institute to gather every shred of paper that documents her studies. An exam at the doctor’s, lest she carry disease to the North. Endless badgering at home—what did she do? What did she, such as she is, possibly do to deserve such a prestigious transfer?

      Only an hour left to herself. That’s all Ada managed to carve from her schedule. After that, Bluthagen’s clocktower will toll, and she’ll have no choice but to leave for the railway station. Trains to the North are rare and often cancelled; she can’t afford to be late.

      She attends to Ewelina with a reverence she thought lost to her. Ada envelops the woman, pins her to the bed that feels more familiar than Ada’s own home and certainly more welcoming. Artefacts of togetherness encircle the two of them. A gifted shirt, a trophy from an institute tournament, a trinket from a date, a stain on a sheet. Memories, standing in a ritual circle as Ada kisses the divot in Ewa’s collarbone, teases her breast, crooks her fingers inside Ewa just so.

      This is a well-practised dance. Every note is hit precisely.

      It is of dire importance that Ada is precise.

      “Please, Ewa,” she says. “For me.”

      Ada’s glad for the veneer of sex, because that’s not what she’s talking about.

      “Say my name—like that,” Ewelina says between gasps. “Like you do.”

      A resentment stirs. Usually, it is locked deep inside Ada’s mind, along with all things unseemly.

      Ewa’s nails dig into Ada’s shirt and pull on loose linen. Ada chafes and sweats inside her armour of borrowed clothes. Abruptly she is thrust from the comfort of her skin; she wants nothing more than to leave and never be touched again. Leave Ewelina as lonely and bereft as Ada is soon to be.

      But she only has fifteen minutes left.

      Ada closes her eyes. She unearths a habit long chipped away, while the soft elation of the moment withers as quickly as paper in fire.

      “Ewelina,” she says, each syllable crude and deliberate, in an accent she’s chiselled out of herself. “Please.”

      She is thanked. Soon a naked body bucks beneath her. It is a mechanical motion that elicits no feeling. A hand moves to touch Ada, and she shifts aside to refrain from slapping the hand away. When Ada stands up, the room is no longer homely but crowded. Dusty. Full of old rubbish.

      Leave now. Leave and never come back.

      Ewa asks her something; the words glide past. Ada feels her fists clench.

      She has the excuse of ablutions.

      Inside Ewelina’s bathroom, a small window opens above Bluthagen’s roofs. Ruddy tile lined with soot as far as the eye can see. A picket of factory chimneys. Black smoke billowing like an army of flags in the wind. Catalyst spires, their tips glowering red as if to burn the clouds from within, irradiating the city with overlapping auras.

      Ada watches the spellcrafted light gleam from the bathroom ceiling. Pale blue lighting crackles inside a glass bulb, and the glyphs that describe its magic wind around the base. Ada has studied these symbols with such meticulousness, spent so many years pouring over them, but it occurs to her now that, really, the words themselves are nothing. Without the spires, it’s all just some dead unspeakable language. Black jagged writing in dried ink.

      Her eye twitches, reflexive.

      When Ada returns, Ewelina is back in her chemise, sitting up straight on the edge of the bed. A leatherbound ledger is open in her lap; she’s consulting a schedule of her own.

      She doesn’t look up when Ada enters.

      “Father will return by two,” she says. “There’s a tram two blocks away to⁠—”

      “Ewelina,” Ada says. “It’s the twenty-fifth.”

      For that, she does look up. Blond hair tousled, face pallid without summertime freckles, grey eyes glassy in their confusion.

      “Oh,” she says. “Oh, so it is.”

      Ewelina shuts her ledger and slides it beneath her pillow. “You know, I never imagined you’d want to return to Heilung.”

      Some decade ago, nobody would’ve. Even though Heilung ceased to be a corrective labour colony—in name, anyway—no one of sane mind would’ve asked for a transfer there. And if a citizen was offered one, they’d have surely tried to contest it. Had Heilung’s miners not found that vein of spell-ink, the settlement would’ve probably vanished by now. Depopulated like most Bureau efforts to civilise the North.

      “I don’t want to return to Heilung,” Ada lies. Ewa would not understand this longing for a childhood home this squalid. “It’s the Tresor Institute branch. That’s what I want. The professor’s tutelage.”

      Ewa’s eyebrows knit together. “Oh yes, you told me. That Vogt woman.”

      Ada objects to describing Vogt as simply woman and nothing more remarkable, but now’s not the time.

      She glances through the bedroom window. Beyond the thick glass, the clocktower shows ten to eleven.

      Ada draws a deep breath.

      “Ewa, would you see me off at the train station?”

      It should not be as monumental a request as it is. It shouldn’t be. Just some hour or two, a plausibly deniable time with Ada in public—please?

      Ewa’s gaze drifts to her knees. Her lips work silently through sentences she doesn’t start.

      Ada clenches her hands in front of her.

      “You know I won’t be coming back.”

      There’s always a chance the Bureau will assign her to work back in Bluthagen someday. But it’s not likely. Everyone wants to work in the capital, and Ada doesn’t have the connections to ensure she’s first on the list.

      “Uh.” Ewa musses the sheets uselessly, listlessly. “Uh, yes, well, maybe. Look, I⁠—”

      Ada shakes her head, feeling hollow. “No. No, it’s fine.”

      “Father works in the Bureau.” Those pleading grey eyes. Gleaming pools to drown in. “You understand, don’t you?”

      Something bubbles in Ada’s throat. Oh, she understands. She’s always understood.

      Ewelina leans forward, grasping at the sheets, pulling the covers towards her as if in defence. “Look, maybe when you come back? I’ll pull some strings with Father, you’ll come back. You’ll—it’ll be different. Right?”

      Ada should’ve never told her. But Ewelina looked so betrayed when of the two of them it was Ada who received the offer of her desired professor. It seemed only right to explain why Ada would take it. They’re giving me a chance, Ewa, she said then. To be someone other than my parents’ daughter.

      Someone other than the terrorists’ daughter? Ewa pouted. Can’t a psychiatrist just check you didn’t inherit anything—like that? No chances needed. You’ll be like the rest of us.

      Ada tried to forget Ewa said that. But the words burrowed into her heart like rusted needles, never to be extracted.

      They fester every time Ewelina tries to grasp onto this thick-headed notion that Ada will ever be respectable enough. Ada wants to say, No. It’ll never be different. My parents have been gone for fourteen years, and you’re still scared. You’re fucking spineless.

      Those big grey eyes Ada once loved now glimmer with fear. And perhaps, somewhere deep down, with disgust; Ada always suspected so. Disgust at the mark of dissidence Ada herself never earned, but which she nevertheless carries like a congenital plague. A transmittable deformity. Touch her, and you might get it next.

      “Anyway.” Ewelina sighs. “I’ll need the clothes back.”

      Ada nods, numb. “Right.”

      Her disrobing is as hurried as it is sexless. She sheds the men’s shirt Ewelina bought for her—Ada can afford no such thing, not without Grandmama’s say-so—and the trousers. She’d shower before putting on her usual clothes, but there’s no time. Only five minutes until eleven. The corset she’s outgrown years ago chafes against every rib and each hipbone, and scrapes the skin caked with layers of sweat. Then the patchwork skirt—You’re too damned tall! Grandmama chides—and the boots always in danger of sloughing apart.

      She really ought to look in the mirror and check she’s presentable. But then she might give in to temptation. She’d lacerate her knuckles and earn Ewa’s ire, and someone would have to sweep up the mirror shards. Best to look like a mess. At least this time, she feels as disgusting as she looks, which is morbidly satisfying.

      A minute before she must leave, Ada lingers on the doormat. Listens to the rustle of Ewa fixing the bedsheets. The creaking of the parquet—every old floor has its own rhythm. Its own particular groans. She’ll notice if Ewelina starts for the foyer, to bid Ada farewell at least in this privacy. To permit Ada at least a lingering sense of company, something to hold to her chest as Ada traverses the continent entirely alone.

      The clocktower knells. Eleven o’clock.

      Ewelina’s flat stagnates in silence. The tenant goes still in her room, waiting for the sound of the intruder’s departure.

      Ada leaves without slamming the door.
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        * * *

      

      The Central Train Station sits at the end of every railway track on the continent, a bloated spider of granite and gold. It greets every citizen with an open maw, a tremendous gate as wide as the Authority’s borders. Reliefs limn the edge of the entrance and crawl up the ceiling. Suspended statues of happy workers with sheaves of wheat hanging from their petrified hands. At their feet, in gilded writing: 10th Anniversary of Zlatokrai’s Joining. Long Live the Authority! Long Live the People!

      Ada hasn’t set foot here in almost two decades. Not since her parents cajoled their way out of Heilung when she was a small child, barely aware of anything. She felt so small back then, so insubstantial beneath the granite columns and the locomotive-sized chandeliers. The ceiling seemed to have no horizon. It just continued, on and on and on, an open stomach arrested in the middle of digesting the people in the reliefs.

      She is older now. Twenty-three of age, just shy of one hundred and ninety centimetres in height. “Abnormally large,” according to her last mandatory citizen evaluation, yet inside the Central Station, she still feels minuscule. Still hopelessly lost in the teeming grey mass of citizens. That she towers above the tallest of top hats only makes her feel more alone.

      But she notices something else now, besides the servile statues and the thronging crowd. The windows; the sheer size of them. They are arched, factory-like, at times spanning the whole wall so as to offer an unparalleled view of Bluthagen’s signature landscape, its exultation of industry. To most, this is only grandeur.

      To Ada’s eyes, however, the crawl of spell-inked glyphs around each window frame is a telltale sign of expense. Bluthagen does not boast a warm climate. To maintain the Authority’s standard of tenable interior temperatures for public spaces, the Central Station must’ve spent far over a thousand marks on spellcraft alone. The magic must be seeping warmth from without. Ada squints, and sure enough, she notes hoarfrost-like rime creeping along the edge of the windows, on the exterior side.

      When Ada’s mother first set foot here, her face contorted with disgust. Vultures, she said. She glared at the granite sheaves of wheat, and her hand clenched in her skirt pocket in an unconscious gesture; she’d told Ada this was how she used to steal food. Vultures, every last one of them.

      Every time Ada sees gold, she remembers hunger.

      “Ada! Where in the world—come here!”

      Ada jolts at the bark of Grandmama’s voice, but she waits to obey. The way in which the old hag teeters towards her, nose scrunched up, taxidermied sparrows trembling atop her hat as she jostles her way through the crowd—it’s not kind to find that amusing. But Ada’s short on amusement right now.

      “What have you done with your hair? Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for two whole hours!”

      It is rather Grandmama’s fault to arrive for a train three hours in advance, but Ada doesn’t say that.

      “Packing.”

      “Packing, uh-huh.” Grandmama squints, nose wrinkled, lips peeled up from her yellowed teeth. She slicks a finger on her tongue and shoves it into Ada’s braid, smoothing errant hairs by pressing them into Ada’s skull.

      Ada stands granite-still. “Please stop that.”

      “You look like a village whore.” Like your mother, unspoken. “And you stink like one.”

      Beneath the many icy layers of composure, hate bubbles and threatens to ignite.

      Ada tempers her voice and says placidly, “Alright.”

      Grandmama clicks her tongue, irritated, squinting at every pore on Ada’s face. Ada can’t take the bait and snap back. Her departure will be almost painless if she doesn’t.

      It would’ve been easier if Ewelina was here.

      The ice cracks. Ada draws a deep breath through her nose. Uses the time to set her two suitcases at her feet as an excuse to cool down.

      Grandmama rifles in her handbag. “Here, for Augusta.”

      A box of chocolates. Bluthagen’s special, People’s Chocolatiers, in distinct grey wrapping, shoved into Ada’s hands.

      Ada pushes it back, unsuccessfully. “Grandmama, Augusta expressly said⁠—”

      “I know what she said!” Grandmama snaps. “Don’t talk down to me, girl; I’m not so old yet that I’d forget.” She shifts on her feet, chewing her lip, scowling as if she bit on a lemon.

      Ah. So Grandmama wants something. And she needs to ask it of Ada.

      Which, naturally, she is loathe to.

      The station’s crowd gushes around them, brushing past with gruff excuse-mes and sharp glares. The two of them are being inconvenient. By instinct, Ada bristles and takes stock of the hall.

      There, in each corner, two men in black. Black coats, black caps. A badge is pinned to each chest. A golden pronged eye. None are fixed on Ada just yet, but—she does stand out.

      She’s not doing anything wrong, of course. Neither is Grandmama. But to be inconvenient is to be disruptive, and to be disruptive is against the Healthy Citizen’s Principles. More importantly, it is enough for a militiaman to pay notice.

      “I need you to put in a good word for me,” Grandmama barks out.

      Ada almost drops the chocolate bar.

      “What?”

      “Are you deaf, girl?” She can’t meet Ada’s eyes, almost speaks through clenched teeth. “With Augusta, you imbecile. With the—the Heilung Bureau.”

      The town’s name is acid on Grandmama’s tongue, even as she tried desperately to speak otherwise. Physically incapable of change, she is; too set in her habits. The town is indelibly associated with Ada’s mother, Olesia. That Heilung bitch makes an honorary appearance in every Grandmama speech now that Olesia is gone; it was just the woman while she was alive. The woman that ruined her darling son’s life, the hillbilly slag that manipulated the sweet boy into insurgency.

      Which is hilarious. Even though Ada was a child at the time, she remembers all too well: Grandmama loathed Marian. His soft-heartedness, his inability to follow ethics and law without poking either with a stick first. His unprestigious job. But now that Marian is as dead as his wife, Grandmama gets to imagine a son she always wanted, and spew bile on everyone else on his fictional behalf.

      Ada ought not have thought of this. It only further thins her ice.

      “Don’t look at me like that!” Grandmama sniffles and checks her posture, eyes flitting to the passers-by lest someone eavesdrop on this conversation, to Grandmama’s eternal shame. “It’s expensive to live here, you know.”

      Yes. And Grandmama will never get assigned to work elsewhere. Not at her age.

      Ada fights the cruel grin that craves to break through. Grandmama would’ve never set foot in the wretched town in the past; she always ignored Marian’s invitations, even to the wedding, he’d told Ada. But now that spell-ink was found beneath the town, now that Tresor Institute built a Heilung branch⁠—

      “So,” Grandmama says, “talk to your sister about it, would you?”

      Now it’s Ada that’s invited there. Just in this instance, she holds the advantage. Just once.

      She gives in to the fire.

      “No,” Ada says. “No, I don’t think I will.”

      It’s bliss to see the toad-like face fall, the beady eyes blink in stupid shock. Would that Ada could gouge them out. A horrid thought, but she indulges it for now.

      “What do you want me to say, exactly?” she says coldly. “I was offered tutelage. And Augusta is only a clerk in the Housing Registry. What can either of us possibly do to help you? And why would we? You’ve worked so hard to ensure you die alone.”

      Grandmama’s slack face contorts into a scowl, fury building. Usually that would temper Ada. It’d mean her next week at home would be untenable.

      Not this time. She’s leaving. She’ll let Grandmama’s poison slide past her ears, and she’ll interrupt her with cool composure when Grandmama starts making a scene. A woman like Grandmama would hate to be in a scene.

      The image of Ewelina’s face, turned away and ashamed, surfaces in Ada’s mind’s eye. The mussed sheets, quickly tidied. All the trinkets on the shelves, grey with dust.

      Ada feels her fists clench.

      She’s leaving, and she’s never coming back.
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        * * *

      

      Ada’s carriage is third from last. She strides alone along the platform’s cobblestone to the ready hissing of pistons and the acrid puffs of steam. All around her, families fuss with each other and baggage—they’re travelling far, after all. The infrequency of the train service means the carriages are usually packed. Ada joins a long queue, and is at once engulfed in the din of conversation and complaint. Clusters of people, and then herself, with naught but empty space around her.

      And then, the militiamen.

      Black figures in every shadow. Never acknowledged, always known. Perhaps more of them than normal, but Ada cannot tell whether it’s just anxiety getting the better of her when she’s without distraction.

      Are they watching her?

      She relaxes her clenched hands. Why would they? She’s nobody. She hasn’t done anything.

      When by accident she meets the eye of a man in black, he only gives her a passing smile, and still the encounter fills her stomach with lead, her hand clutching at a particular spot on her chest. It is an irrational reflex. One that hasn’t been justified in years. Not really.

      A stranger in Ada’s queue says, exasperated, “Granddad, they have heating in the North now. You don’t need twelve blankets.”

      Now she finally gets her distraction: the guilt. The pang in her chest. Ada does not get a grandparent’s company. Perhaps she doesn’t even deserve a good grandparent—good company, altogether. Her episodes of disobedience make a consistent mark on every citizen evaluation she’s ever had. She must work on that in case she ever wants a marriage permit. She’ll eventually need to convince the Bureau she’s a valuable enough citizen to have the offspring requirement waived, since she has no interest in marrying a man. And there’s no flaw more glaring than disobedience.

      With a family name like hers, she can’t afford any flaws to begin with.

      “Ada Călinescu?”

      It’s her turn in the queue. A middle-aged woman in a navy wool suit with an ARN badge takes Ada’s ticket and inspects it, sparing Ada herself no attention.

      “That’s me.”

      Tired eyes lift towards her and glare. Does the conductor remember the newspaper articles? These days people often don’t; they just have this uneasy sense of recognition—a chewed lip, an absent-minded frown—that they can’t quite pinpoint.

      But Ada’s surname elicits no further comment. “Travelling alone, are you?” the conductor asks.

      Ada makes herself smile. “Yes.”

      “We’re overbooked, girl. I can check if you’ve got legitimate business being here.”

      Ada’s solitude is suspicious for a woman her age, especially since her tickets are marked as free—courtesy of the Institute. She ought to be escorted by family. She can see it on the conductor’s face: God, another one of those stupid girls that read too many Reisender novels about the romantic North. Must’ve lied on her application for tickets.

      “Sorry, wait—” Ada unlatches her left-hand suitcase to rummage for proof of transfer, “—here, from the Institute.”

      The conductor measures Ada with a bureaucrat’s dead stare and takes the paper as if handed amateur poetry.

      “Tresor Institute, huh?”

      Realistically, there’s no good reason to doubt the document’s validity. But the conductor will get a nice bonus if she detains a trespasser, and no punishment if Ada isn’t one.

      Ada says, “Yes. Last year.”

      Behind her in queue, an old man groans. “Would you get a bloody move on?”

      The conductor chews on her lip as she finds the document immaculate. Reluctantly, she hands it back to Ada, and yells out, “Next!”
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        * * *

      

      Compartment 10. Four red leather bunks, a tightly latched window framed with laced curtains and dust, and a carpet that’s long lost its ornament to dirt and grime.

      Just as Ada remembers it.

      At twelve-thirty, she feels the first jolt of movement. The station outside starts drifting away. Passengers cluster at corridor windows to wave at friends and family on the platform through murky glass.

      Ada stays in her compartment. No one is waiting for her goodbye.

      She shifts her focus away from her lonesomeness; that’s old news. She thinks instead of the trepidation, that flitting insect of anxiety she has shut tight in her heart. If she lets it out, someone might notice, and if someone notices, they might ask exactly what Grandmama has:

      What has she possibly done to deserve this assignment?

      And then she might have to contend with the fact she doesn’t truly have an answer.

      At first glance, there’s an easy reason. Ada’s profile casts her as a diligent and gifted student. Top of her course in university.

      Except her whole course is thirty students. History of Spellcraft is hardly a prestigious major; top of thirty isn’t top of hundreds, which is the kind of number the Engineering Faculty boasts. In Ada’s field, one either paddles in stale, shallow waters of long-known texts, or delves into something so niche that, however innovative the subject is, nobody actually cares. Few luck out into the third option. Discovering amid ancient carvings and redacted accounts something truly new. Something that can leave a trace.

      A trace deep enough to grant an irreplaceable spot in the Authority’s fold.

      Helena Vogt was the first. Once an irrelevant researcher, now the reason every city is lit not with gas but falselight, a small and perpetual lightning at spell-ink’s beck and call.

      Hoping to be the second is too arrogant to genuinely entertain. Ada won’t bottle a storm in a year, to be sure. But what she can do—what she will do—is rewrite the Călinescu-Skliar name until it is not a weapon against her but her very own shield.

      The door to Ada’s compartment shunts open, and her daydreams are dimmed by the need for propriety. A northern woman in her forties enters with a small boy in tow; her son, by the looks of it. Pleasantries and names are exchanged. The woman is Sardaana, from the northern city of Neuenthal, going home through Sniegau, and the boy is Keskil.

      “Mu-u-um,” he whines, embarrassed, in unaccented Universal—unlike his mother. “It’s Kaspar. Everyone in school calls me that—please!”

      She snaps at him in her native tongue, then flashes a mortified smile at Ada—her fellow passenger with likewise infallible Universal. Perhaps the only time anyone saw Ada as a refined lady of the capital.

      Ada stifles the urge to scrub at her dirty skin. A desire to say something of substance wells within her, but she finds her mind empty of comfort. All her words are hollow and foreign, and all the rest of her’s wordless.

      For want of substance, she grasps at vapid politeness.

      “Would you like some chocolate?”
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        * * *

      

      Far ahead on the railway track, snow drinks blood by the gallon.

      A dark figure kneels by a coffin box. It asks questions of the man inside, but the man has no answers. The figure says a name and gets no response. The man no longer has any name. Only pleas and words spilling out like water from an overrun well.

      The figure honours the pleas, at least.

      Claws sink into the bleating man’s skull. They sever his ruined brain from its stem. A quick and easy death, as painless as going to sleep with a headache.

      The same cannot be said of the locomotive driver; he’ll certainly need a closed casket, if the polar bears don’t eat what remains of him first. Nor of Karolina Guzik, who expires slowly, impaled on a broken chandelier, ribcage torn asunder. Parts of her litter the floor like so much rubbish.

      She watches the figure as her vision gives in, little by little, to darkness. If she could speak, she’d still say nothing. Wouldn’t even scream. In her final minutes she finds herself thoroughly voiceless and without protocol. She is a fly inside inevitability’s amber, so what is there to say or to think, really?

      That sentiment is her last. Without her breath and her heartbeat, and without the bleating man’s ululation, no human sound can disturb the polar desert. The dark figure is utterly silent. It stops briefly to search for the stars in the sky above—except the night is overcast. The figure cannot check whether it recalls constellations correctly. To its fevered and furious mind, that was very important; a crux of a decision. The wilds on one hand, rail tracks on another.

      Cloudless nights are unlikely this time of year.

      The figure starts along the tracks. On the third step, it vanishes, imperceptible to all but itself. Snow sweeps over carnage. White wastes howl with wind.

      The figure hopes for a second train.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleep is unsteady under the drum-beat of railway and steam. Ada drifts between twilight dreams and the night that blinks with the train’s emergency falselight.

      One moment she is frail and small, swaddled in wools and knee-deep in snow; a forest of hoarfrost surrounds her; Ada’s finger rests on a trigger; a tall and severe woman embraces her. Trigger safety, Adochko—try again. Then Ada’s eyes flutter open to see the moon glare at her from a starless and clouded sky. The world outside her train compartment is barren and black. Then, the forest again, and Ada’s ears ring unbearably—Good shot—and she’s running and so is the woman; Ada calls out to her—Mama!—only Mama is faster, and the snow beneath Ada’s feet is now a conveyor, moving Mama and Ada impossibly in divergent directions, and the sky is all rusted steel.

      Ada flinches and hits her head on the collapsible ladder to the top bunk—the conveyor is gone. Even awake, her ears still hurt, and her head rings. The compartment feels cramped. People are standing in the walkway, rustling with their things. “Sniegau?” Ada asks blearily, and her neighbour says yes, sorry for waking you, but Ada’s already asleep. This time, no snow, no rust. Only the endless black sky, above and below, efflorescing with stars.

      At some point, the view beyond the window turns blinding white. Ada checks her pocket watch: almost nine in the morning, later than she expected. The last time she was on a train—admittedly a while ago—she couldn’t even rest until seven. Perhaps because she was still a child. She’d be on top bunk, Augusta across from her (in kicking range), and Tătic Marian and Mama Olesia sleeping below. Ada would’ve been much too preoccupied with ways to annoy Augusta without brooking Marian’s disapproval or Olesia’s wrath to properly sleep.

      Wrapping her scratchy passenger-issue blanket around her chemise, Ada sits up. Takes a moment to get accustomed to the eye-searing landscape, but it dispels drowsiness better than terrible ARN tea.

      It’s not the sun that makes it difficult to look. The sun hangs very low, swollen and reddish, bruising the pewter sky. It’s the plains. Not even half-way into autumn, snow has already shrouded all but the mountains in the far distance, their slopes ridged with charcoal black. Dark peaks frame a shimmering expanse that stretches to the steel-grey horizon, where red lights glimmer disembodied in snowfall’s fog. Ada knows the lights must signal catalyst spires, that telltale sign of civilization, but the North swallows the sight of towering pillars.

      Ada’s childhood home, all-devouring.

      Eventually Ada discards the itchy comforts of the blanket to queue for the bathroom at the tail end of the carriage. Only one person waits ahead of her, a young man with sleep crusting the corners of his eyes. He grunts a “morning” to Ada as she sits on the waiting bench by the window, her body rocking with the train’s oscillation. She tries to disregard the stickiness of the grey linoleum under her feet. She reads the train schedule instead: it passed Sniegau at 4:21 in the morning. More brief stops followed, but now, the only station standing between Ada and Heilung is a glorified outpost called Eisfeld. Five minutes, at 9:40.

      After that, only the blank white of the north, until a grey wall rises on the horizon. Heilung’s grim welcome.

      A gust of wind brushes Ada’s hair. To her right, the door that seals the carriage slams shut.

      She turns to peer through the door’s glazing. In the corner of her eye lurks a figure that might be a smoker willing to stand in the cold on the shaking platform to scratch their itch. Only when Ada looks at the figure directly, it’s not there. All she sees is the door to the next carriage and the faint shapes of its passengers, obscured by the bright reflections of snow in the glass.

      “Sorry,” she says to the young man near her by way of greeting, “did someone just pass here?”

      He shakes his head as if woken from sleep. “Huh? What?”

      The train lurches. Momentum shoves Ada’s body along the bench into the wall; her arm bruises. Outside, the locomotive wails. The train comes to a halt.

      Ada stands up, massaging her shoulder. She presses her cheek against the cold window to see what’s ahead. Icy fields, flurries of snow—but more importantly, the semaphore along one of the two railway lines, burning bright red.

      The doors to the other compartments slide open, and the carriage fills with confusion and din. The conductor lollops into view at the other end of the carriage and raises a copper amplifier to her mouth.

      “Dear passengers,” she says, her voice made tinny, “I ask that you settle down. We’ve received a request for an emergency stop. We assure you the train’s safety has not been compromised. Please, remain in your compartments. We will notify you of the reason for our delay as soon as we can.”

      The moment she finishes, murmurs and questions resurge, the passengers clustering at the railing and glancing this way and that. Ada slinks down the wall to the bench, watching the window. Alertness thrums through her and dispels the last notions of sleep. Despite her limited field of vision, she can make out dark figures in motion, stalking around the tracks.

      The semaphore is what signalled the driver to stop. That in itself is not unusual; there could’ve been an oncoming train that needed to pass before the railway lines intersected. Or an accident of some sort. All plausible explanations—were the North not barren and devoid of traffic. Judging by the fervent whispers, some of the passengers jumped to the most titillating conclusion: a highway robbery. But what about the semaphore? What use to a robber is the hassle of breaking into Authority infrastructure in the middle of nowhere, where they could simply exert violence?

      “I said,” the conductor snarls, “stay in the compartments. That means get into your compartments. Please.“

      The carriage hushes. A short middle-aged woman in silver fox furs turns to face the conductor.

      “This is an outrage,” the woman says in a Grandmama-like manner. “I’ve been waiting for this train for a month! I want to file a complaint.”

      As the passengers split into those that bark along with the short woman and those that want nothing to do with any of it, Ada sneaks back to her bunk. Old habits make her slide the door carefully shut, as if someone might come at the sound. Quiet and quick as a fox, Olesia would say, when you see the men in black knock—go on, like we practised.

      There must be a different reason.

      Ada can’t think of one, but that’s only her own fault. If she had someone better with her, they could think of a proper explanation. Anything rather than the hysteria rising in her stomach, her baleful urge to hide or scream.

      But the compartment is empty. The bunk are bare red leather, the linen folded. Ada is alone.

      “Dear passengers,” she hears through the door, along with a high-pitched metallic screech—the conductor is yelling into the amplifier. “The request to stop has been dispatched by the Eisfeld Militia. This is a routine inspection. There is no reason for alarm. Please, remain in your compartments. We will be back en route shortly.”

      Ada draws her legs up on the bunk, knees to chest, her arms hugging her skirt. This still doesn’t mean anything. Routine inspection, like the conductor said.

      But if this is routine, why would the train be stopped twenty minutes short of Eisfeld, rather than in the outpost itself?
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        * * *

      

      An hour drags past. A long silence punctuated with bouts of laughter and exclamation from other passengers, which only makes the lack of motion and sound more apparent. Ada first draws her textbook for the Pre-Authority Ritualistic Spellcraft IV, but the dry and dense cadence of it can’t get a hold of her buzzing mind. She switches to Advanced Unsprache. Even then, she hardly reads. Just stares at the winding of glyphs, at the way the anchoring symbol latches onto others, propagating like tentacles from a writhing core.

      Her first Unsprache teacher used to say it makes more sense when you don’t think. When you let the glyphs possess your imagination. Ada hasn’t found not-thinking to be productive for translation, yet at times, it produces an odd kind of mental comfort. Akin to submerging your body into ice-cold water until you can’t feel a single inch of your skin.

      The carriage door hisses open. Boots thunk against thin steel stairs. Ada closes her eyes and concentrates on the sound. Two distinct rhythms: one creaking, slower, leisurely; the other heavy and almost like marching. Two people.

      She presses her face against the window. Black uniforms flit in and out of her peripheral view, ducking under carriages.

      The two that entered stroll along the corridor. Stop. Murmur. Ada discerns little but that it’s in Universal—fragments of “it,” “what about,” “twelve hours” jump out to her, but nothing that coheres. For the first time she wishes the walls were thinner.

      The militiamen walk back to the head of the carriage. Ada hears distant knocking, then the sliding of a door.

      She looks back at the glyphs. The symbols swim before her eyes, no more than calligraphic art.

      Click, slide, click. It feels like forever, and it feels like no time at all. Compartment after compartment.

      Olesia would never have cracked under pressure. She was not that kind of woman. Ada’s not like her mother, not really, however much she wishes otherwise. She recalls Marian instead, with his kind eyes and messy hair. When fright takes you, remember to breathe. People often forget how to breathe when they’re scared. Count to four. Think of a square.

      Ada’s not seen either of them for so long she can no longer reasonably believe these were really her parents’ words. Maybe she’s made it all up. Maybe, a woman her age must entirely let go of this death grip on childhood comforts. But Ada can’t. Not right now. No matter how hard she tries, she rarely does what a woman must.

      Knock. Knock.

      Ada slams her book shut. “Come in.”

      The man that enters is not in black. He’s short and stout, made wider by the brown winter coat tossed about his shoulders. The tweed suit beneath is half-buttoned, worn without care. A fur hat hangs in his right hand, a leather briefcase in his left. His plump face is flushed from the cold. A tall, glistening forehead, framed with a greying widow’s peak, and a tawny, silver-lined moustache that rises in a smile.

      It’s only in his coat pocket that Ada notices the pronged-eye badge glint.

      “Morning, ma’am,” he says, warm and casual. “I’m Senior Constable Kowal-Keller.” He gestures to the bunk opposite Ada’s. “This seat taken?”

      Ada manages to smile. “Not at all.”

      Senior Constable. She’s never even been in proximity to someone with such a title. Not as anything more than a passer-by.

      Something rasps on the linoleum outside. Ada snaps her head to the sound.

      Behind the Constable’s back stands a tall and broad figure. Not jovial or rotund; he is reminiscent of nothing so much as a block of granite. Also not in uniform. If there is a badge, it is hidden. The cloak shrouding him is black, but not standard-issue. The collar rises all the way to the nose, which is crooked and multiply broken. With the man’s woollen cap on, all Ada can see of him is a strip of pale skin and two beady blue eyes. Unblinking.

      “Don’t mind Brick,” the Constable says as he plops down on the right-hand bunk. “He’s intimidating, but don’t hold that against him. Looking like that is part of his job.”

      Brick doesn’t follow to sit down. Doesn’t step into the compartment, either. He looms, head grazing the ceiling, arms crossed over his chest.

      As Ada’s heart thumps, a part of her mind frosts over and starts to take things apart. Her eyes follow Brick’s shape. Perhaps if she was slighter in stature—and very fast—she could slide through. As is, not an option. His neck is also protected. She would have to go for the eyes.

      “I swear he doesn’t normally bite.”

      Ada snaps her head back to the Constable. “I’m sorry. Still haven’t quite woken up.”

      The Constable chuckles and rests the leather case in his lap, undoing the clasp. “I understand. I used to sleep in for hours when I was young.” A manila folder, followed by a gilded black fountain pen. “Anyway, I’ll only take a moment of your time.” He slicks his finger and pages through the folder. Densely scribbled pages, pinned daguerreotypes. Ada wonders if he’s read passenger records, and if so, whether this questioning is a cross-check formality; she’d be inclined to think so if the Constable held any other title but Senior.

      He stops at an empty page. “Right. Would you mind telling me your name?”

      “Ada.”

      Deep purple ink follows the harsh sound of the quill. “Ada?..”

      “Călinescu.”

      “M-hmm.” Doesn’t pause at the name whatsoever, not even to make a joke. A man of his age and vocation has definitely heard of the Călinescu-Skliar family. Therefore, high chance he has consulted the passenger records. “Where are you from?”

      She decides to give the full answer, even if it’s excessive. He might check her birth certificate and civil registration. Lying to a militiaman is grounds for many things. Expulsion among them.

      “Heilung, originally,” she says, “but I’ve lived in Bluthagen since I was a child. I’m registered with my grandmother.”

      “And you’re going to?..”

      Ada clasps her hands over the book in her lap. “Heilung. Tresor Institute—I’m in last year.”

      For a split second, the pen stops. Long enough for Ada to wonder if she somehow misspoke.

      The Constable resumes writing and nods. “Brilliant, brilliant. So, you’re travelling alone, huh?”

      “I am. My grandmother is loathe to travel up north, she’s too old. My sister will⁠—“

      He puts his left hand up. “Yes, that’s fine.” And flicks a checkmark in notes.

      It’s a very fine pen. With a swan imprint on the gold of the quill. A man of his station could probably afford it. Yet the Constable’s coat and suit fray at the edges from age, and his manner of wearing them speaks of disregard for appearances. Cheaper pens write all the same.

      “Is that a gift?” Ada blurts out. “It’s beautiful.”

      The Constable follows Ada’s gaze to the pen. “Oh, this?” A longing expression crosses his face. “From my wife. She has an eye for beauty—I guess except for me.” A sardonic chuckle. “With our jobs, we don’t see each other too often. Hope you haven’t left a lover back in the capital, ma’am, ‘cause let me tell you, that’s not going to last.”

      For Ada, nothing ever does.

      She stares at the book in her lap. The Constable clears his throat. “Anyhow, a shrewd lady such as yourself must’ve figured, this is all a formality. I’ll be out of your hair in a bit, just⁠—”

      “And the men outside?” Ada asks.

      She shouldn’t have. Should’ve kept it all to herself. One does not ask questions of the militia.

      “Just precautions.” The detective wipes a blotch in his notes, staining his shirt sleeve. “So, this might sound strange, but while you’ve been travelling, have you noticed anything off?”

      She realises her knuckles hurt. “Like what?” She relaxes her hands.

      The Constable waves his free hand vaguely. “A shifty passenger. A ticket-free hitchhiker. Loitering between carriages, when they don’t even smoke.”

      Whatever she saw was only a flickering in the corner of her eye.

      “No.”

      The Constable raises an eyebrow. “Nothing at all? Even briefly, even something—odd?”

      Perhaps she should tell him. Just mention it, be a good citizen, then excuse it with drowsiness and the train’s sudden stop.

      Marian Călinescu-Skliar. Treason. 45 years of reparatory labour. Olesia Skliar-Călinescu. Treason (extenuating circumstance: acute female hysteria). Immediate psychiatric hospitalisation under militia supervision.

      “Nothing at all.”

      The Constable clicks his tongue and presses a firm dot into his notes. His eyes cloud with disappointment. Whether in Ada or in his search, she doesn’t know.

      “Ma’am,” he says, “we’re in the middle of a serious investigation. There is a dangerous criminal on the loose, and we have reason to believe they’re coming to Heilung.”

      Ada is dull to his words. She registers a feeling of surprise, of intrigue, but it’s all miles under ice. She cannot for the life of her tell whether she’s scared or only curious.

      “What kind of criminal?” she asks. “A murderer?”

      The Constable inclines his head. “Murderer, sure, but believe it or not, murder is the least of our concerns.”

      Fascinating. Terrifying. Unfair, even, that at the very moment Ada has chosen to carve her name back out of dirt, she must concern herself with this also.

      As the Constable shifts in his seat, she notices in his carelessly hanging pocket a telltale blue gleam. Only the tip of a handle peaks out. Something sleek-shaped, like a futuristic pistol. She remembers that shape if not the precise appearance. This device is also Vogt’s legacy, in a way.

      In her mind’s eye, Ada sees an arc of blue lightning splitting the night. Sound would follow, dull thuds of bodies as they fall to the ground.

      The Authority makes all kinds of criminals. A good half of them are no danger to Ada.

      “That’s terrible,” she says. “I hope you find him soon.”

      The Constable pats that very pocket and winks. “We always do.”

      He packs his manila folder and his wife’s gift of a pen, and clasps the suitcase shut. A wordless exchange of glances passes between him and Brick, which even to Ada does not seem threatening. What does, however, is the way Brick’s eyes always return to her. As if she’s a noisome fly.

      “If you do hear something,” the Constable says, standing up, “ask for Senior Constable Tadeusz Kowal-Keller at the Black House. That’s Heilung’s Security Department. All right?”

      She nods, doing her best not to stare at Brick. By the time Ada considers whether to say, I thought you were from Eisfeld, her door already slides shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Ada first sees Heilung’s grey wall rise, she mistakes it for an overcast sky. Taller than catalyst spires, the wall neither looms nor forebodes; it simply becomes the horizon. White mist clings to polished stone, swallowing any suggestion of texture. Only once the train comes closer does Ada see small pockmarks of tiny windows and black water stains. Heilung itself is invisible. Utterly concealed. A lost traveller might trudge miles through a snowstorm, desperate for reprieve, passing the town right by, never knowing it might’ve granted them safety.

      The gate that opens for the train barely fits the locomotive.

      Ada closes the buttons on her sheepskin coat. She’s had it since she was twelve. Augusta’s hand-me-down, already handed down by Marian. Ada’s hands fit the sleeves now, but the waist still calls for a belt.

      The train slows as the station draws into view. No tall windows or ceilings; one could easily mistake it for an abnormally long house. The platform is barely wider than a sidestreet. Only the yellow safety stripe along the cobblestone belies industrial purpose.

      Ada searches for the newspaper booth. A hole in the wall she distantly remembers; fogged glass displays, yellowed pages, wrought iron bars that shutter at nine in the evening. Little Ada would get children’s comics there.

      It’s twelve in the afternoon, thanks to the militia delay. If Augusta is still the same person as when Ada last saw her, there are two options: either she’s still waiting despite Ada’s tardiness, huffing up a storm, or she has left a belligerent note with the booth lady.

      A tall woman stands beside the queue for the morning news. Statuesque, rigid, like she swallowed a lamppost. Tailored grey coat, hemmed with rich brown fur, and a roller hat to match. The face is only a sketch from this distance. A long oval of sour expressions and cold blue eyes.

      Option one, then.

      Augusta doesn’t bother to meet Ada at the carriage. Needing to haul two suitcases down steep metal stairs must be, in Augusta’s mind, a sort of punishment. Augusta makes her loathing known with inactions and silences.

      “You’re late,” is the first thing Augusta says once Ada reaches her.

      An odd feeling strikes Ada. Bitter and warm, like unsweetened hot chocolate.

      “The train was,” she amends and waits for Augusta to still make it about Ada’s inherent failures.

      She does not. Passengers pour from the train to the station. The station clock ticks. The weight of suitcases drags on Ada’s hands. Augusta waits, a censorious mirror: an almost identical body, clad lady-like and respectably, a vision of Ada if she had any good sense. What Ada could be, perhaps, if she bothered to try. A perfectly tailored citizen.

      “The cab is waiting,” Augusta says crisply. “You’re paying half.”

      She doesn’t wait for Ada to follow. Though Ada wants to read some malice in that, she feels only hollowness, as though a stranger was tasked with escorting her for a minimum sum.

      Outside the station, tiny snowflakes patter Ada and linger on her eyelashes. Grey houses grow crooked around her, steep roofs bowing together as if to whisper in secret. Falselight lanterns glow from sconces rather than posts to conserve precious space. Jutting from nigh-windowless townhomes, makeshift loggias of pine and oak all but obscure the white sky. Some are carved expertly, others are skewed off-kilter, but all are manicured interruptions to Heilung’s uniform shape.

      When Ada last saw this place, it was little more than wooden huts sprawling around closed districts of erstwhile prisons. Now the huts are all gone. The prisons have stripped them of wood to build a mask of personality.

      Ada swallows.

      “They’ve dressed it up,” she says. “Not terrible, for a prison town.”

      “Don’t make defamatory statements.”

      Ada rolls her eyes. “After you pull that pole from your arse.”

      To her chagrin, Augusta doesn’t spit at Ada in protest, or even wrinkle her nose. Only says dryly, “The longer you loiter, the larger your half.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s a short ride. The Skliar homestead stands on the outer circle of Heilung’s cyclical roads, right against the dull expanse of the sky-tall wall. Once a lone shack with naught but snow around it for miles, now a relic of the past wedged between severe and modern townhouses. There have been at least twenty claims from the Bureau to revoke this scrap of land, but Olesia’s brother Makar weaselled out every time. Ada barely recalls the man—he spoke so little. To auditors and militiamen, though, he was obsequious and chummy. Until he was found dead with an empty bottle of moonshine in hand.

      Makar never drank.

      Ada doesn’t know why Augusta rescued the house from the Bureau. Ever since their parents’ arrest and the subsequent news coverage, the elder Călinescu wanted nothing to do with any familial legacy.

      While Ada waits for her sister to unbolt the front door, she finds there is something missing. An error in superimposing memory onto fact. Ada recalls herself little, boots logged with snow, reaching for the wrought iron handle—always so cold.

      There used to be a horseshoe ornament above the front door. Clay, painted green and glazed. When snowstorms grew fierce, it rattled and clinked from the wind.

      The horseshoe has been replaced with a house number: 14-20F.

      “Come in.”

      The house still smells so strongly of pine. Of wintry breezes and distant forests, of hand-carved toys, of days that don’t end and nights that won’t come. In the picture the wooden scents paint, Ada romps across striped woven carpets to land in Marian’s lap. The planks grouch beneath her. The hearth puffs warmth. Candles scintillate at the end of their burning. Strewn along walls, embroidery flowers jewellery-red.

      From all this only the smell remains. The wooden floors have been plastered with white linoleum painted to resemble marble. The wood of the walls is likewise concealed, its rough cut bowdlerised with a pallid green wallpaper. A pattern of pink tea roses fails to embellish its banality. The weighty stone hearth, once the home’s nucleus, is entirely gone; a wall splits its spot, and the chimney leads to a white tiled stove. Stout hand-made furniture must by now be someone’s lumber. Its replacement is standard-issue and slender, lacquered to a petroleum shine. Slim candles in crystal holders sport unmarred wicks—their light is unnecessary, now that a chandelier of diamond-cut glass gleams with blue falselight.

      Ada sets her suitcases down. The linoleum wheezes under the weight, slightly.

      “You’ve made, uh.” She clasps her hands. “Renovations. It’s nice.”

      Augusta doesn’t shake the snow from her coat. Nor does she follow Ada into the living room proper.

      “Nina will show you around,” she says. “I’ll be home for supper.”

      Her hand is already on the door handle, the metal already giving, creaking a measly goodbye.

      “Wait.”

      Ada’s leather gloves rasp. Augusta, her back a wall in its own right, tilts her head, so like Olesia when she heard a strange sound on a hunt.

      “You won’t even stay with me for one day?” Ada asks, keeping her voice measured. “First time we see each other in eight years, and you’re already gone?”

      Outside the frosted windows, horses whine and stomp on the sand-spattered cobblestone. Sweat beads in the folds of Ada’s coat.

      “Seven,” Augusta says, clinical and dull. “You’ve been to the wedding.”

      Snow sprays on the carpet as the door swings shut.
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        * * *

      

      The first glyph Ada ever composed was carved in this home, in its woodworking shed. She’d stolen the ink. The manual, taken from a library. Ada wore gloves and reckoned that was safe enough. A pencil dipped in black ichor, fuming and toxic, scratched walls with an ear-wringing pitch. Symbols caught each other on their own hooks and twisted into flickering shapes that reminded Ada of Mama misplaying her cello.

      Only this music bled black. The south wall of the Skliars’ shed warped like a rotted tree trunk. Melting reality wept in rivulets and washed Ada’s eyes blind. In that oil-slicked night she saw deep needles and skin like layers of frost on the sea. Ada clawed at the wall, at her skin, but the needles kept burrowing deeper, until Ada’s blood seeped into gleaming syringes above.

      It took half a year of saline solutions cleansing her eyeballs to return Ada’s sight. The shed was dismantled altogether, the soil beneath it seared black. Nothing ever grew from it since. Not even lichen, not even in summer.
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        * * *

      

      Ada finds Nina on the backyard veranda. Augusta’s wife sits with her back to the entrance, facing the cherubic sculptures in the closet-sized plantless garden. Instead all the flora surrounds Nina indoors, a potted forest of ferns and palms from the southernmost reaches of the Authority’s lands. Frail orange trees pucker with greenish fruit. Paper-yellow spots gnaw at the palms’ blade-like leaves.

      “Oh!” Her bun of tight curls shines with silver amid black. “Is that you, Ada?”

      Ada appreciates the pretence. The way Nina speaks, it’s as if Ada’s return is not one of years but hours. A job in entertainment may mean never getting priority for housing—or any kind of priority—but still, there are advantages to Augusta marrying an actress.

      “Hi, Nina.”

      To Ada, Nina Brodzka may as well be still clad in blue-hemmed white and crowned with silk flowers. Aside from New Year’s and birthday gifts, she left no dent in Ada’s life with Augusta’s absence. Just a name in letters. A woman Ada’s never met, at Augusta’s arm.

      So when Nina leans on an ivory cane to stand up, it comes as a shock. She was a spry and feather-light dancer at the wedding, every motion accentuated and stylised by years of ballet. Now she limps distinctly, sparing her right knee.

      Ada must’ve been unsuccessful in concealing her surprise.

      “We all grow up in our own ways,” Nina says, the corners of her eyes creased with pain. “Look at you. A whole grown woman now.”

      The emphasis on womanhood makes Ada pinch her skirt and look down—makes her squirm in inadequacy, as it always does. But Nina doesn’t know that. Nor does she need to know why.

      Nina glides closer to Ada, the trail of her skirt whispering along the floor. Cane or no cane, Augusta’s wife inhabits her sea-blue gown like she was born in it, an airborne spirit from folk tales with lace for a plume crest and silk in place of a feather coat. So unlike Augusta herself, who in every dress behaves like a cat forced into shoes. So unlike Ada, whose every mannerism is plucked from observations, never innate.

      “Tea?” Nina offers.

      Ada shakes her head. “Thank you, but I’d rather first unpack.”

      “Of course.”

      She guides Ada through the wallpaper-plastered halls to the room that was once the spare bedroom. It is woefully empty. Marek’s toys have been stuffed away. A single metal-frame bed burgeons with a puffed-up mattress and pillow in crisp crochet covers. The shelves are half-empty, half Universal-language kids’ books.

      Ada can’t recall what this room is supposed to look like. Nothing but faint shapes of a fur-lined bed in the dark. A memory sinking like water in snow.

      “Welcome,” Nina says. “For a year, at least.”

      I should’ve taken the dormitory.

      Ada joins Nina in a performance of a hug. Naturally, the actress is better at it. Ada is wooden, distracted unduly by the earthen scent of a hound on Nina’s gown.

      “You adopted a puppy?” Ada asks when the two draw apart. “Or does the theatre’s new performance have a canine actor?”

      For the first time in Ada’s memory, Nina flinches.

      “I’ve retired, Ada,” Nina says, eyes trailing to the cane. “Thirty is old for my kind of stage. I keep a kennel for sled dogs now, just past the wall. You’re welcome to visit sometime.”

      Ada politely refuses as she must, and Nina insists, and Ada refuses again. Lovely words, all scripted and hollow, such that this house once never tolerated. Now it accepts them, silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is it?” The old man behind the news stand scowls at Ada. “I’m closing in ten, jus’ so you know.”

      His vowels are flat, his trills sharp. Ada responds in Zlatinian,

      “Just today’s People’s Word, please.”

      The man’s scowl relaxes somewhat, and he says, “One mark.”

      Ordinarily the Authority’s foremost newspaper costs three marks, but Ada has only five in her pockets, and some of that will go to her supper. Whatever fried pastry she buys will be preferable to stewing in Augusta’s home.

      She thanks the old man and takes the newspaper to a snow-covered bench. From the top of the page glowers the triple-eyed crest of the Authority: one eye for the Bureau, one for the militia, and one for the Old God, all joined by a circle that stands for the citizens.

      Nothing about the escaped convict on the front page. Militia investigations often don’t make for headline stories until they’re foregone conclusions. This means Heilung’s Black House has no estimate for when their quarry will face the Authority’s justice.

      Why is Ada looking for this story at any rate? It’s none of her business. In only a few days she’ll be a student of a renowned professor and preoccupied with her thesis and studies. She could be preparing for that now. She should be preparing for that now.

      Ada’s gloved fingers crease yellow paper. Her mouth sets in a thin line.

      It’s only a newspaper. The Authority’s one at that. What would Olesia say if she saw her daughter afraid of some pages?

      Ada finds what she’s looking for at p.31, in the right-hand corner of the Word’s foldout.

      

      
        
        SLAUGHTER ON THE TRACKS

        

        by S. Ionescu

        

        On Saturday morning, Mr. Josef Fischer of the Eisfeld Ethics Society was out setting bear traps when he came across a horrible accident: a freight train, derailed and capsized. In the wreckage, two employees of the Arborean Railway Network were found dead. Their names are omitted from public record on request of their families.

        During the initial inquiry, it was concluded the ARN employees perished as a result of the accident. However, Heilung’s Security Department has informed the Word that, upon further investigation, all signs pointed to premeditated homicide.

        Senior Constable Tadeusz Kowal-Keller, currently in charge of the investigation, made the following statement:

        “Honestly, ‘accident’ ain’t the word for it. The kind of damage the train received, it’s obvious we’re dealing with intentional sabotage. Not by the ARN, because the culprit didn’t know what they were doing. It’s likely the ARN workers attempted to stop them and were killed in the process. The coroner concluded the injuries sustained from the crash occurred after they died.”

        Heilung’s Security Department requests that good citizens of the Authority come forth with any information they may consider pertinent to the case at hand.

      

      

      

      By the time she finishes reading, Ada’s hands have crumpled the words along the edges into illegibility. She wipes the snow melting on her eyebrows. Droplets fall on printed letters and warp them.

      Saturday morning. Ada departed Bluthagen on Friday afternoon. Neither the article nor the Constable’s statement mention the bodies sustaining damage from hungry polar bears. Such details could be dropped for the public’s gentle sensibilities someplace like Bluthagen, but in Heilung dangerous predators are simply the cold truth of the world beyond city walls. Considering the inclusion of the coroner’s findings, such an omission would be strange.

      A day or even hours, at most, between the moment the ARN workers died and Mr. Fischer found the bodies.

      Which means, rather than postpone the Bluthagen—Heilung train, the Bureau chose to clean up the site of a train crash in less than twenty-four hours. To say nothing of the militia investigation of the scene.

      Nothing under the Authority’s aegis ever happens in less than twenty-four hours.

      As warmth flees Ada’s limbs, she finds other oddities, other ungainly edges sticking out from the Bureau-approved picture. She superimposes the article on her conversation with the Constable. Like bad spellcraft, the picture breaks.

      It’s nothing either the reporter or the Constable said—it’s how they said it, and what they didn’t. The article paints the image of a sabotaged train, two unfortunate victims, and an unknown culprit. On that alone, Ada’s assumption would be that the criminal fled the scene. Since they were likely on the train, and there’s absolutely nothing between here and Eisfeld, the murderer must’ve boarded in Heilung. A crime of this magnitude, one waits out in the wilderness, in a remote village, or at least far from the scene. In other words, nowhere near this town.

      But this isn’t the image the Constable’s demeanour suggested. He intercepted the train arriving into Heilung the day after, claiming that’s where the criminal was headed. Nobody boarded in Eisfeld, and Sniegau is surely too far away, so when was the criminal supposed to get on the train? And the Constable said nothing of any accidents on the railway, nor of murdered ARN employees.

      What he did say was, Murderer, sure, but believe it or not, murder is the least of our concerns.

      That’s what pushed Ada to consider if the Constable’s quarry is only a criminal of thought. Those are at times blamed for atrocities they did not commit, but either after their capture to mar their public image, or as an excuse to pursue them. What People’s Word printed looks most like a misdirection. A skewing of facts.

      If neither murder nor dissidence is the crime, what is? Why a whole task force led by a Senior Constable, armed with the latest spellcraft?

      Why return to Heilung?

      The silence of the street is suddenly deafening. Falselight flickers, lantern glyphs worn and eroded. Townhouse windows gape dark.

      With a practised slowness, Ada stands up, as if she planned to leave at this moment, and she tosses the newspaper in a bin. She’s not sure where this street leads. She walks like she is. Heels click against cobblestone—slick with ice, easy to slip on—until they meet rasping snow, which slows Ada’s steps.

      A crow caws as it fails to land on a lamppost. The narrow street swerves. In the corner, there is a depression in the wall with a base for a statue, and a spot for a plaque. The base stands empty. The plaque has been shorn.

      Ada turns the corner. At the end, a cul-de-sac.

      Never get cornered, Olesia’s voice echoes in Ada’s mind. If you do, the only way out is to fight.

      Heat breathes on the back of Ada’s neck. Something sloshes behind her. As the lanterns' struggling light dies, twilight swallows all colour, and Ada feels her coat pocket for anything sharp.

      A door opens and shuts to her left. She hears a twinkling of chimes.

      Ada lets her hairpin fall back into her pocket and forces herself to close her eyes. Deep breaths. This will all pass once she begins her studies. Paranoia, discontent, a subconscious longing for abnormal events—all ailments of an idle mind. This is only an alley, and she only a stranger.

      Whoever passed her by certainly paid her no mind. They are gone already, footprints curving around Ada to steep ice-sheeted steps that descend precariously to the townhouse cellar. A rare feature in Heilung; allegedly the town once boasted many underground caverns and passages, but most had to be covered under a layer of concrete. Ada finds it more likely the Authority’s architects tried to replicate southern urban design on frozen earth and met failure.

      Not in this case, however.

      The staircase leads to a jade-coloured door, glazed with red stained glass. Soft light limns the wooden frame. Above hangs a gilded sign: Green Guelder-Rose.

      The name is familiar. In a needling kind of way, like trying to chase a just-forgotten thought. For a moment, Ada wonders if the place is even open, if it’s a public space at all. It’s past eight in the evening, in an alleyway’s dead end, and the way Guelder-Rose hides without any prominent signposts, it’s as if it does not want to be found.

      Muffled laughter sneaks through the gaps in the door. On a small poster, Ada discerns a plainly printed announcement. Viniceriu 26th, 20:30. “Slipa Bandura,” “Dakh,” and more!

      She recalls it now.

      I’m not working out who stole whose doll, alright? says Olesia, her features eroded by memory. I’m late for the Guelder-Rose. Wipe your nose, Gusia. Ada, if you bother your sister like that, you’ll never get to see me perform—got that?

      Back then, Green Guelder-Rose seemed farther than the sea, nestled at the end of an outer limb of a yet-unwalled district. In truth it was always some twenty minutes away. Closer now, without layers and layers of snow.

      Ada can’t bring herself to enter. It’s surely a mirage—places like this don’t last. Nothing can exist in parallel to the Authority’s stamp of approval. No little chamber theatre, such as this one, exists for long without becoming a “people’s theatre” or an “institute for drama.” At best, it disappears entirely.

      The jade door swings open. A figure emerges haloed in candlelight, a sheepskin coat tossed round the shoulders, cigarillo squeezed between teeth. They halt before Ada, moments before collision. Braids of burnished brass entwine with black silk ribbons that gleam against a pitch-black three-piece suit. Around the bare neck, a scarlet cravat. A conflagration of colour in contrast to the night.

      Dark, drunk eyes scan Ada from head to toe.

      “Here for the show?”

      The words are sharp with challenge and mistrust. Ada’s left hand clamps over her right. Retorts drown in a well of inadequacy.

      “Nikola, for god’s sake!”

      Zlatinian rings from within the Guelder-Rose, exasperated and rasped with tobacco. The stranger’s inebriated focus muddles, their gaze shifting from Ada to the snow beneath them. Quick steps patter across tile. Another besuited figure, though much shorter in stature, and clad in grey. Blue eyes glance at Ada over—presumably—Nikola’s shoulder. Lips purse.

      “You’ll give me conniptions, I swear,” the grey-suited stranger says, ignoring Ada.

      The cigarillo droops. “You don’t want me in the crowd and didn’t want me in the backroom—where do you want me?”

      The black-clad figure speaks of themself in a genderless manner, and addressed the grey one as a woman. Ada’s fingers dig into her skirt, at once too aware of it.

      “Not running back and forth like a dumb child!” the grey-suited woman says. “And who’s this Ethics Society girl you brought here? What I don’t want is your lack of self-preservation. I don’t have enough money to get the pigs off my back the second time.”

      Ewelina would know what to say here. For all her faults, she was ever Ada’s ticket to Bluthagen’s fringes. Ada may as well be a farm chicken released to the wild—fence or no fence, she still can’t fly.

      “Sorry,” she says in Universal, so as not to be taken for an eavesdropper. “Sorry to bother you; I’ll go now.”

      The grey-suited woman forces a perfunctory grin—goodbye and good riddance—as Ada turns on her heel, eyes cast to the ground.

      “Hold on.”

      The black-suited androgyne’s Universal is softly accented.

      “You’re really here for the show?” they ask.

      Of course not. One hears about such events from a friend of a friend, of which Ada has none in Heilung.

      “Yes,” she says anyway. Lies can get one quite far.

      She braves a glance at Nikola. Through the haze of their tipsiness, something like regret surfaces on their handsome face, and a longing Ada can’t identify. A well without reflection in sunken brown eyes.

      In Zlatinian, the grey-suited woman snarls, “Stuff your bleeding heart up your arse.” In Universal: “That’s two marks. Drinks and food extra.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside, Green Guelder-Rose gleams emerald. Mosaics of broken bottle glass span the ceiling; old-fashioned candlelight, feeble and trembling, reflects against surface after surface until it becomes a coruscation of gold. That brilliance shrouds the banality of cracked tiles, of cheap lacquered wood, and the lingering scent of alcohol.

      The clientele also bewitches. Colour and pattern overflows, laughing, around tables that encircle a stage. Embroidery, beaded jewellery, furs and feathers, in contrast with sharp-cut tweeds—a polished image of modern masculinity—or with cloud-like layers of lace, an exalted fantasy of a woman. But first impressions fade, and with them, Ada’s blindness to imperfections. To bad stitches on self-made garments. To garishness, intentional or otherwise.

      To whispers.

      “Come on, we can drink at home.”

      “You think they’ll come here again?”

      “Sit down, both of you. Stasia takes care of us. Always has. This ain’t serious.”

      Anxiety stirs. Militia raid?

      But if that did happen, Ada can see no trace of it. No broken glasses, no bruised faces, no heavy silence. And the whispers drown in the din quickly as stones in a river.

      To Ada’s right, a woman that resembles a cabaret dancer flings a magazine open. An issue of People’s Ethics Periodical. A severe daguerreotype of a middle-aged man glares, encased in text.

      “Don’t you know that,” the woman announces to her friend, in a mockery of pure Universal, “‘barbaric rituals of transient genders are a kind of promiscuity of the mind, not far removed from psychoses.’ Well, I’m feeling mighty promiscuous tonight!”

      Laughter rings against the glass above. Ada shifts away from the raucousness. Errant glances trail her—why are you here?—but still she is close to invisible. She’s taken a lot of care to be just so. No matter the cracks and the candles and the stitches, the Guelder-Rose iridesces with unabashed sincerity. If this place were spellcraft, honesty would be its anchor glyph. Making Ada all too aware she’s wiped her own truths clean.

      She lands on a barstool. The grey-suited woman stands behind the counter—the proprietress, perhaps. Somewhere between Ada’s dazzlement and her dejection, Nikola has vanished.

      “Do you do cherry liquor?” Ada asks. Her tone does not betray her ennui. Like always, her voice is a cheap fiddle of lilts and yes-pleases.

      The proprietress glares. Ada suspects she usually does.

      “Naturally. For a mark.”

      It doesn’t cost that much in Bluthagen. Ada flits her eyelashes. “But I only have half.”

      “Then stay sober.”

      It was a long shot. Either the woman’s not that kind of butch, or Ada’s not her type. “Fine.”

      The thought of dinner is swiftly discarded. Beauty—of which there is plenty for free—is one component to high-quality oblivion, but alcohol is another, and Ada only has so much until she can wink her way into someone else’s money. Hence the cherry liquor, deceptively intoxicating. It burns through her throat, its sweetness a false promise, and leaves numbness in its wake.

      After the third glass, colours bleed. Ada’s gestures melt into languor.

      “Another,” she calls out in the direction of the bar, before she remembers her pockets are empty.

      But the proprietress doesn’t oblige her either way. “You’ve had enough.”

      No. Not nearly enough to forget. Forget her propriety, her name, her place.

      A glass of water is thrust into her hand. Ada sips it morosely.

      Some minutes later, the wondrous coruscation dims, the bottle glass mosaic turning black. The bar stands empty—the proprietress left to extinguish the candles. Above the stage, falselight crackles awake as the crowd is cast into darkness.

      Into the limelight stumbles Nikola. Polar-night black and ruby red. Their features are diamond-cut. Their movements, even in drunkenness, preternaturally elegant, as if their limbs follow a geometry slightly askew to that which is human and dull.

      “Welcome to our opening season,” they say, almost sober. “We’ve got a good night prepared for you⁠—”

      In the twilight beside the stage, the proprietress glares at Nikola daggers.

      “—and can I just say…” Their eyes glitter as they stumble and nearly fall off-balance. “It’s good to be home.”

      Somehow Nikola’s image blurs and becomes unfocused, more so than the rest of the Guelder-Rose. Ada wipes her eyes, not that it helps. Uncertain whispers tremor between lips in the audience, those of confused not-quite-recognition.

      The proprietress jerks Nikola by the sleeve, and that proves enough for them to collapse off-stage. The audience giggles. The androgyne and the proprietress pass heated whispers, after which Nikola’s posture wilts. Ada wilts with them, resting her head on the bar, its wooden surface chilling.

      “Sorry about that,” the proprietress says as she steps onto the stage. “Please welcome, Slipa Bandura!”

      To crackling applause, a blind man with a hefty lute replaces the proprietress. Ada watches a flicker of red in the shadow—Nikola vanishes into a door labelled Staff.

      Ada narrows her eyes. There will be a moment before the proprietress returns to the bar when the path will be empty and dark. If Ada only acts as though she’s where she’s meant to be, no one will challenge her.

      So she slips through. Or perhaps falters; certainly she steps on someone’s skirt and tumbles something else over. Perhaps the world is just spinning before her of its own accord. But the crowd wants to see the musician perform, not to stop Ada. To the sound of plucked strings, she eases the Staff entrance shut and finds herself in a narrow passageway of red brick and fragrant mould.

      In the corner beneath a wall of daguerreotypes, Nikola rests on the floor, knees to chest.

      Ada slides down to plop beside them. “Been away from Heilung, too?”

      They contemplate the question as though it’s difficult to answer. “I suppose so.”

      “I used to be from here. Or, I mean, from the wilds beyond the town.” Ada sighs. “No wilds anymore. And I’m not me anymore. You know?” Something climbs up her throat, a choking thirst that refuses fulfilment, and she squeezes her eyes shut. “Was I ever me, though?”

      Dimly she knows she’s speaking nonsense. It’s all so much better in her head; her thoughts are a song, a weaving, but her words only mangle and slur. She should just collapse through the floor, for everyone’s sake.

      “Yes,” Nikola murmurs. “I do know.”

      Ada opens her eyes. Nikola is not looking at her but boring into the floor, the shadows in the curves of their face gravid and long.

      Ada listens to the taut silence between her heartbeats. To the way her nerves thrum. For a moment, it all seems so clear; why everything feels like a slow dying; why she never quite seems to breathe. Yet it also eschews precise description. As though some eldritch creature of pure ice has surfaced for air from its hadopelagic home, but even above water, its shape is not for human eyes to know.

      Nikola’s voice cuts through the fleeting image.

      “You come back to places you thought home,” they say, “but all that made them home has vanished. You look for memories of home inside yourself, but all you see are sketches. You recall who used to be, but all you see is what you are. And you wonder, did any of that even happen? Did I make it all up?” A shuddering intake of breath. “You wonder, does it even matter?”

      Outside the Staff door, a deep voice cantillates. The words spill, a rainfall; Ada catches few. She speaks her mother’s tongue only conversationally. Superficially. All the same, the incomprehensible wells within her, and she knows she has something of world-ending importance to articulate.

      “It has to,” she slurs. “Has to matter. Else all you’re doing is—” she hiccoughs, “—’s waiting for men in black to come. You know?”

      That wasn’t it. That wasn’t the world-ending thing. Whatever it was is already gone.

      But Nikola stills all the same. However unfocused the world around her, Ada knows without doubt all their attention has fallen on her. They shake their head, and say something like, “You won’t remember this,” only that doesn’t make any sense.

      “Why’d she kick you off that stage?” Ada asks, leaping from her well of dejection straight to inebriant outrage. “Fucking rude.”

      Nikola snorts with laughter. “Stasia? No, she was right. I just—never mind.” They bite their lip, skin blossoming pink. “Shouldn’t have. Shouldn’t be seen like that.”

      Ada chuckles and slides to rest her shoulder against theirs. “And leave this face just for one woman’s eyes? Cruel.”

      Nikola’s body flares with feverish heat. Ada jerks back. Muddled concerns float amid thoughts: are they all right? sick? disgusted? Ada searches for a hint on Nikola’s face but finds no purchase, nothing but eyes that eat all reflection.

      Nikola breathes. The heat subsides. Their face returns into light.

      “It’s not that. I’m just a costumer. It’s not my place to be on stage.”

      Ada rakes their sumptuous black suit with her gaze. “Costumer, huh?” She grins. “Can you make me one?”

      “Make you what?”

      “A suit.” She runs her hand along Nikola’s shoulder seam. “It’s the best I’ve ever seen.”

      Their face sours. “Right. Of course it is.” A twinge of—regret? “Whatever it is you think you’re doing, it’s a bad idea.”

      Ada leans forward. Nikola smells of cherry and spellcraft’s petrichor.

      “What I’m doing is commissioning you,” she whispers. “For any money you want. I’ll rob the Bureau. You’re worth it.”

      But the regret only deepens, saps all colour from them. Even the cravat seems no longer as brazenly bright.

      “You’re just drunk,” they say. “You should leave.”

      They’re about to stand up, to leave Ada alone and sad and pissed in a place from which she will soon be kicked out.

      She catches their sleeve. “Give me a date. I’ll come for a fitting. I’ll remember, just—let us speak on it sober. I’ll remember. I promise.”

      Nikola’s visage is already fading. The lines of their face, dissolving from perception, as though they were only glyphs of illusion, erased as soon as falselight flares.

      “Next Saturday, six in the evening sharp,” says the empty space where Nikola was. From the flatness of their voice, Ada knows they don’t expect her to come, or even hear them at all.
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      Tresor Institute is a sharp-toothed edifice. White as snow, unstained and gold-ornamented. Pinnacles proliferate from its many peaks, joined by harsh lines of flying buttresses striving towards the portals that should be windows. Ada counts only three visible panes, all clouded stained glass.

      In this multitude of geometry, it’s easy to miss the catalyst spire. A needle that punctures the fog above, its tip glowing anaemic and red. Heilung has only one altogether, barely enough for a town this size; that the Institute holds it instead of any Bureau administration certainly makes a statement. That a second spire was never built makes another. The aura can’t possibly cover the outskirts sufficiently. Glyphs count for nothing without the catalyst, and so the old townhomes are left with uncertain heating and flickering lights. A subtle punishment for the natives, a reminder of their heritage.

      Here, though, at the gate, Ada notes a glimmer of blue snaking around the fence and the Institute walls, working unfailingly. At first she thinks it to be a matter of heating, but the glyphs are all wrong. Instead, the enchantments attempt to block perceptive magic. Purge anything that fools the eye.

      Which is a baffling expense. Ada can think of no reason to invest in such protection except to keep someone from—what? Sneaking in weapons that were spellcrafted to be unnoticeable? Nobody but the Authority itself has even the means to make such devices, let alone the skill or the will.

      Perhaps the protection mainly serves to impress. If the Institute expends its budget on such unlikely threats, it must surely be able to annihilate all else.

      Cold bites through Ada’s coat.

      She shows her papers to the guard at the gate. The man’s pronged-eye badge glares with snow-reflected light. She squints, her head still ringing despite the aspirin she took.

      “You’re late,” the guard informs her unnecessarily.

      Ada’s left hand squeezes her right wrist. Her first day, and already she’s misstepped.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs. The guard, of course, doesn’t care, and is already unlocking the wrought iron gate.

      He holds it open for her. “Into the building ahead, then to your left till you see a big door.”

      She thanks him without looking and rushes past. From the corner of her eye, she sees more gleaming glyphs still, crawling along reliefs and statues that decorate the inner courtyard. Illusory alterations; the very thing the exterior of the Institute dispels. Whereas the latter has some practical excuse, this is simply a show of excess.

      Ada can’t quite help it. She stops to look.

      The statue is in the shape of a woman. Somewhere beneath the spellcraft, it once had features. Curves, lines, maybe in great detail, maybe uniquely stylised. Rather than emphasise or aggrandise, magic has filed it all away—Ada can see no discernible face. Nothing that would allow recognition, nor style. Ada can’t even tell the material, only the white colour, and that could’ve been painted over. All she sees is how the statue’s facade seems to melt, to weep, a waterfall never quite allowed to meet its river.

      The sign next to the plinth reads: Excised from private properties. Sculptor unknown.
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        * * *

      

      The sounds of the opening ceremony seep into the Institute’s hallway. Ada allows herself a second to catch her breath before she enters.

      “—all these bright minds, ready for the new academic⁠—”

      The door hinges shriek metallic. Ada winces. She leans with her whole body to push heavy mahogany shut behind her, every heave an awkward spectacle for an audience’s judgement. And there is an audience. Ripples of rustling clothes as students turn in their chairs to look at her; the sudden silence of the woman at the pulpit, and the equally heavy quiet of the professors behind her.

      “—year,” the woman finishes, and gradually, the students swivel back to watch the stage. “Heilung’s Tresor Institute heartily welcomes you.”

      Ada’s boots clack against the parquet. Above, the vaulted ceiling mercilessly echoes. She picks a seat, any seat.

      “But I regret to say a small announcement is in order.”

      The woman at the pulpit must be the Rectoress. Ada rifles through her mental catalogue of names and titles. Rectoress of the Tresor Institute of Heilung, Head of the History Faculty, Helga Keller-Kowal. The Keller to Senior Constable’s Kowal, perhaps? Ada can’t know for certain; Heilung is small, but these are still common surnames. Either way, from the back of the auditorium the Rectoress is barely discernible, a pale figure with a pompadour of paler hair.

      “As I’m sure you’re aware,” she says, “Tresor Institute is home to the forefront of spellcraft, and as such, maintaining the Authority’s standard of security is of utmost importance to us. Per the Institute’s request, Heilung’s Security Department dispensed with some of its personnel.”

      A chill sets in Ada’s gut. The people that form a line behind the Rectoress—they aren’t all professors. Aren’t all in smart suits and gowns. Some alloy with shadows in black, almost unseen.

      “To make sure,” the Rectoress continues, “that no harm comes to the Institute, its properties, or its students.” Even at this distance, Ada notes a smile. “Let me assure you they will not hover over your shoulders as you study—treat them as no more than guards.”

      The small advantage of running late is that Ada sits in the very last row, which is exactly where whispers break out. Now, as always, clusters of older students that have been here for years and do not care for speeches, bolt awake, postures strung in agitation.

      “Do you think?..”

      “No way. But maybe?”

      “…Klaus?”

      “You don’t believe that.”

      “But what else?”

      The mass of grey and tweed that is the student body frissons, sensing gossip. In the front, Ada suspects, there is only confusion. She’s not invited into either. Too old for first-years, too unknown for same-years.

      She steels herself. She will not pass this year in solitude.

      Ada taps the shoulder of a girl in front of her, a fair-haired miss in a well-fitted blouse.

      “Who’s Klaus?”

      The girl starts and turns. The spark of conspiratorial interest dims in her; her smile sets into blandness, her brow pinched.

      “You haven’t heard?” she whispers, clearly not expecting an answer, as she at once continues: “Last year’s reject. He got kicked out.” She rolls her eyes. “Well, he claimed he got assigned, but that’s nonsense. Not as nonsensical, though—” she shoots a glance to the girl beside her, “—as thinking he was abducted.”

      The other girl is dressed much the same, but she is northern, her braid jet-black. Hurt creases the corners of her lips before she mirrors her friend’s arrogance.

      “I know what I know,” she says. “Klaus ran afoul of your mercenaries.”

      “Say one more thing about ‘our’—”

      “Students!” The Rectoress thumps her palm against the pulpit. “I know this is a change, and change can frighten.” Her tone is feather-soft, soothing as freshly cooled tea. “But all we are doing is just making sure the Institute operates as it should. This is the order of things in the South.” Briefly her eyes flit to the back—and meet Ada’s. “As our newest transfer no doubt knows.”

      Again, attention. Crawling all over her skin. No amount of lace, of linen, of wool or tweed—no amount is enough; she is naked.

      “You’re the transfer?”

      Ada’s temples thrum, her headache an iron crown, drawing tighter.

      “Yes,” she says. “From Bluthagen. History.”

      “History?” the fair-haired girl says. “Why would you transfer here for History?”

      It’s a rhetorical question steeped in condescension. Ada’s words spoil in her mouth. This tone always tails her, a mocking echo of her every choice. And the other students don’t even yet know just how disgraceful Ada is.

      “We have Vogt,” the other girl says in wavering uncertainty, as if she wants to say something in Ada’s defence but comes up short.

      Ada’s fists close in her lap. One day, she will need no defence.

      “Ugh.” The fair-haired girl’s lip curls. “That uptight bitch. No wonder she still has one name, in her forties.”

      “Iwona!”

      Iwona preens from outrage. “What? You know I’m right.”

      If you’re so right, say that to her face.

      A thought too confrontational to voice at the moment. But in her heart, Ada pins it like a taxidermied butterfly, for preservation.

      One day.
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        * * *

      

      Ada awaits her first private lesson with a restless heart. Introductions breeze past her. Glacial halls, vast amphitheatres, smiles and greetings and glances—all mirages of a northern desert. Everyone knows the first week of the semester is perfunctory.

      What really matters lies beyond a titanium-sealed door.

      Tresor—“the vault”—Institute. Even as the bland percussion of Universal supplants other languages, names still matter. This name was begot in the discovery of spell-ink, and the subsequent urge to keep it under lock and key. To excise tomes and rites and hide them, for everyone’s sake.

      Ada exchanges her permit slip for a many-spiked key. It turns slowly, with effort. Click after clack, internal mechanisms rotate and slide, after which metal slabs hiss apart.

      “Professor Vogt is waiting inside.”

      In vain, Ada was trying to ignore the militiaman to her side. That he’s aware of her business pins a needle into her spine.

      “I know,” she says, brittle. Then, afraid of seeming rude: “Thank you.”

      The militiaman nods.

      Beyond the seal, the corridor narrows and slopes downward to lead gradually beneath the permafrosted earth. Ada’s footsteps ring, except here, the echo is small. Intimate. The light illuminates only enough for her not to stumble. Sparsely spaced falselight lanterns, embedded into barren white walls.

      She comes to a crossroads. To her right, a simple wooden door, its plaque signed Archives 1F. To her left, another seal. Would the key work on this one, too?

      “Enter,” Ada hears from Archives 1F.

      She searches her manner for imperfections. Corrects her posture, unclenches her hands. Dons polite curiosity in place of her natural countenance.

      The study within seems almost makeshift, to Ada’s concealed surprise. Shelves of books, not quite aligned, pressing against a sloped ceiling. Two desks pulled together, likewise off-centre. Behind one such desk sits a woman in an arsenic-green gown. Her dark hair, tight in immaculate side swirls, shimmers with the distinguished silver of age. Her features are sharp and distinct, an inverse of the courtyard sculpture.

      She stops writing in her ledger. Grey eyes lift from behind a pair of silver wire-rimmed spectacles.

      “Ada Călinescu?”

      “That’s me—I mean, yes ma’am.”

      Helena Vogt gestures to a chair beside the desks and says, “Sit,” before she returns to her writing.

      Ada does so. She smooths her skirt and rests her suitcase in her lap, her right hand fussing with the clasp, her mind already on the pre-drafted pages she packed.

      Vogt says nothing. Her pen scrapes the pages. Every few strokes, her gaze flits to Ada, then back to the page. A stack of graded essays hides Vogt’s writing from view.

      Eventually, Ada says, “I’ve submitted my proposal ahead of time.”

      “You did.”

      Ada swallows. “I understand the study of spellcrafted tattoos is a bit, uh, unusual, but I assure you, I will address the subject with all due delicacy. I’ve studied the Bureau’s prohibitions on the matter with diligence. My intent is only to document⁠—”

      “Do you consider yourself a citizen of the metropol?”

      Ada’s mouth clamps shut mid-sentence. “Uh. I suppose? I’ve lived in Bluthagen most of my life.”

      “But you’re not from Bluthagen?”

      Ada worries her clasp. “No.”

      Vogt’s pen rakes a mark. “Very good. Is Universal your first language?”

      You are not in an interrogation. There’s no militia. Calm down.

      “No,” Ada says, and manages a slight smile, “but I speak it like it is, as you can see—hear.”

      Vogt nods. Another brief glance passes over Ada’s forehead, and then: “Have you ever suffered tuberculosis or syphilis? Perhaps leprosy?”

      Nervousness dulls with confusion; Ada hesitates. “I haven’t?”

      Above, falselight crackles. Paper rustles as Vogt fans her page, waits for ink to dry, and shuts the ledger. “Good.”

      When Vogt’s steel gaze fixes on Ada, it is with singular force, pinning her to the back of the chair as surely as a factory press. Impolite, impudent, too direct. Everything Ada’s been instructed to abjure. The professor rests her elbows on the ledger and laces her fingers, unburdened by wedding bands.

      “I commend your efforts,” Vogt says, level and without flourish. “But I don’t care for the Bureau’s prohibitions. We study magic, and magic exists beside and outside the law. It shapes it. Prohibitions exist as they do because of it. Do you understand what that means?”

      Ada finds her throat dry. Two urges cleave her: one, tremulous, afraid to the marrow of producing any opinion on the Authority that’s not just a statement of fact; the other, likewise choleric, agitated, trained to answer to a teacher’s question like a bull to a whip. And a smaller third: the desire to sound just as sure as the immaculate woman before her. Just as immovable.

      “It means,” Vogt says when Ada produces nothing, “that we make the laws.”

      Ada exhales. She’s failed to prove her competence this time. Failed to prove herself an equal. Castigation subsumes her, and she likewise fails to notice that Vogt is starting to speak when Ada asks,

      “What about the Old God?”

      Irritation passes over Professor’s face quickly. Her brows twinge. “The Old God?”

      Ada refrains from clenching her hands over each other. “I understand most of our mundane matters are not up to god to decide, but at least in foundation, the Authority dictates what the Old God demands.”

      A corner of Vogt’s lips twitches. “So you haven’t lied about studying. Good to know.”

      With clockwork-precise grace, Vogt stands up and beckons for Ada to follow her outside. Ada obeys. In the corridor, her earlier question is answered: the key to the outer seal would not fit the next. Vogt produces a thing no layman would recognise as a key: a rectangle of titanium shimmering with glyphs.

      Whatever it opens, it must be worth the expense. Ada wonders how many such keys the Institute’s basement requires. Perhaps only two; perhaps it ends here. But it’s easy to imagine a sprawl, a gut-like maze, seal after seal after seal, each more exclusive than the last.

      Click, slide, hiss.

      “Your proposal is interesting,” Vogt says drily. “But it’s a waste of your abilities.”

      Like a punch. Ada’s worked on it for months. Hoped for it, even longer.

      She manages, dully, “It is?”

      Beyond the second seal lies frigid darkness, so purged of moisture Ada finds it hard to breathe. Vogt locates the switch without looking; glyphs rotate into wholeness, and a singular lantern crackles with lightning. Beneath, a glass case on a plinth protects a heavy leather-bound tome. Worn, lined with cracks. The book bears no trace of ruined lettering, no script, suggesting that once, it needed no title nor introduction. The blackened edges of pages speak of water damage. The cover’s colour, pale and tawny, evokes skin.

      “I have something that’ll fit you much better,” Vogt says as she stalks around the plinth into a spot where shadows conceal her. “Ada Călinescu, this is The Book of Words. The greatest treasure the Tresor Institute holds.”

      Now Ada’s arrested breath has nothing to do with air. Her mind calculates the age of the artefact before her, and fails. Divinity was unveiled for the human eye 1037 years ago, but the Old God is so called for a reason; its age is unknown. In any case, the Book certainly precedes the Authority’s meagre age of a hundred and fifty. Visibly so.

      When everything has been stripped of itself, polished and lacquered beyond recognition and meaning, the Book has remained. Unaltered. Unadulterated. True.

      “By the end of your thesis,” Vogt says, “you’ll have translated the first three chapters.”

      The anticipation bubbling within Ada freezes.

      “It’s untranslated?”

      Vogt raises an eyebrow. “Does it look like it’s in Universal?”

      Of course not; that was a stupid question. But all the same, Ada’s specialty isn’t translation. She can read Unsprache as well as any History major—which is to say, passably—but this thesis is meant to be the culmination of her efforts in the Institute. A final note in this act of her life.

      “Professor,” she says carefully, “I’m beyond grateful that you would show me this, but isn’t someone from the Unsprache department better suited to this topic?”

      Vogt’s eyes are glacial.

      “No. But if you believe yourself unsuited, you are free to find another supervisor.”

      Absolutely not. The mere suggestion, a shove into the Northern Sea. Ada did not travel across all of Arborea, did not condescend to begging for Augusta’s accommodations, did not cajole Grandmama for months and months and months to find another fucking supervisor.

      “No, professor,” Ada says. “Translate the first three chapters. Got it.”

      Vogt nods. Not in affirmation, but in an almost absent-minded manner, as though she knew exactly what Ada was going to say.

      “Any references you need, you can find in 1F,” she says. She takes the titanium key from her pocket and proffers it, a dangling jewel. “Under no circumstance is the book to leave the vaults, nor is it to suffer any damage. Or you’re out.”

      Ada takes the key. The chill of its spellcraft stings her skin.

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Most books do not survive the Authority’s arrival. Neither do songs, nor legends, nor rites, nor memory. If traces linger, they do so on the outskirts as ghosts composed of whispers. In the cities the past casts no shadow. Should it dare infringe on the Authority’s light⁠—

      Marian Călinescu-Skliar. Treason. 45 years of reparatory labour. Olesia Skliar-Călinescu. Treason (extenuating circumstance: acute female hysteria). Immediate psychiatric hospitalisation under militia supervision.

      Yet certain things run too deep to be forgotten. The Authority has to admit them in some form, or else face the contradictions within its own narrative.

      The Book of Words is one such story.

      Those uneducated in history, which is most of the Authority’s population, think it a myth. It seems absurd there was ever an effort by the barbarians past to record the will of god. They were perverse, primitive ancestors; cruel, repressive, illiterate, ungoverned, stupid. They killed and possessed and tortured and fucked. They were as far from the will of god—now widely known—as you could get.

      But those that harbour some spark of nostalgia would imply that even amid the abject darkness of murder, property, torture, and sex, there were occasional glimpses of dawn. Moments of reason. Of civilization.

      The Book of Words, such romanticists claim, records the purest vision of god, yet unadulterated by power and politics. The words gleaned from direct communion, centuries before the Old God and Authority became one. Before the Bureau and the militia arose as its interpreters, erasing all means of contact with the divine for the uninitiated.

      Or, as Marian used to say, the “unapproved.”

      When Ada was about six or seven, loud and spoiled, Marian would wait for her to tucker out and plop on the floor, cross-legged and hunched. He would be sitting in his favourite chair, his moustache untidy, his hands stained with ink. He always wore a gentle smile; Ada always found it infuriating.

      “Did you read?”

      Meaning his pamphlets. He wrote simplified versions for his children specifically.

      “No.” Ada would blow a raspberry. “I’m bored.”

      And still he would smile, serene as a polar day, insufferably. “I know. But it’s god’s will that we learn, and so you must.”

      Ada would roll her eyes. “Ugh.”

      “What if I read it to you?”

      Secretly, she liked him reading to her.

      And so he would, his tender monotone cresting over words of bloodied resistance and political parables that mostly flew over Ada’s head. For years she thought Marian read her The Book of Words, so often did he mention it, but he only spoke of it. How there exists somewhere on their vast continent a recorded history of what god truly wished for this world. Although Marian never read it, he was nevertheless assured god’s true order was not one of a three-pointed eye and black cloaks, but of a governless idyll fit for romantic fiction. Which Marian wrote for years. His utopias didn’t feature murder, property, or torture, and rarely mentioned sex. So, for a while, it passed unnoticed, because it could not be taken seriously. Only Ada, Augusta, and Olesia knew he spoke in full sincerity.

      But after a fashion, fiction became insufficient. Sidelines became insufficient.

      Marian tried anonymity instead. But however careful he thought he was with his Concerned Citizen column, at subterfuge Marian was an amateur.

      It was only after he was long gone that Ada enrolled in Tresor and learned she never heard a single passage from The Book of Words. She couldn’t have. It was written in pure Unsprache, the alien tongue of spellcraft, by old cults that attempted to harness it. To translate The Book means to comprehend its glyphs’ function, not to transcribe text. Marian’s tales were just that: tales. The Book of Words could carry no instruction, no secret order god meant for the world. Only further pieces of magic to uncover. New ways to manipulate reality’s truth.

      “Magic,” Marian used to say, “isn’t just a tool, Ada. It’s a request of the world to behave as it should not. A request—not an order. The Authority misuses it, and one day, it will incur retribution for that.”

      No, it won’t. The Authority razed and slaughtered and conquered until everyone who wished to live had to forget it razed and slaughtered and conquered. Misuse of magic was the least of its crimes. To believe it would be the last straw for an ever-silent god was as idealistic and false as anything Marian ever said.
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      Ada learns that the Călinescu-Brodzki household plans to host a Thursday dinner late on Thursday afternoon.

      “You’re not required to attend,” Augusta says, eyes fixed on the issue of People’s Word in her hand. She sits by the frost-rimed window in a plush beige armchair of Bluthagen’s make. The tea Nina prepared steams on the table besides. Ada watches the lemon slice split its meat and shed seeds. Towering in the middle of the living room, her hands clasped before her, she feels like a too-tall child.

      “I know,” Ada says. “But I’d like to.”

      For what seems like the first time this week, Augusta’s gaze lifts to Ada’s.

      “Why?”

      The instinct to bite back rises like bile. A child indeed.

      Ada smiles. “Because we’re family. And because I like Nina’s cooking.”

      Her sister’s quiet festers as she measures Ada head to toe. Water trickles down window panes, defrosted by steam. Augusta sighs and turns the page.

      “Fine,” she says. “I trust in our years apart you’ve learned to behave.”

      An ugly beast stirs within Ada, and she draws her lips apart to bare her teeth, her smile an excuse.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “I’ve learned very well.”

      In the two hours that follow, Ada aids Nina in setting the table; she drags heavy lacquered wood into the living room’s middle, the scratches of its use concealed by powdered lace. Candles are lit in candelabras, their light decorative. Ornate plate sets are freed from display cases; white porcelain, gilded trim, and pink tea roses to compliment the wallpaper. Handkerchiefs are folded to resemble short-winged birds.

      “Who are the guests?” Ada asks conversationally.

      Over the week Ada learnt that Nina bites the inside of her cheek when she hides her displeasure. She does so now, as she straightens the silverware to align with the plates just right.

      “Just Augusta’s colleagues,” she says with well-feigned levity. “Mr. and Mrs. Wójcik-Nowak.”

      “Also from the Housing Registry?”

      Clink—a fork falls on linoleum. Ada moves to pick it up, but Nina puts up a hand to stop her. The actress leans on her cane and bends down, slowly, to lift the fork, examine it for non-existent dust, then deem it unfit all the same.

      “No,” she says, “they’re from Culture.”

      Questions sprout in Ada’s thoughts like weeds, all prying and inappropriate. She arranges dessert spoons instead.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. and Mrs. Wójcik-Nowak knock the moment the clock ticks seven. Augusta shows them in. Nina hovers at her side, both women in complimentary pale green dresses lined with foam-light frill, only Augusta keeps tugging at her sleeves as though they don’t sit right, and Nina does not. The Wójciks come in dark Bureau brown, the colour of passports. A bespectacled heavy-jowled man whose nose twitches like he expects to smell something foul any moment, and a spindly woman with a high pompadour of thin greying hair.

      “Welcome, come in!” Augusta allows Mr. Wójcik-Nowak to kiss her wrist, and Mrs. Nowak-Wójcik her cheek. Nina shifts subtly behind her wife and gets an awkward wave instead. “I trust the cab treated you well?”

      “Dreadful!” Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s throat puffs. “One of those northern types, wouldn’t damn well shut up.” When he starts doing the accent, Mrs. Wójcik flares her eyes and exclaims, “Gustav!” while Nina casts Augusta a sidelong glance.

      In her designated hallway corner, Ada tilts her head. Augusta instructed her very sternly to “keep her comments to a minimum.” Joke’s on Augusta, this instruction relies on Ada’s definitions of “minimum.”

      “Hello!” Ada calls out. “I’m Ada, Augusta’s sister. May I take your coat?”

      Although she stands a room across, and Augusta right beside him, Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s small eyes zero in on fresh meat. His lips crawl apart in a grin. “Of course, young lady,” he says, which allows a protracted pause of Ada ambling across the entrance hall, Augusta glaring, Mrs. Nowak-Wójcik rolling her eyes, and Nina keeping carefully blank.

      Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s coat is heavy and furred, and smells of overstuffed wardrobes nobody bothers to clean. He tries to brush against Ada’s side, and she deftly manoeuvres aside. He motions to kiss Ada’s wrist, but just in that moment she turns away to hang the coat.

      “Ada,” Augusta hisses through her teeth. Ada lifts an eyebrow and says with her eyes, What? I’m being polite.

      Lest her sister boil out of her gown, Ada lets Nina take the lead in showing Wójcik-Nowaks to the dinner table.

      No seats are prescribed explicitly. Invisible webs of propriety knot into predetermined decisions: Augusta at the head, Nina at her right hand; Mrs. Nowak-Wójcik next to Nina, and next to her, Mr. Wójcik-Nowak. By this unspoken logic Ada must sit on Augusta’s left-hand side. But she does not. She takes the seat at the opposite head of the table, her left hand in reach of Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s besuited toad-like body.

      An ice-cold glare, too like Olesia’s, sinks into Ada. Ada smiles and looks anywhere but.

      “So, Ms. Călinescu, is it?” Mr. Wójcik-Nowak asks as his knife sinks into the meat of the kholodets’ before him.

      Ada fishes a carrot out of her jelly. “Yes?”

      “I hear you’re a student of the Institute?”

      Ada’s fork halts between her plate and her mouth. Did Augusta tell him that? Did he make an inquiry—and if so, why?

      Or is he just making a natural assumption based on her age?

      She splits the carrot with her teeth, swallows, and says, “Last year.”

      Mr. Wójcik-Nowak chuckles. “I see, I see.”

      Augusta’s wine glass clinks. “So should we expect anything good in the opening season this month?”

      She means the National Theatre of Heilung. If one doesn’t know what to speak of, and weather is too boring a topic, one speaks of national theatres. A public exhibit of being appropriately cultured.

      Nina, before now a picture of deference, lifts her eyes from her meal, then back down.

      Ada buries her knife in jellied meat. Of course, there are other reasons Augusta might want to invite a clerk from Culture to dine.

      Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s eyes glint with happily kept secrets. “You know I can’t tell you that!” His gaze passes over Ada. “But very well. They’re staging Master’s Handmaiden.”

      Augusta lifts an eyebrow. “Risqué.”

      Mr. Wójcik-Nowak shrugs. “I suppose there’s a certain appeal in the barbarity of pre-Authority times. A titillation, if you will. Of course—” he smiles at Nina, “—it’s not the same without you. They don’t know what they lost, I tell you.”

      Nina’s shoulders lock. “It had to happen eventually.”

      “And you don’t look a day over twenty-five!” he says through the food. “Remind me, were you ever in the Handmaiden? You’d make a good lead.”

      Mrs. Nowak-Wójcik thunks her fork against a half-empty plate. “Dear, would you like more carrots?”

      He waves her off and leans closer to Ada, conspiratorial. His breath is stale. “Though if age is the issue, perhaps you should consider a switch of careers? Heilung would adore you, I’m sure.”

      Ada regards him with a well-plastered smile. When Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s jacket flaps, a certain badge glints. Not on wide display yet still surely pinned, as is custom for a certain kind of man. As is obligatory.

      She casts her eyes down and wrings her hands in a rehearsed fluster. The man chuckles and returns to his place.

      Ada sets her fork. “Mr. Wójcik-Nowak?” Her voice is chipper and light.

      He dapples his lips with a handkerchief. “Please, call me Gustav.”

      “All right.” Ada interlaces her fingers and rests her chin atop. “Gustav, were you ever a mercenary for the militia?”

      A prong-less eye badge, banned from being hidden yet never proudly displayed. The mercenaries are the Authority’s silent admission that the militia it weans off its turgid bureaucratic teat isn’t always sufficient. A way for the displaced and the recently conquered to prove their worth. Ada’s heard that mercenaries come armed with nothing more advanced than bayonets and sabres, not even the barest utilitarian magic. Throwaways. Meat.

      Whatever mirth danced in Mr. Wójcik-Nowak’s eyes, withers. The beady things lock on Ada, unblinking, as though they saw truth for the first time in years and now can’t look away. A flush starts up his neck, spreading from collar to cheeks. The colour of crushed beets, sweet and softened for feasting.

      Mr. Wójcik-Nowak lips work to chew on words as he thinks and fails to think. He shifts in his chair.

      “Well, yes, in fact,” he says. “Zlatinian front. Awarded First Order.”

      Ada tilts her head and flutters her eyelashes as though she’s confused. “But there are no medals for mercenaries?”

      He swallows. “Maybe not officially.”

      “Then what were you awarded for?”

      Augusta’s pointed cough splits the silence. Ada needn’t look to know what’s on her sister’s face. Nina, though, grins briefly, before she’s again carefully blank.

      “For his service,” Mrs. Nowak-Wójcik says blandly as she cuts puffed pastry until the knife scrapes porcelain and drags needles against Ada’s ears. “For chasing down—who was it?” Her eyes lift from her plate to Ada. “The Skliars?”

      Mr. Wójcik-Nowak sputters something about how that’s not quite right, no, some other name. But truth wasn’t the point of Mrs. Nowak-Wójcik’s remark.

      Ada expects—wants—to tremble. To fear. She knows she should.

      She thrusts her knife into the meat on her plate until porcelain shrieks.

      “Sister.”

      Ada reigns in that something within her that craves violence and motion. She knows what Augusta wants to say when she calls Ada “sister.”

      Frilly dress, cracking mask. Head of the table, head of the household, in control of neither.

      “Yes, sister?” Ada echoes, as though they ever call each other that.

      “Don’t you have lessons to prepare for?”

      No. No, Ada is not satiated. There is so much more to gleefully break.

      She lifts her gaze to meet Augusta’s and sees her mother’s very own disappointment, reflected.

      If Ada doesn’t leave now, she may never see this house again.

      “You’re right,” Ada says as she stands. She curtsies to the guests, to Nina and to Augusta, all in silence but for the frail clinking of cutlery. Just when she’s almost left, when motion and a semblance of comfort resumes in the living room, she reminds them of her presence with a parting, “Sister.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the dinner hardly lasts an hour. Ada makes an effort to study her textbook, but her mind is far too preoccupied with castigating her in Grandmama’s voice. What an adolescent outburst. Vogt wouldn’t have allowed herself that.

      On the other hand, would a woman like the professor stoop to such pathetic company? Certainly not. Vogt wouldn’t have found herself in this situation in the first place. Whether Ada be puerile or well-mannered and mature, the problem remains: she is no master of her circumstance.

      The dry page crinkles under her fingers. Ada looks down at the text and realises she has no memory of reading it, even as she thought she did.

      “—were you thinking?!”

      Ada flinches. But the voice is muffled and, she realises, Nina’s. Ada’s never heard Augusta’s wife yell.

      Augusta replies, walls censoring words. “I was … for you! You don’t … here … and the dogs.”

      Stomping steps, away from Augusta’s voice. “That’s what you … understand. I don’t want … than go back.”

      Slam—the wall shudders. White dust sprays Ada’s head. On the other side, a wet crunch. The sound of breaking flesh, burning into Ada’s imagination, nauseating.

      “Nina, stop!”

      Augusta’s shrill scream rings and echoes, a hook to pull the guilt Ada smothered back to the surface. Ada’s cheeks burn. A realisation coalesces: she is a guest. An unwanted, perfunctorily welcomed intruder in a home that barely weathers the pain of its wounds.

      A burden.

      She does not wait for silence to settle. Ada can’t bear the caustic fog of it. She bundles herself in her coat and flees the house as swiftly and quietly as she can. Let Augusta think her an ungrateful brat, let Nina think her a selfish cunt, because she is, she is, she is.

      Polar twilight freezes her tears on her face. Soon, Ada can’t feel her skin nor her fingers. Can’t see much, either. Already the grey ever-evening of autumn has begun its metamorphosis into full-grown night. Heilung’s tall townhomes swallow what remains of the slumbering sun.

      In the cold dark, contemplating complete escape is paradoxically easier. Perhaps because escape into the white wastes would feel so like a punishment. That’s what an aberrant citizen of the Authority reaps: endless punishment.

      Ice crunches under Ada’s boots. Reflected in the frozen puddle below, a maidenly silhouette.

      No, escape would accomplish little. What Ada wants to escape is herself: her name, her body, her mind.

      She smashes her heel into the ice. Cracks lacerate Ada’s image.

      She heads for Green Guelder-Rose in the half-articulated hope that its noise will scream her mind hoarse and hollow. She stumbles down metal ice-sheeted steps, trips, and catches herself on the wall. Her palm drags along brick, skin burning, leaving a trail of blood.

      The stained glass is dark.

      It can’t be closed. It’s Thursday evening.

      Glued to the glass, a piece of paper proclaims: Closed for maintenance 28th-1st. Sorry!

      Ada presses her ear against the jade-painted wood. She hears the lone rasping of snow somewhere behind her as a drunk man wanders, and distant yelps of a child somewhere in the townhouses. But beyond the door, nothing. So it must be locked. Ada tries the knob anyway, sullenly, unwilling to let go of her disappointment.

      The door parts.

      Ada stops. It’s a bad idea. If there are no sounds of construction or cleaning, and the establishment isn’t under lock, then someone must be in. A performer, a janitor, the surly proprietress. Ada is, again, an unwelcome intruder.

      Her hand stings. Blood ruddies the brass knob.

      Fuck it. She has her excuse. It’s even true: the torn skin must be disinfected.

      As Ada expected, the Guelder-Rose’s candles are all extinguished, and without them the chamber theatre seems much less glamorous. Chairs rest legs-up on tables. Ada’s boot soles cling to beer-slicked tile. Bottle glass mosaic catches the last remnants of light before Ada eases the door shut behind her, after which the Guelder-Rose reminds her it sits in Heilung’s underground caverns. Ada submerges into darkness.

      She staggers from table to table, hands thrust forward. After a few hits to her thigh and one jab between the small bones of her elbows, Ada stumbles to the bar and climbs over it. She finds a matchbox in its drawers and lights a candle in a free-standing holder. The little light tremors like a newborn fawn in the woods.

      A slow cre-e-eak resonates from the Staff corridor. Some door whining with rusty hinges.

      After Ada washes her hand with the least sugary alcohol she can find, she tears a piece of her blouse. Slowly, with simmering pleasure. She soaks it, its crisp white ruined. When the scrap is sufficiently safe as a bandage, she wraps it around her palm, and the yellowed white is further tarnished with sanguine reds. Ada twists her palm in the candlelight. She watches shadows groove her skin, her fabric and her flesh. Colours blend together. Rough colours of fights, of carelessness for appearances.

      Ada takes the candle in her injured hand. She finds the theatre’s storage behind the parted Staff door, the skittish light trailing her path with long quivering shadows. Dust sheets the black sewing machine and the mannequins; Ada sneezes. Perhaps there is another, if this one is so disused.

      Either way, she’s not going to steal. What she is doing is likewise improper, but if nobody’s going to know, what does it matter?

      A dusted cloth covers the rack of costumes. Ada tugs it off; dust motes ignite from her candle and sputter into smoke. She runs her free hand along the sleeves: silk and linen, wool and tweed, furs and feather, glass and beads.

      Heilung would love you, I’m sure.

      Ada shudders and shoves the memory of Mr. Wójcik-Nowak into the recesses of her mind. Heilung loves nothing; no town of Authority’s make does. They are all boxes of smaller boxes to pack the citizens tight. Citizens likewise love nothing. People do.

      Her hand lingers on crisp linen. An arm of a shirt with a tie swung round its collar, free and loose.

      Everyone’s people. The Bureau, people. The militia, people. Mercenaries, people. Surely they love; surely they hunger; surely they feel how the world strains at its seams.

      Blood seeps through Ada’s bandage onto the shirt sleeve and spreads, the red dirt of it ruinous.

      “What are you doing here?”

      She jumps. No footsteps, no gusts of wind, no change in shadow—has she been that scatter-brained? Or she’s finally lost it. Hallucinating. Olesia Skliar-Călinescu⁠—

      A wall of heat against her back. “I asked, what are you doing here?”

      The instinct is to run. But she’s in a cramped, dusty room with a candle in hand. Ada forces herself to turn around, trembling with her meagre light.

      Bright eyes, that reddish brown of dried blood. Diamond features cut harshly, stalking in and out of sight as the candle struggles. Below, a flash of scarlet. Were they always so tall? Their limbs, so long, so sharp and angular?

      It occurs to Ada that she doesn’t know Nikola whatsoever.

      She feels her very spine crumble, and all her fatalism and bravado. Sweat beads on her forehead, her arms, her back. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t stealing, I swear, I didn’t know it was closed, I⁠—”

      Nikola pinches the bridge of their nose. The heat drops a notch.

      “It’s fine,” they say through their teeth. “My fault. I left it open.”

      With their irritation, the veneer of danger falls away and gives way to shame. Ada steps back, receding into fabrics and dust. Unsure whether truth will make her look less or more pathetic, she nevertheless says,

      “Was just gonna try them on. That’s it.”

      Nikola stills, eyes half-open and fixed on Ada. “So you are coming to the appointment?”

      The first question that occurs to her is What appointment? But then the recollection surfaces. Hazy, blotchy, overly flirtatious, but it does surface.

      “Of course!” Ada says, masking embarrassment with eagerness. “If I can meet the price.” She can’t help looking down. “Sorry.”

      A deep sigh of all-too-familiar disappointment. “Right. What are you? Working, student?”

      “Student, Tresor Institute,” she says and by rote adds, “last year,” even though that doesn’t matter at all.

      Nikola’s eyes fly open. They stare. Nakedly, brazenly.

      Ada straightens her posture. “What?” she says, confrontational. “Do I not look the type?”

      The air between them slowly simmers; if Ada was not burning with her own frustration, she’d suspect a faulty temperature spellcraft.

      “Heilung is a small town,” Nikola says, silken and quiet. “Plenty of students come through. I don’t remember seeing you.”

      Ada curls her lip. “I don’t owe anyone excuses. Least of all to someone afraid of what they do.”

      The heat rises a notch. A pause stretches. Then:

      “You think I’m afraid of sewing?”

      There is something behind that question. Something that feels like a half-baked threat. It must be defensive, because it doesn’t make any sense.

      “But that’s not actually supposed to be your job, is it?” Ada drags her finger across the iron surface of the sewing machine, leaving a trail of black in the dust. “That’s not where you drunkenly stumbled when you said you were home. That’s not what you are.”

      This time, it’s Nikola that steps back. “I don’t owe you excuses, either.”

      Ada takes a step forward. “So how much is it?”

      The heat breaks through her clothes and fogs over her senses. All that remains is her heartbeat, shamelessly loud.

      “For what it’s worth,” she says, “I would love to see you on stage.”

      Nikola swallows. “How do you know? You’ve never seen me.”

      “I’m looking right now.” She smiles. “And I’m willing to trust what I see.”

      The candle flickers. For a moment, the storage room is polar-night-dark, and as cold, the heat gone as abruptly as it appeared.

      When Nikola’s shadowed face reappears in the light, they say, “Fifty marks for the whole thing.”

      That’ll be most of her savings. “All right.”

      “Forty-five if you take the shirt.” They pull it off its hanger, the linen snow-white and bloodied. The tie follows, black and thin. “It should suit well enough.”

      Ada takes it gingerly. It’s a men’s shirt of a somewhat old-fashioned cut, loose from the chest down and voluminous in its sleeves until it cuffs at the wrist. The kind Marian would’ve worn in his youth. The fit seems more slender than average, as though it was designed with a body like hers in mind. Not dissimilar from the shirt she saw on Nikola.

      Would she, too, look as graceful? Like she belonged?

      Her bloodstain, a bruise. A mark of ownership, of sorts. Oddly, the imperfection calms her.

      “Actually, forget it, I can make you a new one,” Nikola says, shaking their head. “It’s not like I can’t clean blood off.”

      “No.” Ada cradles the shirt to her chest. “You don’t need to. It’s perfect.”

      They shrug. “If you say so. See you Saturday, then?”

      At those words, a warmth spools within her, of anticipation unmarred by conditions and what-ifs. Of being, at least somewhat, welcome.

      “See you Saturday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Book of Words proved as difficult as Ada feared. Accustomed to denticulate polygons of Authority spellcraft, she opened the frail pages to find multi-limbed spirals; glyphs like swarms of proliferating larvae; non-commutative symbols of at least the tenth magnitude, interlocked across notations of material and cognitive dimensions alike.

      And that was only her first encounter with the book, squeezed into an otherwise indolent Friday morning.

      By eleven o’clock, Ada’s mind mostly recovers from reading the Book. The glimmering aftershocks in the corners of her vision fade. The chill raking her skin recedes. Her perceptions are wholly her own again.

      The clear sky that briefly graced Heilung today has left; now only snow illuminates the courtyard of statues through the fogged auditorium window. All the same featureless women, and a few that could’ve been men. Inside, across an amphitheatre of desks, impatient students doodle and whisper. The vaulted ceiling traps all murmurs and carries them toward the classroom’s epicentre: a broad blackboard greying with use. From the first row, Ada discerns shadows of anchor glyphs, written too often to fade. Right now it’s the only thing indicating any study took place here. The pulpit stands conspicuously empty as the clock ticks to eleven-ten.

      Ada drums her fingers in irritation. If the professor is late to his first lecture, by the end of the semester he won’t be showing up at all. Ordinarily that wouldn’t bother her—come winter holidays, nobody wants to be here—but this year she needs every lesson in Unsprache she can get.

      “…because I get to have private lessons.”

      The tail end of Iwona’s bragging catches Ada’s attention. Her friend—Emma, according to roll calls—purses her lips.

      “One, you’re courting gossip,” she whispers. “Two, he’s an arsehole.”

      Iwona grins. “You’re jealous.”

      Emma’s hands clench into small fists, elbows drawing into her sides, as though she wants to compress herself into the smallest possible space. Iwona frowns and inches aside.

      “God, Emma, we didn’t do anything,” she says, sounding wounded. “You can unclench.”

      A sigh shudders through Emma. Ada tilts her head. The young woman must care for Iwona a great deal, if matters of Iwona’s reputation concern her this deeply.

      The classroom door flies open. Professor Bordeianu-Blaga glides across the parquet in a flurry of dandy tailcoats and scarves, his windblown hair begging for a comb. He upends his leather suitcase on his desk, scattering paper. He pays his students little attention and hums a jaunty tune. Sleepless shadows draw hachures beneath his eyes.

      “All right! What have we here.” Bordeianu claps his hands as a smile slots into his expression, wide and blinding. His dull gaze passes over the students’ heads. “Sixth year? I should’ve taken my lunch then; you don’t need me anymore, do you?”

      Polite laughter ripples the auditorium. Ada mimics. So Bordeianu’s one of those professors.

      “Oh well.” Bordeianu waves his right hand as his left rifles through papers. “You’ll endure me for a year longer, I’m sure—aha!” He snatches a chicken-scrawled page that, Ada presumes, contains his lecture notes. In that case she’ll have to add at least four more hours a week for self-study. How did he even end up in Tresor?

      The lecture that follows is a sparse river weaving between boulders of personal anecdotes. Any time Bordeianu briefly skips over—admittedly fascinating—details of cognitive glyphs and their relation to the material dimension, he must stop for an interminable time to inform the class exactly how much wine one must drink on a Friday. The number differs depending on the strength of one’s marriage; it’s a soul-cringing joke. Ada wonders if an Ethics professor—in Heilung’s Tresor, it’s Rectoress Keller-Kowal—ever sat for Bordeianu’s lecture.

      Ada feels her teeth clench. No, surely the Rectroress is well aware who she commissioned from the Bureau. This man is someone’s cousin or brother or husband or aunt’s dog’s best friend. He’s crawled his way to a dubious top, now cursed to teeter at the peak. Ada notices all too well the tremor in his fingers, his flitting eyes and uncertain smile.

      How pathetic.

      “Questions so far?” he asks at eleven-forty.

      Ada raises her hand.

      “Yes?”

      She recalls the spirals and the writhing glyphs of the Book. “What about the skewing of cognitive glyphs?”

      Bordeianu squints. His right hand finds the back of his chair for purchase. “What about it?”

      “Just now, you mentioned that cognitive spellcraft can also malfunction if the auxiliary glyphs don’t sufficiently balance the anchor. But you didn’t explain how. Material glyphs release the corresponding aether, so what does a cognitive one do? Perception has no substance of its own.”

      The squint deepens. His mouth sets. His fingers tap on the wood, white-knuckled, as though Bordeianu himself is an over-skewed glyph and this is his only way of release.

      “Miss?..”

      Ada hesitates only briefly—the other students have heard her name already.

      “Călinescu.”

      “Miss Călinescu. History, right?”

      She shifts in her seat. “Yes, professor.”

      He smothers a chuckle. “You must not have had as thorough an introduction to the intricacies of spellcraft as the rest.”

      Untrue—Ada took the same Unsprache as everyone in Tresor but the translation majors. She keeps Bordeianu’s gaze instead of demurring. She won’t give him what he’s counting on. Beneath his porcelain-frail veneer of geniality, there is some muddled, uncertain calculation. He shifts from foot to foot, musses his hair, tugs on his scarf, all the while watching her, waiting.

      Heated hisses spark between Iwona and Emma. Ada catches only fragments of some who-does-she-think-she-is. Her left hand closes on the cuff of Nikola’s shirt, thumb on the bloodstain. In the clarity of daytime, Ada knows she doesn’t look like a weathered fighter—she looks like a slob. Still better than her usual alternative.

      Bordeianu sighs and says, “The aetheric substances released in cognitive spellwork pertain to the obscural dimension. Which we will be covering later in the year. So, patience.”

      The word shivers through the lines of students along the amphitheatre. Obscural is a numinous term to neatly describe all that is not understood, and so, naturally, it’s every ambitious student’s predilection to unearth its secrets. And Tresor only admits the ambitious.

      “All right, all right.” Bordeianu pats the air with his hands as though calming a carriage horse. “We’ve still loads to cover before then.”

      Iwona leans forward on her desk, green eyes aflutter. “Please, professor? Just a little.”

      The way Bordeianu looks at her makes Ada sick with second-hand embarrassment, for both of them.

      “All right,” he says, like it’s a most graceful concession. “Well, for you sixth years, the cat’s already out of the bag: obscural dimension is our fancy word for we don’t really know how that happened. In the case of Miss Călinescu’s amazingly unspecific question, that means the aether being released has no relation to the spellcraft itself. Not as far as we can tell. Akin to calculating mathematical integrals, all we’ve got at the moment are tables of particular cases, but no formula to predict every outcome. For instance⁠—”

      Bordeianu twirls on the spot and snatches up a piece of chalk. He scrawls a rough sketch of a glyph Ada recognises as a verb, and therefore an anchor.

      “Something simple, third magnitude. Here’s our male glyph.” Bordeianu taps the blackboard. “Give me a female.”

      The auditorium hesitates; likely, not many if anyone know the meaning of the symbol Bordeianu just wrote.

      “Earth-that-is-dead,” someone pipes up in the middle.

      “Water-of-mind?”

      From the back: “Cock-and-balls!”

      A cluster of guffaws, rippling into sighs and chuckles to the front. Bordeianu snorts. “Let’s go with the second one, shall we. Neuter?”

      Because Ada craves to annoy him, she races ahead of the competition with a linguistic exception: a “neuter” that is neither an adverb nor an adjective.

      “Fluctuate-with-the-moon.”

      Bordeianu peers over his shoulder straight at her. Ada smiles. That “specific” enough for you?

      “All right.”

      The chalk works quickly, symbol over symbol. The resulting spellcraft is a spider of hooks, sprawling lopsided.

      “The male here is contain, by the way,” Bordeianu says as he turns around. “Now, can you tell me what’s wrong with it?”

      Ada doesn’t wait for silence, nor does she raise her hand.

      “The relative rate of fluctuation and containment isn’t specified,” she says. “Depending on what you’ll carve this into, the glyph will either do nothing, or its effect will be so great it’ll render the object’s reality unstable. Or,” she amends, “the perception of it, in this case.”

      He watches her, back hunched. His red scarf has slid half-way down his neck, in danger of falling.

      Ada adds, “If you chose conceal instead, it won’t be as bad.”

      Bordeianu raises an eyebrow. “Thank you for your input, Ms. Călinescu. Perhaps you might know the answer to your own question then?” He crosses his arms, careless of the chalk painting his jacket. “What will happen to the object of this spellcraft?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

      Bordeianu draws a breath through his nose. Ada feels Iwona’s dirty look burrow into her shoulder. She raises her right arm to flick a hair strand out of her face, flashing the bloodstain, which elicits a disgusted “ugh.”

      “As Ms. Călinescu kindly pointed out,” the professor says, “our choice of verb was over-ambitious for this magnitude of complexity. Our lack of specificity—lack of care—is our doom. If I were to carve this onto, say, a rat’s skull for some Ethics experiment—one of those rats-against-labyrinth ones—the rat would overheat and perish. If I were to choose an inanimate object, with no aura of its own, it would absorb heat until it melts. Or whatever high temperature does to its material. If, however, I chose conceal, the aether discharged would not be negative temperature but, instead, negative essence—mass, for inanimate objects. Rats, I hear they grow awfully forgetful, go bumping into walls.”

      He discards the half-spent chalk onto his desk and shrugs, and with that, the scarf does fall. But Bordeianu does not seem to notice.

      “You can read some meaning into that if you like,” he says. “Know that whatever system you derive won’t cover the next case you encounter. It’s all divine nonsense, all the way down.” Colour drains from him. A crooked smile breaks his youthful face. “Ah, don’t mind me. Just because it’s incomprehensible doesn’t mean we can’t make use of it, right?”
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        * * *

      

      At lunch, Ada sits alone. It is gauche for a woman to impose her company upon others, just as it is shameful for her to have no company at all. Luckily, Ada is well-inured to shame.

      It’s not that she attracts no attention. All across the long grey hall, to the arrhythmic accompaniment of cutlery, glances tail her, and whispers linger on her family name. The students know. By now those who didn’t learned from those who did. The fact of her transfer compounds the issue; to assume she was de-facto banished from Bluthagen for some misdeed is only natural.

      Ada needles a cutlet with her fork. To her left, a window into the kitchen steams with the watery scent of porridge. A cook opens a nondescript bag stamped IMPORT and unloads a brown mix of spices into a metal vat. Ada forces herself to take a bite of the cutlet. Mostly pepper.

      The day after People’s Word announced her parents’ arrests, most teachers showed the nine-year-old Ada only pity. Children were a mixed bag, primarily of little shits, but Ada was always a tomboy oddball, so that was no surprise. Months prior, a group of older boys cornered her and chopped her hair with stationery scissors: if you want to be a man, we’ll make you one. The Călinescu-Skliar conviction almost shielded her. To some, she became untouchable, and to others, only a child caught in her parents’ blame. Others still thought her family criminal and feared a knife in a dark alley. No more scissors either way.

      But that wasn’t Augusta’s experience. Ada’s sister was fourteen, almost a grown woman. A citizen already capable of judgement, action, and disobedience. At least in the public’s eye.

      Ada knows little of how Augusta was truly treated. All she remembers is that Augusta never had friends over again. The big sister that Ada knew—that Ada adored—suddenly vanished, as though she was only a costume for the cold and hollow woman underneath.

      Now, bereft of her appetite, alone in a crowd, Ada wonders if this is what it was like. If, were she the elder sister, Ada would’ve become the exact same person as Augusta. A stellar employee of the Bureau. Able to stare all the blood-seeped flaws of the world in the face, and shrug.

      A tray slams on a table west of Ada.

      “Emma!”

      Emma’s skirt flies behind her, heels clacking on tile as she strides towards the exit. A few tables away, Iwona stirs on her bench, eyes darting around the canteen, trapped between the impropriety of chasing her friend and, presumably, the desire to do so.

      The door swings shut.

      When Ada stands up to follow, she’s not sure what drives her: opportunism or true compassion. Solitude is a slow, dull-edged torture.

      She finds Emma leaning on a granite pillar, back hunched; loud, echoing breaths tear through the young woman’s lungs, and her right hand clutches at her laced jabot as though to choke herself.

      Ada slows her step, but she’s already been heard.

      “What do you want?!”

      Ada remembers Marian’s sea-still calm, and puts it on.

      “It’s all right,” she says as she searches her suitcase. “Here.” She offers Emma a bag that once contained a snack of mixed seeds. Emma snatches it and, hands trembling, places it over her mouth.

      Ada helps her count—think of a square. The bag bloats and collapses, again and again. Eventually, the shuddering breaths subside, and the bag is discarded.

      Emma holds herself up by the pillar. “Thanks.” Her eyes are red with tears.

      “No problem.”

      Ada shifts from foot to foot. Now that the crisis has passed, she doesn’t know what to say.

      “He likes you, you know,” Emma says hoarsely.

      Ada frowns. “Who?”

      “Bordeianu-Blaga.” Emma scowls. “He always grills the ones he likes. As much as he can grill anyone.”

      Ada looks down on her hands, concealing a twinge of disgust. “I really don’t think that’s true.” She’s never met a man that enjoyed her bursts of condescension. Nor has she ever wanted that, no matter how useful it might be.

      “If he offers you private tuition, don’t.”

      The whole picture quickly adds up. “Did he?..”

      Emma shakes her head violently. “No.”

      “Iwona?”

      “Not yet.” Emma’s lips clench until their colour matches her skin. “Look, I don’t know if he’s—like that. I don’t want to know, because I think it’s something worse.”

      Ada leans forward and lowers her voice. “Like what?”

      Emma meets her eyes only briefly. Black wells of flickering uncertainty. “I think it’s something even more illegal.”

      “Is this about—what was it—Klaus?”

      Emma nods tersely. “Bordeianu’s former favourite. Supposedly now in Ruhigdorf. I’m still getting letters. But I swear, it’s not Klaus writing them. I’ve known him since he was four—it’s not him.”

      Ada shakes her head. “You think Bordeianu had him, what, kidnapped? Killed? Why?”

      With that, the moment of fragile trust shatters. Belatedly Ada realises her tone implied disbelief. What she truly felt was shock—and yes, some incredulity, but she meant no accusation by it, only a request for elaboration.

      “Thanks for the bag,” Emma says and twirls on her heel to return to the canteen, leaving Ada alone in the dark halls.
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        * * *

      

      The clock hand snaps mercilessly to six in the evening. After hours of struggle, desperation finally overtakes her. Stale air foments it, clouding Ada’s thoughts in the small and sterile space of Archives 1F. Whatever system she had in her disarray of notes, fades. The falselight above her hisses like a distant audience, whispering admonitions she can neither comprehend nor disprove.

      An hour to copy a single page from The Book of Words. Nearly two hours to untangle individual symbols from one another. And they don’t even make sense! They follow no syntax she’s ever learned; they have no regard for parts of speech or grammar—is this even the same language?

      What Vogt asked for is impossible.

      For a moment the thought mutates into hysterical blame, into knives poised to strike just out of sight. Unarticulated correlations spin into half-sensical webs. Ada is a spawn of dissidents, and she waltzed willingly into a prison town. Did she think she was special, when Vogt showed her the Book? She’s not special. She never was. She’s a liability. A burden. For Augusta, for the Institute, for Grandmama, for the very memory of her parents. If Ada disappeared tomorrow, nobody would be worse off. It would make no difference. If Vogt did this to purposefully remove Ada from all things academic—which she didn’t; Ada’s not competition, not a threat; she is nothing—if that’s Vogt’s intent, she’s doing at best nothing of consequence and at worst, a favour.

      Only when Ada hears her own breath does she realise she’s about to pass out.

      Outlines of objects start to vacillate. Ghostly blue light seeps through seams and incongruencies until the room is not a room but a tunnel, ever-elongating, ever-burrowing. A low noise clogs Ada’s ears. As her mind tries to catalogue what it sees, her thoughts crack; her words melt and bleed black, the liquid cocooning her, oil-like, corrosive.

      Ada tastes iron. Blood. Her blood, staining her tongue.

      Something heavy thuds above her.

      Oxygen rushes into Ada’s lungs. Her hands grip cold metal armrests. Ink drips from her pen onto a tissue. Whatever phantasmagoria Ada’s hysteria painted for her, vanishes. Illusions seem all the more ridiculous for having ever felt real.

      Above her head, the falselight panel has caved, leaking overground air into the Institute’s tunnels.

      She considers the layout of the building. Vogt’s office lies roughly above Archives 1F.

      Another thunk. The metal ceiling of 1F bends.

      What’s happening?

      Ada scoops her notes into her suitcase, locks 1F, checks that the seal on the Book’s room is shut, and takes off, almost running. Full sprint would be an admission of fear. To admit fear would be to allow hysteria. Ada doesn’t have nearly enough information to rationally fear.

      But the melting words linger between her thoughts.

      When she reaches the entrance into the tunnels, she finds the militia’s post abandoned. Under any other circumstances this would reassure her. But now, her imagination conjures Vogt with her throat ruptured. Dead in her office. With her die Ada’s prospects—a thought that beckons shame for even considering personal ambition in the same breath as a possibility of someone’s murder.

      Because indeed, there is a murderer in Heilung.

      Ada runs.

      Stairs twist; corridors bend. All the way they are empty, devoid of teachers and students and guards. It almost doesn’t seem real, until Ada finds Vogt’s office exactly where she expects it.

      A flaring beam of light spills out onto the tiled floor, cut with harsh shadow. The door hangs ajar.

      Ada recalls Vogt’s precision of manners. Her handling of keys. The professor would never leave her office not only unlocked, but open.

      Plip. Plop.

      Ada turns to the sound: a window beside the office entrance. Its pane weeps with molten frost. Plip. Plop.

      Deep within Ada’s mind, the melted words regain shape:

      What are you doing here?

      She stops. Stops walking, stops breathing, stops thinking. Only her right index finger can’t quite obey, itching for a hunting rifle’s trigger.

      In the silence, it’s obvious. A trail of breathing, quiet as pine needles in lazy wind, but still louder than footsteps, which sound like almost nothing at all.

      Then a mass of running boots thunders. The trail Ada barely caught vanishes with a sigh and a slight flash of red that resembles a light at the tip of a catalyst spire.

      The militiamen barge into the corridor, a whole host of them. Ada counts ten, the guardsman to the tunnels among them. Pale faces flush puce above their uniforms’ black collars.

      “Stop right there!”

      Ada’s already lifted her arms.

      Blue lightning crackles. A slick, featureless gun, pointed right at her.

      Blood rushes to Ada’s ears, a violent sea. Black spots blot her vision, and she loses sensation in her limbs.

      “Where’s Vogt?” a militiaman says to another.

      “Safe,” says the man with the gun.

      “The Archives?”

      “Sealed.”

      “You!”

      That was for her. But Ada can’t find her voice.

      Click, sizzle. “I’m talking to you!” and then something else, but language sheds meaning and becomes rushing blood in her ears.

      Before Ada can answer, the militia has already surrounded her. A hand grips her by her braid and pulls, leashing. The gun barrel is thrust between her vertebrae. A man’s breath sears words of punishment and answers owed. Her hands are twisted behind her and shackled.

      She realises she was wrong. Her disappearance would make an impact. If she vanishes tonight, she won’t come to Green Guelder-Rose tomorrow; she would break her promise.

      And maybe Nikola won’t care, but Ada finds that she does.

      A kick opens the door to Vogt’s office. The mass of men conceals most of it, but even so, Ada can tell something’s off: pieces of wood litter the floor; books are torn open. Pages rip under her heels as the gun forces her forward. And there’s an odd heat, quickly waning. As if a temperature spellcraft malfunctioned and has only now resumed working.

      “Now then, girlie,” Ada hears too close to her ear, “would you mind explaining what the fuck this is?”

      The man jerks her braid down, forcing her head up. Above the black caps, bookshelves stand ripped and mauled. The wood bears deep gutters of claw marks. A jagged message is carved deep into the white stone wall:

      

      
        
        WELCOME TO YOUR LAST WINTER
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      Stored in Black House Archives, Section 2B-310. Classified. Date: Cireșar 2nd, 61 Authority.

      

      
        
        [REDACTED],

      

      
        

        I am certain now you do not receive my letters. Ever since I was taken to [REDACTED] I knew. Since I saw earth turn white through the tiny window in the coffin train.

        The truth is, they never thought us allies. No, not even then; not when we fought together against our lords. I read what they write of us. We were the “unenlightened masses.”

        Now they intend to enlighten.

        [REDACTED] was taken from me. You already know this, I’m sure. You know this because you should’ve killed me and taken [REDACTED] and ran, but you tried to save me instead.

        I don’t begrudge you your efforts though.

        They questioned me on the [REDACTED] rituals. They wanted to know how we transcend. How we commune with [REDACTED]. In a moment of misplaced kindness, I told them of the risks, too. Of the day we scorched the earth with our dance and broke forests with our bare hands, ecstatic. I should not have. I think all I did was encourage them. Particularly the ones in black.

        Now they’re mocking me. After mockery, there will be torture. I’m ready for that, too.

        The Authority’s madmen must not learn to speak. Even confined to mundane human language, they’ve done enough. I overheard their whispers. They think I don’t understand their language—I am unenlightened, after all—but I learned it long ago.

        Friend, they wish to remove [REDACTED] from magic.

        The Authority’s men wish to remove all of [REDACTED]’s influence, all its will, so that anything that they utter becomes true, uncontested. They believe there should be no obstacle nor barrier. That [REDACTED] only impedes humanity from reaching true greatness—and they are the only ones truly human. The men in black call [REDACTED] an old [REDACTED] because they believe themselves to be the new one.

        We must do all we can to ensure we never see the Authority’s definition of [REDACTED].

        I’m sorry, friend. May we meet again in a different life.

        As for you, the man in black that receives my letters, you better check my cell. You’re not as good at confiscating things as you think you are.

        

      

      
        All the best / Fuck you,

        [REDACTED]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Ada’s joints moan in pain, her forearms digging into the back of a chair. A regular chair of worn and notched wood, pulled from some auditorium—now she’s chained to it. Her headache, likewise a chain, squeezing her skull.

      “You broke into the Archives, didn’t you? Admit it.”

      “I did not break into the Archives. I have a permit slip.”

      “You were stealing from the Archives.”

      Books are dangled in front of her. The titles are in alphabets she doesn’t know.

      “I don’t know what those are.”

      “You broke in, didn’t you?”

      “I did not break into the Archives.”

      Feet shuffle; the door opens and closes. A change of men.

      Ada’s left cheek burns from a slap, bone reverberating with ache.

      “Listen to me, girlie,” the man in black breathes, “we know what you did. We know what you want. If you don’t start being honest, we can keep you here all day.”

      The closet the militia repurposed for the interrogation starts to bleed in Ada’s vision. Its falselight was extinguished, which she finds odd. Perhaps it was to fill this small space with the stupefying smell of kerosene. The gas lamp feeds Ada smoke, slowly. Her throat is parched with thirst.

      “Can I have water, please?”

      “Let me walk you through it.” The man leans forward. “You were reassigned from Bluthagen due to your involvement with its separatists, just like your whore of a mother. You consented but maintained contact with the group. And now you’ve tried stealing Authority’s classified spellcraft schematics for your perverse purposes, while your friend broke into Vogt’s office. We already know all this. We just need you to fill in the details.”

      Ada lifts her eyes to him. A ratty little man. Wispy blond moustache, bulging watery eyes.

      Her mouth twists into a leer.

      “So the Institute keeps classified schematics?”

      He punches her in the same cheek that he slapped. For a moment all the world flashes white-hot, Ada’s whole head a nexus of pain. A small reassurance: she heard no sickening cracks. The pain recedes to the point of impact. Her vision returns, the flesh of her cheek pulsating.

      The little man has drawn back, massaging his wrist. His knuckles blush. The gas lamp’s light gleams in his glistening glare, popped capillaries bleeding pink.

      “Oh, don’t you worry,” he says, “we’ll find you a place in the Black House. Only it’s small, you see—this penal colony was first built for men only. Still don’t have the facilities for all the rest of you.” His eyes bulge further, like an inbred dog’s. “Guess you’ll all be together. Men. Women. Perverts. Whores. Rapists.”

      Inside, Ada is a taut and immovable string. No word may pluck it. She must not feel a single thing.

      “Are you trying to scare me into a confession, officer?”

      He grins. “It’s lieutenant.”

      “Officer.”

      A soundless chuckle starts in his shoulders, his head lolling this way and that, a deflating balloon. Ada’s dull fear mutates into an all-encompassing chill. She’s finished. Done.

      The closet door swings open. The broad shape of Senior Constable Kowal-Keller ambles through, wiping snow off his moustache.

      “Lieutenant Albescu,” he says. “Hard at work as always, I see. Punching students and writing deeply lacklustre reports.”

      The little man flinches. His once-relaxed posture clamps up rigid.

      “Senior Constable!” He bolts up, dog to heel. “I didn’t know you were⁠—”

      “I am.” The words conceal admonition. “And you’re dismissed.”

      Ada’s head falls. Another change of men. Either in black or in dishevelled brown coats, it matters little to her. A silly parade of variously ugly moustaches to escort her to prison with clownish pomp. The Constable takes the little man’s place, chair legs dragging against old tile. Ada wonders if there will be scratches left over. Or perhaps a stray speck of blood. Anything to indicate this was ever more than a closet.

      The Constable sniffles as he arranges his papers and finds his beautiful fountain pen. Daintily elegant, its quill the shape of a dancing shoe, with a gilded swan imprint.

      He turns his head around. “And turn the damn light on!”

      Falselight crackles above Ada’s head, blue and awake. The Constable turns the gas lamp’s screw until the reek of smoke thins.

      “So,” he says, “they ran into you after hours, huh?”

      “I did not—” Ada coughs, her throat dry. “I did not break into the Archives.”

      The Constable sighs and turns around again. “Tea!”

      A man in black appears swiftly, carrying a granchak of brown liquid that, while dubiously tea-like, at least smells like the canteen. The Constable sets it in front of her. Ada stares at the glass. The cartilage of her wrists cracks as she flexes her hands.

      “Ah,” the Constable says. “Well, that’s excessive.”

      When the lock in the manacles clicks open, her hands fall down, numb without blood, her fingers pincushions. Ada massages her joints until the feeling of pinpricks subsides, and her skin colour returns to human shades.

      She sips the tea. It’s very sweet.

      “I take it Professor Vogt granted you a permit to access the Archives?”

      The granchak stops before her lips. “Were you standing at the door all this time?”

      Ada regrets the question at once—it’s too familiar, not in any silent or explicit protocol. She’s allowed herself to speak as though the Constable is on her side, on her level. She casts her eyes down to the tea. To the undissolved sugar crystals, slowly circling to the bottom.

      The Constable does not seem to mind. “No,” he says, quite neutrally. “I talked to the guardsman. He said you were square—pardon, that your passage was legitimate.”

      If he didn’t mind it the first time, maybe he won’t mind the second.

      “Senior Constable,” Ada ventures, “may I ask you something?”

      He waves his hand. “Sure, shoot.”

      She can’t help but keep her eyes glued to the tea. “There was, uh.” No other word for it. “A death threat on Professor Vogt’s office wall.”

      Ada expects denial, elaboration, some word that would at once capsize her whole interpretation of events and make her fears nothing more than a bad dream.

      No such thing comes. The Constable only nods and says, “M-hm,” as though the two of them are discussing the weather.

      Ada takes a deep breath. “But the militiamen only questioned me about whether or not I stole something from the Archives? Like I had some sort of partner in crime?”

      To her surprise, the Constable chuckles. “Ma’am, you saw how Professor Vogt’s office looked. Not every man can mess a place up like that. Nobody in their right mind would accuse you of it.”

      They were eager enough to accuse her of things despite the impossibility of these accusations. But Ada keeps that thought to herself.

      “So something has been stolen from the Archives?”

      The Constable’s gaze sharpens. He taps his pen on the paper. Ink trinkles, a dark blot propagating like blood on snow. Ada holds her breath. Now she will discover how far out of line he will let her step. A part of her excoriates: what the fuck is she doing this for? She should just keep her head down. Answer the way the militia wants her to, and hope that lets her walk free.

      Except then, she will never know the truth of shadows stalking this town. When true dangers are unknown, they leave gaps for fear to flood. For anxiety to poison the hours between sleep and waking. All the while holding Ada firmly in hapless supplication to the men that claim they might protect her.

      Which they won’t.

      She shuts all the rational castigations within the portion of her mind she keeps in silence and darkness, where all her fright and fury eventually sinks for its damning impropriety. She will not be prey. Not if there’s any other way to exist.

      When the ink blot reaches the Constable’s own writing, he finally takes note, curses, and claps the pen shut.

      “You’re an intelligent woman,” he says. “What do you think?”

      Ada’s heart picks up speed. “It’s not my place to speculate.”

      “But?..”

      But her mind’s wheels are already turning.

      “I think your men believe someone desperately wants something within the Archives. Except—” Her thoughts race faster than she can calculate what is and is not appropriate. “—except they don’t know. They’re not in on the case. Why accuse me? I’m no one. I’m not a threat. There’s no reason to make an example of me—no active insurgents in Heilung anymore! The most likely reason they’d act like this⁠—”

      “—is because they’re scared.”

      Her gaze snaps to the Constable. Fatigue casts deep shadows on his brown eyes, and his wrinkles drag the shape of his face down.

      “I’m not excusing them,” he says. “In a way, it’s my fault. I’m not permitted to discuss the details of my case with my own men. It’s maddening.”

      Ada frowns. Surely discussing this with her is even less permissible.

      A wry smile raises the Constable’s moustache. “Naturally, I can’t tell you whether you’re right or wrong.” He searches the inner pocket of his coat. “But I would thoroughly recommend you don’t stay below the Institute after hours.”

      Something silver flashes in his hand. A disk, carved with a blueish glyph whose anchor Ada recognises instantly.

      Contain.

      The Constable lurches towards her, clasping the hand that’s free of the granchak and shoving the object directly into her palm—so fast Ada barely has the time to jerk back, and not enough for him not to reach her. For a split second, she sees that blue arc of lighting in her mind’s eye, an inescapable and crippling paralytic her nervous system might not survive.

      But it doesn’t come. The metal is cold in her hand. Nothing prickles. The ink is dry and inactive.

      “There’s a switch on the back,” the Constable whispers urgently, “should you ever need it. Remember, it’s not a gun—one use, and the glyph will erode the damn thing into ichor. Don’t be touching it when that happens.”

      Ada finds herself shaking. Nothing makes sense. Is she holding a spellcrafted weapon?

      She tries to draw back, but the Constable is holding her stronger than manacles.

      “I know what you think of us—I understand. Most men out there, they’re not guarding your safety, only their own. You deserve better. Your family deserved better.”

      Bitter tears fight to the surface. “Don’t⁠—”

      “Listen to me. The Authority is a shitshow, a fucking joke. A failure. And now it’s failed to keep something very bad from coming to Heilung, do you understand?” His eyes blaze with terrifying intensity, that of a dying man in a frigid sea clinging to his very last raft. “Something inhuman, Ada. Something way bigger and worse than any of us. An enemy of god itself.”

      The disk presses painfully into the meat of Ada’s palm.

      “Constable, I’m not permitted to⁠—”

      “Fuck permissions.” He squeezes her wrist one last time, all the bruises and wounds of it, and thumps back into his seat. Leaving the disk in Ada’s possession. “Permissions and laws won’t save you. Fast thinking and power will.” He grins and taps his index finger to his temple. “Lucky for you, you’ve already got the former. I’m just supplying the missing pieces.”

      Ada examines the disk in her hands. If she saw it briefly in someone’s possession, she might’ve thought it a pocket watch or a compact mirror. The metal is thin, the mechanism itself hidden within. This thing really would decompose under the pressure of magic. Perhaps exactly the way Bordeianu alluded to in his class.

      A class that at least twenty students attended.

      “What about everyone else in the Institute?” Ada asks quietly.

      The Constable nods, his countenance grave. “I’ve come to accept I can’t be everywhere and save everyone. But, among students, you’re the one that needs it most. Everyone else isn’t going into the Archives, let alone to interface with such ancient artefacts.”

      A chill sets in her stomach. “Is—whoever it is, after The Book of Words?”

      The Constable performs an affected shrug. “Who’s to say,” he says in a tone that whispers yes.
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        * * *

      

      Ada keeps her heart frozen all the way home. Down ice-glazed cobblestone, through narrow winding streets, under the long shadows cultivated by the poor distribution of light. Sometimes it seems as though she’s stopped breathing. A walking corpse. She likes that thought, somewhat. Corpses can’t feel bruises bleed under skin. And the polar chill does steal that sensation from her, dulling pain. How cold will it be in winter?

      Not quite willingly, Ada pictures herself in nothing but a blood-stained shirt, alone amid howling winds, feet planted on frigid soil. In that image snow melts at the touch of her skin. Ada is her own beacon, burning a brilliant and flameless red.

      Once she reaches the house, however, Ada cracks. She slides down the shut front door to the snow spattering the welcome mat. Her fingers clamp on the wool of her skirt and dig and pull impotently, to tear something if not herself. She heaves. Her fury clamours at its prison inside Ada’s mind, floods her with fantasies of strung-up militiamen and rivers of entrails. Horrid, disgusting, exquisite. Now she is truly burning, feverish with hysteria as a stifled scream claws at the back of her teeth.

      In that moment she’s not scared of any monsters, human or bestial.

      Ada shuts her eyes and sees the black of spell-ink engulf her. It elongates her figure, draws her to tips of catalyst spires until the sky to her is a suspended puddle. Her touch ripples it. Her fingers are blades sharp enough to cut stars. Where her feet once stood is beneath her notice.

      She’s untouchable.

      She’s crying.

      As the fantasy withers, Ada notices, at first distantly, that her nervous system has failed her. Her body is a traitor. Unable to contain her madness forever, it breaks down into spasmodic shudders. Her shoulders shake. Her arms squeeze around her knees. Her lungs gasp and convulse like a fish as it’s slaughtered.

      Not a sky-reaching monster but a human cocooned in borrowed clothes.

      The front door thuds against her spine as someone attempts to open it. Light-headed from her hysterics, Ada loses her balance, collapsing on the welcome mat. She scrambles to her feet as the person on the other side forces the door further in with some muffled, confused muttering.

      A tall woman in grey shuts the door as she enters. Sable, snow-rimmed furs. Steel-coloured eyes, judgmental moue. Augusta. Of course it’s fucking Augusta.

      “Sister,” Ada says in mock greeting.

      Augusta sighs, her gaze only grazing Ada to focus instead on removing gloves.

      “Don’t ‘sister’ me.”

      But then she frowns. Slowly, Augusta turns back to examine her sister’s bloodied face. Ada steels herself, hands clasped in front of her, mouth clenched. She can hardly hide; should’ve had her outburst elsewhere.

      Disappointment drips through Augusta’s words. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing,” Ada answers honestly. What does Augusta care? Considering the particulars of the Constable’s case, and Augusta’s droll post in the Housing Registry, there’s a high chance she’ll never hear of the incident anyway.

      And if she does read a paper and put two and two together—well. Through all the years they’ve lived together with Grandmama, Augusta has become an expert at ignoring everything that didn’t directly concern her. Particularly Ada.

      Which is why Ada’s not ready when Augusta reaches to grab her by the wrist. Bruises flare; Ada hisses in pain and jerks back.

      The corners of Augusta’s lips pinch. Her hand remains outstretched, statue-like, and she draws a slow breath.

      “Will I need to cover something up?”

      Dispassionate, disappointed; as if Ada’s a too-old toddler that’s shit her pants.

      Ada’s lip curls. “Fuck off.”

      Her own disappointment rings hollow; perhaps, deep down, she expected it. So that’s how long her feeble attempts to rebuild a long-lost sisterhood lasted: a week.

      Augusta draws back, watchful, eyes half-lidded and hollow. The flush in her cheeks, brought forth by the cold, recedes back to the usual sallowness. She latches the door lock, each movement precise and marionette-measured.

      “You think you’re her, don’t you?” she says, clutching the doorknob. “That you’re like Olesia?”

      Ada doesn’t dignify that with an answer. “What are you talking about?”

      Augusta swallows, and when she next speaks, it’s seemingly addressed to the door, in a stifled whisper. “It’s Marian who talked her into all this, you know. Well, you don’t—you were playing with other kids.” Her knuckles flash white under her skin. “We have to, Lesia; it’s our only chance for freedom.”

      Bitterness starts to build in Ada’s chest. She crosses her arms so tight her ribs feel the pressure. Rage simmers back to the surface, despite Ada’s fatigue. “If Mother didn’t want to, she wouldn’t have. Don’t talk about her like she’s some kind of⁠—”

      Augusta turns on her heel, livid and pale.

      “That’s who you are. You’re him. Thoughtless⁠—”

      “Like she’s some kind of hysterical maiden that didn’t know any better, like⁠—”

      “—naive—”

      “—like that cunt of a judge, and the shit-eating jury⁠—”

      “—foul-minded, self-centred brat!”

      Spittle flies into Ada’s eyes. Her face is flush with anger; Augusta’s, sickly green. The dust-covered crystal glasses ring inside their hutches from the echoes of screams.

      Ada’s fingers dig into the meat of her shoulders.

      “You’re right,” she says, brittle. “I’m a brat, a whore, a girlie—I’m whatever you want me to be.” She forces her hands apart, pinches the sides of her skirt, and performs the motions of a curtsy while her glare bores in Augusta’s dumb-struck face. “Hope this punching bag has been of use.”

      To this Augusta scoffs and rolls her eyes, except Ada sees all too well her sister’s deathly pallor and the tremble in her lips. Augusta says with affected apathy,

      “Are you done now?”

      Not quite.

      When Ada steps closer, her sister jolts, but doesn’t baulk. Augusta lets her approach to a breath’s distance, until Ada’s whispers condense on her face.

      “You abandoned me, sister,” Ada hisses. “First in spirit, then in Bluthagen. I wondered so long why, what for—but also, I knew. I was inconvenient.”

      She grabs Augusta’s lapels and tugs. Boots clack as Augusta only just manages not to fall forward. Fabric creaks. Ada lets go, throwing Augusta off balance again, and smooths the lapels to lie flat on the coat, masking a violent gesture in something innocuous.

      “You know who you are?” Ada whispers. “You’re nobody. Not Olesia, not Marian. You’re Grandmama.”
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      “When you hear knocking, hide.”

      Little Ada learnt Mama’s words well.

      “If someone asks who’s home, say nothing. Crouch near windows—better still, don’t be near windows at all.”

      It wasn’t frightening. Not for Ada, not at first. She was only a child, and children accept their world as an immovable truth, even when it’s rotting and pockmarked with lies. Even when it’s doomed to collapse.

      Little Ada hid in her room when the men in black knocked. She crouched far away from the window, and all her toys stood guard. Small wooden soldiers, their pinprick guns pointed at the door. A porcelain doll, protecting the soldiers in turn, since she was five times their size. Her skirt could shield a whole platoon.

      When Ada heard orders shouted, she clamped her hands over her ears. When she heard her parents yelling, she started counting her breaths. When she heard bodies thumping to the floor, she started rocking back and forth, an urge she could neither understand nor explain.

      “Open up!”

      She rocked and rocked and looked at her soldiers, and wished she could let go of her ears so she could hug the doll.

      A kick shook the door to her room.

      Wood cracked. Especially around the handle, the weak link in construction. The knob hung limp. Faint blue light crept through splinters.

      What if Mama was wrong?

      Another kick. The blue light spread, as if pulling the door apart.

      What if Mama was gone?

      On the third kick the door broke and fell to the floor, spraying splinters like shrapnel. The militiaman, a dark shadow behind the brilliant blue eye that was the barrel of his gun.

      He shot her the moment he entered, without hesitation. A bright flash and a crackle reeking of ozone.

      Ada heard her heart stop in her ribcage. Heard her body fall and thud. She felt none of those things. All she could sense was an all-encompassing cold—a submersion. She’d crashed into ice, and it bent with her weight like fabric into a constrictive cocoon. Nor could she see her room. Darkness devoured the brave wooden soldiers and the big doll with her shield of a skirt. Nothing remained but an ever-growing black tunnel, its edges shimmering white.

      For roughly a second, Ada died.

      What happened after that, she only read in the papers.

      

      ANTI-AUTHORITY TERRORISTS DETAINED

      by M. Schmidt

      At 4 in Saturday morning, the Militia of Bluthagen detained Mr. Marian Călinescu-Skliar and Ms. Olesia Skliar-Călinescu on charges of domestic terrorism and separatist sentiment. Five rifles and a collection of explosives were discovered on the scene.

      Senior Constable Andrii Yurchuk-Adler, who is in charge of the investigation, informed the Word that Mr. and Ms. Călinescu-Skliar intended, along with their accomplices, to occupy the Bureau Office in Bluthagen and assassinate the local Administrator, after which they would make demands of the Authority under threat of wanton murder and destruction.

      “We’ve obtained the lists of their co-conspirators,” claims the Senior Constable. “I regret to say that the National Orchestra, Ms. Skliar-Călinescu’s place of work, has been infiltrated by ethnic separatists. These people are dangerous and delusional. They believe their nation of origin to be so superior as to exist independently from the Authority. They wish to supplant our way of life with theirs. Most damningly, they’re willing to kill just to prove that point.”

      The militia informed the Word that Ms. Skliar-Călinescu suffers from degenerative female hysteria, likely induced by her people’s hereditary predisposition to alcohol, which causes the malformation of the skull and brain. It is possible that Mr. Călinescu-Skliar, who originates from Bluthagen, has been unduly swayed by Ms. Skliar’s deformities.

      Professor Wolfgang Müller-Meyer, a specialist in the Ethics of Family, had this to say:

      “Clearly we must implement a quota on marriages with the recently assimilated. Perhaps a stricter one than for childless homosexuals. Over and over again, we see such couplings or their offspring exhibit defective sentiment in spite of rigorous schooling. Special care must be taken with the periphery’s females, as their abnormalities continue to prove excessively dangerous to the metropol’s men. In isolating the issue, we will be able to monitor it more closely, which means overall a more predictable and healthy population. As Eisenberg said, ‘The garden of society will only blossom when it’s pruned.’”

      Ms. Katrina Meyer-Müller, the lawyer tasked with representing Mr. and Ms. Călinescu-Skliar, gave the following statement:

      “It’s important we don’t compromise core Authority values due to a few bad actors. We need not resort to such extremes as to resemble the infamous Eugenics Society. In the majority of known cases, strict schooling produces equal results in all students but those obviously deformed. Likewise, we’ve absolved with the outdated and feudal notion that a woman must be denied her freedoms for her genetic subservience. I have reason to believe that it was Mr. Călinescu-Skliar that instigated the anti-Authority sentiment in the couple. Indeed, he has published vile and anarchist thought for years under a pseudonym. To accuse Ms. Skliar of following him is nothing more than to accuse a woman of following her male partner, which is her natural inclination.”

      The Bureau v. Călinescu-Skliar trial is to take place on Mărțișor 12th.

      

      Unlike Augusta, Ada was never brought in for the trial, and Grandmama didn’t allow her to attend. All that remains from that night are empty spaces where her parents used to be, and a scar. Over her sternum, squarely in the middle of her chest, a sprawling and jagged star.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s already evening at two in Saturday afternoon. There’s only one window in Marek’s room, a circular porthole that nearly touches the ceiling, which Ada can only reach thanks to her height. The effort is hardly worth it. All it allows is a vision of flurrying spicules of ice, scraping glass. The thick pane melts the grey townhouses with the dark sky into an overcooked mush. It’s evening by Heilung’s standards. By Bluthagen’s, it’s just depressing.

      If Ada had no pocket watch, would she know what time it is?

      When she studied geography, it was always by means of a map. The Authority’s school programme controls very strictly by which methods it tells its children of the world that surrounds them. And so Ada pictured the world top-down, north above and south below. Unwittingly, that coalesced into an accidental association between the polar cap of ice and the white clouds on a river-blue sky. Something heavenly, upwards-bound.

      Now that she’s here, the connection rings false. Heaven is not what comes to Ada’s mind when she thinks of the north. It’s a photographic negative of the abyssal deep of the sea. An alien space in which every direction looks exactly the same. Where a human, an outsider creature, is deprived of ways to tell its trajectory.

      Augusta has said nothing of the incident. She says little of anything. She is a grey shadow haunting the Skliar homestead, echoing decorum with hollow words that sink into Ada’s ears and linger as noise. Ada herself says nothing and feels less. Inside she is the north. Dull, pulsating pains in her cheek and wrists serve as signalling lights, red dots within the frigid expanse.

      At two in the afternoon Ada finishes her studies for the day. She tells herself that, without access to the Archives, she can’t continue with her notes on the translation, but truthfully the thought of it makes her head ache. The thought of anything too strenuous on her mental faculties, really.

      So Ada’s mind swims, its route determined by subconscious tides she doesn’t feel like controlling.

      It arrives at the suggestion of death on the wall.

      The circumstance doesn’t seem quite real. Not because it’s difficult to believe in murderers and theft and break-ins, but because something about it does not make sense.

      Ada fishes the disk from the pocket of her waistcoat. The sleek surface bears one depression: a space where the anchor glyph would join to its auxiliary. Ada has no tools to open the disk and see how the glyph would complete. Even if she did, she’s not sure she would be able to put the thing back together in working condition.

      Does she trust that this device does what the Constable said?

      There is a technical possibility the device could’ve been created to paralyse the user herself. Except the craftsmanship on display is exquisite, militia-grade—and what use manufacturing such a thing would be to the militia?

      What purpose was there in giving this to her if the Constable was telling the truth?

      Whatever it is, he’s playing a dangerous game. With the right rhetoric, the right superiors getting angry with him, the Constable may as well buy a ticket to a penal colony now. Or buy a rope and soap; militiamen don’t endure colonies for long.

      For the sake of making sense, Ada assumes he was earnest.

      So:

      On Friday, Viniceriu 24th, someone left Heilung on a freight train with intent to kill its staff. They succeeded, and if the Constable’s right, they returned.

      Now there is something in Heilung, stalking Tresor. Seeking The Book of Words—perhaps.

      Welcome to your last winter.

      An enemy of god itself.

      With the Constable as the throughline, Ada adds up the components and arrives at the only reasonable conclusion: that the murderer on the train tracks, the thief, and the monster the militia seeks, are all the same thing. And it is a monster. Unless the Constable is a damn good actor, he was terrified of it.

      And that is precisely what makes no sense.

      Everything but the Constable’s demeanour points to simple crime. Mythical beasts don’t steal books or scribble threats. Nor are they civilised enough to ride trains.

      So it must be a human kind of monster. When Ada was drenched in cold sweat in the interrogation room, it may have felt otherwise, but with a clear mind, it’s undeniable. Welcome to your last winter—how hopelessly melodramatic. How hopelessly human.

      Yet Ada’s memory of the Constable suggests the opposite. That image of a feverish, babbling man. And he’s a senior militiaman; not only has he seen all kinds of criminals, he must’ve been witness to many monstrosities on behalf of the militia itself.

      Who—or what—would then make him so scared? Is there someone in this world capable of enacting even greater violence?

      Ada pockets the disk close to her chest. Her hand passes over the star-scar, its long and broken limbs branded indelibly into skin.
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        * * *

      

      At five-twenty, she considers asking for powder to conceal her bruises.

      It’s a little too late. Makeup is frivolous, and Ada is not well-versed in frivolous things. But it would be proper to mask.

      She examines the bruise in the bathroom mirror. A blossoming purple stripe, skewing her face asymmetric. Where her skin burst, a shallow cut lines her cheekbone with coagulated blood.

      Would Nikola be concerned?

      Perhaps she wants them to be. For someone pretty to ask, oh Ada, are you all right? as they drape over her shoulder, only for her to wave them off: it is nothing. Nothing she can’t handle at all.

      Ada rotates the screw on the wall-mounted gas lamp until its light drains from the valleys of her face, leaving gorges of shadow and sharp landscapes of alabaster. Like a Tresor statue, if its features were never erased.
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        * * *

      

      When she passes through the house hallway, she hears newspaper rustle from the living room.

      “Ada, what on earth are you wearing?”

      Nikola’s shirt, unconcealed by a waistcoat, and the thin men’s tie she didn’t dare don for the Institute. Otherwise she’s precisely the same as always. Funny, how little Ada must diverge to incite comment.

      “Where are you going?”

      Ada throws her sheepskin coat over her shoulders and swings the front door open. The snowstorm pours in at once, a white-and-grey ocean. It sweeps over the cabinet and the carpet, which will leave the furniture wet, melting water seeping through that godforsaken linoleum and rotting the wood underneath.

      Footsteps in the living room. “Ada, god’s sake, you want to freeze?”

      Ada shuts the door behind her and walks as though cold does not touch her.

      She finds the way by sheer memory, five minutes early. It’s Brumărel 1st, the last day of maintenance; Green Guelder-Rose remains dark.

      Dark save a single suggestion of a spark. And a faint crackle of a phonograph rasping through a record of flutes and strings.

      Ada eases the door open. Her boots click on tile, so she matches the rhythm to step in time with the chord. The central parlour is just as she last left it, chair legs pointed at the dark mosaic above. Only towards the stage, bottle glass catches stray glimmers. Candlelight flutters from the front tables, spilling gentle and timid beams towards the dais, where polished black shoes flit between shadows.

      She never thought of them as a dancer.

      Nikola has shed their jacket, the top button of their shirt undone even as the cravat clings close to their neck, silk against skin. They raise their arms; white sleeves fall, unbuttoned, cascading from delicate wrists. Darkness pools in the dimples of their collarbone. They turn their head to their shoulder, the jawline a sharp stroke of pale paint. Shoe leather croaks at the bend of the foot as Nikola leaps into the air and lands with a stark quietude that seems impossible for their weight. Trouser fabric strains from the immaculate height of an arabesque. Nikola’s slim chest heaves under crisp white linen, stray beads of sweat drawing translucent lines. Then, a pirouette. A rapid swirl of brass hair which then falls over the diamond face. Scarlet silk shifts as they catch their breath.

      Dark eyes, now black as night, meet hers: a rapt audience of one.

      Ada smiles. “Don’t stop on my account.”

      At once their right hand strives to the cravat. Fingers follow the knot in some reassurance—a nervous gesture, perhaps.

      Nikola’s eyes flit to the clock over the bar. “You’re early.”

      “I’m glad I was.”

      Briefly their eyes stop on the bruise splitting Ada’s face.

      “Need any help with that?”

      “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Nikola nods and closes the sleeves over their wrists. Cufflinks snap shut.

      “Half the payment upfront,” they say. Ada wants to answer, Anything you want, even though it’s only a delicious lie.

      If only she could make that promise, to anyone.

      She procures an envelope from her skirt pocket. Nikola hops from the stage and saunters towards her. Warmth radiates from them, suffused with the smell of tobacco and skin. Petrichor, only faintly.

      They count the money. Loose hair curtains the consternation on their face.

      “You don’t dance for the Guelder-Rose,” Ada says. A giddiness courses through her veins and guides her to unchecked words—which one will get her thrown out? Rejected?

      No, she’s altogether too tired to consider that possibility. If the next moment she finds herself back in the snowstorm, she’ll still carry the memory of a pale, slender neck moving under the subtle constraints of red. Of shimmering hair that looks ever so soft.

      “I don’t,” they say in a tone kept carefully blank. Half-way through the banknotes.

      Ada tilts her head. “Elsewhere?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      They shut the envelope.

      “All’s well,” they say. “Follow me.”

      Ada does so. Candlelight vanishes behind the shut Staff door; only one spellcrafted sconce illuminates. Dim cold light turns Nikola’s taut figure into a moving statue of silver and onyx, its humanity nothing more than the stuff of Ada’s fantasies.

      She must not forget she’s a client. This is transactional. Ada can’t afford to assume she is wanted.

      Once the two enter storage, a gas lamp is lit, warm and yellow.

      A touch to the cravat again. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      Nikola surveys the racks of costumes—today, cleaned of dust—and the newly placed busts with voluptuous wigs, before Nikola’s gaze returns to Ada. Their shoulders crumple. For a moment they seem almost frail.

      “Why me?”

      The question flees Nikola’s lips with scandalous sincerity. It makes Ada feel naked. The razor edge of honesty cuts cold.

      When she says nothing, Nikola adds hurriedly, “I’ll be frank: I can sew, but I’ve not been a costumer for long. You find commissions through friends of friends. Besides Stasia, I have no friends in Heilung, and you’re no friend of hers.” All this time their eyes don’t leave hers; Ada’s soul writhes from the attention as her body keeps ice-still. “You did not just happen by the Guelder-Rose and order a custom suit on a whim. That’s from old-world stories about hungry artists and rich patrons, and let’s be honest, neither of us is that.”

      A story. Yes, why not. A role to fill, a mask to don. It need not be dishonest. It need only make sincerity’s sharp cuts sting less.

      Ada finds purchase against a table and leans back, affecting ease, and lets a lazy grin alight on her expression. Though Nikola is somewhat taller, they’re a lithe and spindly thing; Ada stands much broader. In her imagination: stronger, more assured.

      “Beyond these doors? You’re right, we’re not,” she says. “But I really am here, and I really did happen upon you, and I really do want what you make. And I am paying. Here and now, I am your patron. Want to know why?”

      Their finger hooks on the cravat knot. Nikola nods.

      Ada’s heart quickens. A warmth that feels almost spellcrafted runs through her veins and rules her impulses, her head vertiginous and her body aflame.

      She happens upon a terrible certainty. If she speaks now, speaking will become easy. Inevitable.

      “Because I saw you,” she lets out, and the rest follows, a deluge: “And when I saw you, I saw what I could be without the shell I’ve constructed for myself. Because I hate what I’ve made myself. I saw you and wanted to be you. I saw you, and wanted you.”

      This is a spiral. An abyss. Ada has dreamt of a time when she could talk as she pleased and voice her mind freely, but now that she’s done it, she feels ill. Her eyes convey images to her mind, yet she sees nothing but shapes and colours. Her skin tells her of textures, yet all she feels is a tremulous chill. Despite her parents’ best efforts, she’s a child of the Authority. A creature made for pre-fabricated boxes. Her mind contains nothing worth voicing. She should go.

      “Do you still want that?”

      A voice—an outstretched hand. Willow-long fingers reaching across her mind’s fog.

      She swallows a ball in her throat. Remember the story. Some part of her thinks it stupid, but the rest seeks refuge in the fictitious image. A patron; what a respectable word. Patrons hold their chins high and make their desires known as though they are truths. And why shouldn’t she? Ada is true. She’s a person, a someone. She wants.

      “Like I said, I’m here,” she says like it’s easy, even obvious. “So yes. I want you.”

      Ada’s left hand finds Nikola’s, a leather measuring tape caught between warm palms. Her other hand reaches for buttons on her shirt. She says,

      “How do you want me?”

      Clamouring doubt dies at the sight of Nikola’s eyes, pupils so wide they eclipse the very suggestion of their unwillingness. Oh, they are willing. Whatever the source of reluctance, it’s not lack of desire. A flush creeps up their cheekbones, their mouth parted, their gaze affixed to the buttons on Ada’s shirt.

      They let go. Fumble with the measuring tape. They point to a spot in the centre of the room, where lamplight burns brightest.

      “Here. To the corset is fine. Stretch your arms out like so.”

      Ada follows Nikola’s instruction. Lets them hover behind her with feather-light touches, a pencil for notes between their teeth.

      She considers them with Vogt-like clarity. Catalogues their words. Patron—what a curious comparison. Is that what they wish for? Money? Protection? Or for somebody to simply desire them and their talents so much as to luxuriate in superfluous wants?

      “Would you ever dance for me?”

      Nikola’s fingers stop, tape bound around Ada’s ribs.

      “Hm.” She hears a smile in their voice. “No, I don’t think so.”

      She keeps herself from flinching. That’s not how the fantasy goes.

      “Why not?”

      The tape slithers away.

      “I’m not so easily swayed,” Nikola says, voice dipping into deep, soul-plucking registers. “At the very least I need encouragement.”

      Ada doesn’t know what that means, but she’s in too deep. She swivels round on her heel, a breath’s distance from Nikola. She grasps them by the cravat until the knot is taut; they stumble off-balance easily—god, they are slim. Wraith-like. A spirit made of candle smoke. Ada worries for a moment they might entirely vanish, a dying light.

      “Encouraged now?” Ada pulls the knot tighter. “Be a dear and do as I say.”

      They swallow, and their eyes trail to the floor as their heart drums a rhythm against Ada’s chest.

      “Your corset’s not fitted right. You should⁠—”

      “Then make it better.”

      Nikola obliges. They re-lace it, shaping Ada’s silhouette into something longer, taller, low-waisted.

      It occurs to Ada the corset has been precisely the same since she was fifteen. Grandmama made it in her own fashion, and now that Ada won a modicum of independence, it simply didn’t occur to her a change was needed. She retreaded learnt patterns, unthinking.

      Once Nikola is done, an old ache flees from her ribs. Something Ada’s forgotten was even there.

      She catches her reflection sideways in a murky mirror. With her exact features blurred, she looks for a moment like she might be on a feature of Bluthagen Gentlemen’s Tailoring. Even though all that changed is a minor variation of shape.

      For a moment she reaches to wipe the mirror clean of dust—but no. It’s better this way. Though she can’t quite tell why, this one hazy image arouses such profound happiness in her that any detail might only spoil it.

      Then the gas lamp flickers, and the image is gone.

      “Come back next Sunday,” she hears Nikola say, only somewhere far away, as though they didn’t only a second ago stand behind her.

      When the light returns, they are gone as she feared, leaving only a parting echo:

      “Please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Two and a half weeks pass. All the while, three things stalk Ada’s thoughts.

      First, the Book. Her thesis. Her future. A ball of sharp wires, its shape ever-shifting; a mass of half-coherent thought. Often she doesn’t want it to cohere. She wants to consider the glyphs—despite constant headaches—and she wants to consider herself, with sparks of grey in her braid, handsomely besuited, at a professor’s podium. In-between is an inconvenient mess.

      Second, the silent androgyne in black and red. She’s been meeting with Nikola every Saturday night, when the Guelder-Rose’s crowd is thinning, drunk, and self-absorbed. Technically past curfew, but cities rarely observe it, and Heilung is no exception. The regulars started recognising Ada, if not her name. Annoyingly, they’ve also come to recognise, in sympathetic glances, Ada’s frustration: she still knows nothing of Nikola. Her interaction with them is transient. In the moment, carnally profound, as close to sex as one might get without the thing itself.

      Yet, who is Nikola? Where are they from? What are they hiding from? For without a doubt, they’re hiding from something. At the very least from themself. Everything Ada’s asked of them on the first fitting, implicitly or explicitly, has remained unanswered. Perhaps the only truly honest conversation the two had was the first, and only because both were drunk.

      Ada doesn’t know who Nikola is, but she does know what they are. Taciturn. One moment a grinning devil from sumptuous dreams, the next a reserved and dismissive stranger whose trust is a treasure no one can earn.

      Sometimes she wants to pin them to the wall and push her fingers down their throat until she can pull the truth free.

      Third.

      In the week after the break-in, the militia was an incessant presence at the Institute. A black shadow in every corner. Since that week passed without incident, such concentration of forces ceased to be justified. But as far as Ada can tell, there’s still more than there were at the start of the year. And not just in number.

      Whenever Ada’s stay in the Archives approaches the allegedly dangerous after-hours, she notices a different kind of silhouette patrolling the Institute. A hulking shadow. Through clouded windows, a black obelisk gliding down halls. In person, an un-uniformed, badge-less, mountainous man with an entirely shrouded face and beady eyes that lock on Ada without blinking.

      The Senior Constable’s shadow: Brick.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been almost three weeks by the time Ada musters the wherewithal to ask Vogt for help.

      She’s not proud of it. The professor is her supervisor; it’s par for the course that Ada would have questions. All the same, knocking on Vogt’s office door feels an admission of weakness. Ada would rather she needed no consultation, no help. Between lectures and workshops, she dreams of a place in Vogt’s chair, and that dream is incompatible with the image of a deferent student that still needs to ask.

      To say nothing of what this place makes her remember.

      Ada’s hand clenches before the door. She shuts her eyes and counts her breaths. This is ridiculous. She wasn’t shot. She was barely apprehended; the questioning took less than two hours. Less than one percent of a life, three weeks ago. Get a grip.

      Besides, it was Vogt’s who was in danger. Ada was only collateral. Yet Vogt is still here, as though nothing happened.

      Ada exhales and knocks.

      “Come in.”

      Inside, the office has been completely repaired. Bookshelves, replaced. Another testament to the power of a position at Tresor—nothing but the militia’s property gets swift repairs. Vogt’s collections of heavy tomes and file stacks are arranged alphabetically and, with the latter, colour-coded in shades of beige. Fountain pens are slotted into custom receptacles along the edge of a heavy oak desk. As impeccable as the woman herself. She is dressed in chartreuse velvets. Vogt lifts her eyes from her writing to acknowledge Ada, and nods.

      “Something to do with your thesis, I presume?”

      Ada’s suitcase is heavy with notes in her hand. “Yes, professor.”

      Vogt gestures with her pen to an armchair in front of the desk. “What is it?”

      Ada sinks into the armchair; it’s softer than she expected. Cushioned like a sickbed, it inhumes her body and makes the office seem taller and sharper by comparison. Ada unlatches the suitcase to procure a batch of papers.

      She has so far produced nothing more than a few variant translations of the first page.

      Vogt takes the papers from her hand. The professor’s eyes pass over Ada’s scribbles swiftly.

      “Miss Călinescu?”

      Ada swallows. “Yes?”

      “Have you, by any chance, gone to a mixed-sex kindergarten as a child? The information on your early childhood is very sparse in your record.”

      Ada conceals a flinch. This must be some sort of passing judgement, but its purpose evades her. Maybe it is about her manner of dress. She wears a black waistcoat, the only finished piece of Nikola’s work, its men’s cut distinguished by slim lapels and the way it smoothes the shape of her chest. Plausible deniability relegates it to the realm of questionable fashion. So far, it elicited no comment besides an odd glance.

      Until now, perhaps.

      “I’ve never attended any kindergarten, professor.”

      “I see you’re bewildered. Pay me no mind; I simply take curiosity in the nature of students that come under my watch.” Vogt sets the papers on her desk. “At any rate, I presume you think I’ll tell you whether you’re right or wrong. Would Professor Bordeianu-Blaga not be better suited?”

      Ada bristles. Bordeianu isn’t her supervisor. Even if she did want to consult him, he last held an Unsprache lecture two weeks ago. The man trembled like a hairless dog, no doubt hungover. The next two lectures he cancelled, and Ada didn’t see him in Tresor since.

      She considers Vogt. Although Ada’s understanding of the rapport among Institute staff is limited, she has noticed her supervisor is rarely in anyone’s company. Most often with the Rectoress, once with Bordeianu, never with anyone else.

      Not unlike Ada herself.

      “Professor,” she says, “may I ask you something about Professor Bordeianu-Blaga? Not about the thesis, but I believe it’s important.”

      Vogt raises an eyebrow. Ada hopes it’s a sign for her to continue.

      She takes a breath. “Do you know of his favourites?”

      Above them, falselight crackles in silence. Vogt remains reptile-still.

      “Favourites?”

      Ada drains her voice of judgement. She would hate to lose Vogt’s trust. “I don’t wish to report on any antisocial behaviour. It’s just that there’s a belief—among some students—that Bordeianu offers private tuition. And that one of those students vanished. Klaus.”

      With a pop, Vogt closes her pen. “Who?”

      “Klaus Müller.” Ada’s looked him up. “He was in fourth year.”

      Tap. Tap. Pen against wood. Vogt’s iron-grey eyes bore into Ada, squinting through wire-rimmed spectacles. Cold sweat beads on the back of Ada’s neck.

      “Müller,” Vogt says, as though remembering. “He transferred to Ruhigdorf. A gift for a student of such little merit as he. I’d hardly call that a vanishing.”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Tell me another thing, Miss Călinescu.” Vogt leans forward, the silver in her hair illuminated permafrost blue. “Do you often seek to challenge your superiors? I have your file from Bluthagen. It’s most interesting.”

      A flush starts up Ada’s neck. She casts her gaze down to her knees. There have only been three incidents, officially. Three too many.

      “It’s a predilection. I understand.” Vogt’s chair creaks as she leans back with  something like relaxation. “I recommend you don’t get yourself bogged down in rumours and hearsay. Always sad to see a woman ruined by gossip. Especially one that seems to show great promise.”

      Ada snaps her head up. As a semblance of a smile passes over Vogt’s countenance, Ada’s heart leaps, aflutter with praise.

      “Tell you what.“ Vogt reaches into one of the desk drawers and procures an unsealed, yellowed envelope. “This is a key to 1G. The entrance is in the West wing, past a militia post. Some of the reports there are redacted, but you’ll have no need of them. You may see prior attempts at translation for cross-reference. I believe that will be helpful for you.”

      The envelope drops into Ada’s hand with the weight of a spellcrafted key. She peeks inside. A distinctly different glyph than the key she already possesses. The image of burrowing tunnels resurfaces in her mind’s eye. The Institute’s spiralling viscera, corkscrewing into sea-salted ice beneath soil.

      A cold touch jolts Ada. Vogt’s bone-thin fingers, grazing her knuckles.

      “If you’ll indulge me, Miss Călinescu,” Vogt says with a peculiar glint in her eye. “I’m working on a research paper. Cognitive capacity. Intelligent specimens of the Authority’s periphery are of particular interest.”

      Ada frowns. “I’m not exactly⁠—”

      “Would you allow me a test?”

      Ada tilts her head. To refuse would be an affront, but Vogt did ask. Ask as though Ada were an equal. Or perhaps Ada only imagined it. Perhaps the question is a formality.

      “It will only take a moment,” Vogt says, and it is the first time Ada hears a distinct tint of emotion in her voice. Passion, almost. “We need not leave this office.”

      Ada nods.

      Vogt bolts from her seat to a bookshelf and retrieves a box of files. From there, she procures something leathery and some tubular metal implement. She asks,

      “Would you hold your hair up, all the way up?”

      Ada obliges as Vogt circles behind her. The cold of Vogt’s touch on Ada’s forehead seems to linger and ripple along the surface of Ada’s skin, and excites in a way that’s deeply discomfiting. A nameless anxiety, mixing with admiration and Ada’s own inadequacy.

      Leather closes around Ada’s skull; her head is tugged back as Vogt secures it to the back of the chair. The suddenness of it makes Ada lurch, legs kicking at Vogt’s desk.

      “Keep still.”

      She calms—in part—when the sensation gains familiarity. Ada’s been through something similar before, at her psychoneural evaluations, citizen-standard. This is normal. This is normal. Just abrupt, that is all.

      The tubular implement proves to be a kind of light. It shines in her eye and flashes unpleasantly, leaving dark aftershocks, until Ada’s sight ripples with green-black splotches and swims. She hears Vogt rustle. More metal instruments flash by. One closes around her nose, chin; another taps between her eyes. Vogt mutters something, perhaps numbers, perhaps reassurances—Ada finds herself incapable of paying attention.

      It is over by the time Ada can make sense of her surroundings again. The leather strap releases.

      “Thank you for your assistance, Miss Călinescu.”

      Ada breathes. In, out. In, out. She only granted a request. She is fine. She is fine.

      Even if she’s not, she cannot afford to antagonise Vogt. She locks the protesting part of herself away and declares it beneath her attention.

      As the professor returns to her seat, Ada retreats into observation and hollows her mind of all else. She notes the empty space on a bookshelf where the box stood. It allows a glimpse of the white wall where, though hidden by books, a deep groove remains. One and a half letters, now plainly visible.

      Not everything can be so quickly removed and repaired.

      A thought occurs to Ada. Is it just the spellcraft-related materials that the Institute keeps in the Archives? The overground map of fire escapes makes no mention of other archival facilities. For student records, for instance.

      “Professor Vogt?”

      Vogt clicks her pen open and dips it in ink, prepared to resume her work. “Yes?”

      “Could I please have a written permit for keys to the Archive? It’s just the militia⁠—”

      “Ah.” Vogt’s lip curls. “An unfortunate reality of Tresor, aren’t they.” She pulls out a slip of grey paper and jots a few sentences, followed by date and signature. Ada peers at the text as the stamp comes down. A pre-printed form, as she hoped. Tresor’s insignia covers the signature, but not the keys Vogt itemised.

      Ada receives her notes and the permit and gives a quick curtsy. All the while her heart drums, played by thrill and fear in equal measure.

      “Thank you, professor,” she hurries to say, lest Vogt notice something untoward.

      But Vogt seems to pay Ada no mind. Already the professor is back in her research, scribbling with one hand and waving with the other in a gesture of distracted dismissal.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to the season opening?”

      Iwona’s words, bright amid the low din of whispering students, wake Ada from her mindless doodling. She looks down on her Unsprache notes. The margins teem with barbed spirals.

      Ada expected to have Unsprache cancelled again—she saw no sign of Bordeianu in the Institute, not for the whole week. But when she checked the schedule on the announcement board, the lecture wasn’t blacked out. Some of her classmates risked a penalty and left for a café, not trusting the professor to show up, but most shrugged and filed into the auditorium.

      At a desk to Ada’s left, Emma sighs.

      “Is it because Bordeianu will be there?”

      Ada rolls her eyes. Of course he would show up to the National Theatre rather than his own job.

      “It’s not about him,” Iwona says, shifting uncomfortably. “Anyone who’s anyone will be there.”

      “I’m not coming with you if you’re going to drool over him.”

      Iwona’s face flushes beet-red. “I don’t drool!”

      Too loud. The auditorium is unforgiving; it snatches Iwona’s ringing embarrassment and reverberates it for all to hear. The students fall silent. Their attention zeroes in on the front row, while Iwona sinks into her rigid, uncomfortable chair as though she’d rather the wood consumed her.

      Nobody likes Ada anyway. She’s got nothing to lose.

      With a feeling of strange serenity, she releases a booming burp that resembles a malfunctioning train.

      A cascade of ughs and guffaws follows. A few young men holler. The noise washes over Ada; she is unfettered. Her reputation being what it is, she can afford infraction, so long as it’s of the stupid and inconsequential kind.

      “I’m worried about him,” Iwona whispers to her friend. “I think the—incident, it got him scared.”

      Emma meets Ada’s gaze. Not intentionally; she turns away at once. But for a brief moment, Ada’s sure of a very familiar longing, hidden deep in the other woman’s eyes.

      “I wish,” Emma whispers to Iwona heatedly, “you worried about anything else.”

      The auditorium door swings open. The mass of students ripples, heads swivelling in surprised anticipation—but the person that enters is not Bordeianu-Blaga. It’s a short and plump woman in a sensible grey gown, the kind that only belies its expense in how well it fits her. Bluthagen fashion: utilitarian, practical, dismissive of needless colour. Blond hair, in contrast to Vogt’s accentuated side swirls, is pulled into a bun that eschews ornamentation and does nothing to highlight the face. Which is itself unremarkable. Not quite round, not quite oval, not quite square. Vitreous eyes that could be grey or blue or a light dirt-brown. Lips quirk into something that could be a neutral expression, or could be a beginning to a smile.

      Rectoress Keller-Kowal.

      “Apologies, my dear students,” she says as she takes her place by the teacher’s desk. “Professor Bordeianu-Blaga is indisposed today. I don’t exactly have his…” A minute scowl, there and gone. “Expertise, shall we say. Oh well. We’ll take this opportunity to consider the intersections of Ethics and translation, hm?”

      Ada hides a groan; the back rows aren’t as decorous. The entire course of Ethics can be compressed into two years, and indeed it has been: she learnt it all in excruciating detail in secondary school. Prior to that, there was Children’s Ethics, with a drab little tome called The Authority and I, 101st Edition. The curriculum for Ethics was a matter of regurgitating the same thing in increasingly sleep-inducing levels of pretension. Yes, Ada can recite the key members of the Bureau over the last century—easy enough when half of them share surnames. Yes, she knows what the Ten Principles of a Healthy Citizen are. Yet every year, here she is.

      Occasionally, when Ada sits in the back row for Ethics, she dozes off into confused dreams of faceless Bureau clerks holding up posters of bare breasts and shrieking, “Citizen, behold!”

      Iwona raises her hand.

      “Yes?”

      “Rectoress, when will Professor Bordeianu-Blaga return?”

      Keller-Kowal sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose. Her free hands sorts the papers on the desk for no apparent reason, as if for lack of anything to do. Ada frowns. She rather assumed Bordeianu would have to be on friendly terms with the Rectoress to maintain his position in spite of his deficiencies.

      Perhaps he has disappointed.

      “Professor Bordeianu-Blaga is feeling ill,” the Rectoress says. Between her consonants hisses concealed spite. Ada hazards a guess that this illness is metaphorical. “He’s a very sensitive soul, for a man. Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll resume his private tuition in time.”

      Iwona recedes into her seat. Someone in the back rows coughs.

      “In fact,” the Rectoress says, turning to the blackboard, “let us consider the grammar of glyphs as it reflects on the Ethics of Family. As family is?..” She lifts the end of her sentence to the cadence of bait.

      “The foundation of society,” the mass of students echoes discordantly.

      The Rectoress nods and begins to write with a piece of chalk. “As all structures echo across levels, the micro emulates the macro, and in reverse. In fact, as you know, it’s that lack of understanding of the world’s cyclical nature that made our ancestors’ magic so lacklustre. Consider this.” She finishes drawing a schematic for a rudimentary temperature glyph. “Three components: anchor, auxiliary, auxiliary. Male, female, neuter.” The Rectoress smiles. “As in the physical, so it is in the metaphysical.”

      Ada does her best to prevent her annoyance from showing. The Rectoress is out of her depth. This kind of political philosophy can just as well be heard at three in the morning in a dormitory kitchen. Or in the halls of the Bureau; same difference.

      Emma lifts her hand.

      “Yes, Miss?..”

      “Well, I understand this is the foundation,” Emma says, not supplying her name, “but there are plenty of glyphs with many auxiliaries. Neuters that take place of females, even males. And if it’s⁠—”

      The Rectoress gestures for Emma to stop. A wan, affable smile plasters over Keller-Kowal’s face.

      “Yes, indeed. But it’s hardly astute to point out that lived reality can deviate from the ideal.”

      For a moment, the Rectoress’s ramblings fade from Ada’s focus. Spirals of the Book overtake it instead. Multiple auxiliaries, Emma said. What about multiple anchors? If one is possible, why not the other? What if every spiral is its own anchor, or even a mass of auxiliaries, propagating fractally, endlessly, from micro to macro?

      “—while non-traditional unions can produce wondrous results, they must be balanced by quotas; similarly, heavily-skewed glyphs balanced with the simpler, purer kind⁠—”

      If so, what does anchor mean? What is auxiliary? How many glyphs could be rewritten?

      “—and if Miss Călinescu here would actually listen to my question⁠—”

      What’s the point of male? Of female, or of neuter? Ada had to memorise a multi-page table in order to know every single way in which grammar divided Unsprache—but does it even matter? It certainly doesn’t seem so in The Book of Words. But then again, Ada’s no translation student. No expert. She could be wrong. She could’ve misremembered. The last time she spent more than half an hour with the original text, she saw things. Heard things. And what if not that is an indicator of a spiral, an abyss, a fall into the dark of madness that can reveal no truth except itself, except the drying loam of her mind, thoughts decaying, putrefying until something of shimmering liquid emerges, many-clawed, star-eyed, broken-bodied⁠—

      “Miss Călinescu!”

      A clank of pen against wood. A delicate, expensive black fountain pen. Perhaps with a gilded swan imprint inside.

      Dark aftershocks swim in Ada’s vision; she blinks.

      Her notes are ruined. Everything she wrote from her previous lecture, Post-Feudal History VI, has been mangled and blacked out with sketches of coiling wires. The pressure of her pen tore through paper in multiple places. Like bullet pockmarks.

      The Rectoress shakes her head.

      “I see you’ve overexerted yourself.” She sighs with the sort of shallow pity that makes Ada sick. “Please see me next week during my office hours. We may need to consult on your schedule.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ada’s plan of minor forgery has one gaping flaw. To add the other keys to Vogt’s permit slip, she must guess the names for the corresponding entrances. All the while not even knowing where those are. She’s managed to nick one fire escape map—the Institute staff will think it a misdemeanour from one of the young men; nothing of particular note—but the entrances are absent from the schematic.

      “Not very fire-safe, that,” Ada mutters under her breath. The wind outside Marek’s room responds with howling dismay.

      She marks the entrances she’s aware of. It is a safe bet to assume that all possible ways into the Archives are guarded. But militia posts are, naturally, likewise absent from the map. If Ada wandered around the whole of the Institute and took note of every post, she’d have her list of possible locations.

      In theory.

      Also in theory, there ought to be no issue in doing so. It’s a waste of time and somewhat suspicious, but so long as she acts as if she has a destination in mind, her movement is unlikely to attract attention.

      That is, if no one follows her. If no one recognises her.

      Except the militia will recognise her.

      She should not do this. Ada bites on the end of her pencil. Her time is limited, since she can’t stay after hours, and she may get herself kicked out of the Institute, potentially imprisoned—for what? Even if she finds that Bordeianu personally murders students in his cellar, what change will she affect? No one would believe her.

      The paralytic disk sags her waistcoat pocket.

      There is one man that could do something. At the very least, he might listen.

      Her fingers clench around her pencil until her knuckles gleam pale. Since when does she trust the militia—trust the law, even?

      But that’s not who and what she feels inclined to trust. The Constable broke  the law, easily and without hesitation, to supply Ada with a weapon. It’s reasonable to think he’s not averse to doing it again—for the right reasons.

      Ada closes her eyes. Choking the pain of the memory down, she recalls her last conversation with him:

      I’ve long accepted I can’t save everyone.

      He wouldn’t have said that if there wasn’t a point in his life when he did wish that.

      That answers Ada’s question of what for. The other remains:

      Why?

      People disappear all the time. Into prisons, colonies, relocations, reassignments. That one might never hear from them again is only natural. That someone would exploit that fact is also natural. After the trial, when Olesia and Marian vanished into some train that took them god knows where, nobody did a thing. Nothing that made a difference, anyway. So why bother?

      Ada feels a laugh start in her stomach. A bubbling, caustic thing. Is her why? a question, or an act of denial? If she’s considering risking her place in the world, she already knows why.

      What would it feel like, to see a man that makes others suffer curdle in pain?

      What would the fear in his eyes taste like?

      Knock-knock. “Can I come in?”

      Nina.

      Ada assesses her desk. It’s a veritable mess. She closes the notes she ruined with spirals and shoves the fire escape map beneath her books. Now it’s at least a sane-looking mess.

      “Yes, come in.”

      Nina eases the door open with her shoulder, her hands busy with a tray of tea, her cane squeezed under her armpit. She limps. Ada hurries to relieve Nina of the tray, murmuring, “You shouldn’t have,” but the sentiment is half-hearted. The scent of chamomile wafts from porcelain cups and eases Ada’s shallow breath.

      Marek’s bed squeaks as Nina sits down. Even with one hand, she adjusts her frilled gown expertly; not a crease on the sky-blue silk.

      “You look tired, Ada. Are you all right?”

      Ada falls into her desk chair. “I think you’ve asked me that every time you saw me this week.”

      “That’s because I mean it.”

      Ada shrugs. It comes out as a jerk, involuntary-looking. “I’m a student, aren’t I?”

      The wind outside fills the silence between them with ghostly hollering and the rattle of metal roofs.

      “Augusta’s worried about you.”

      “So you’re the messenger, huh?” Ada’s teeth clench. She closes her palm over her tea cup. The warmth edges on burning. “Go on then. What is it I could’ve possibly done to further sully our name?”

      “Why do you think it’s about reputation?”

      Ada rolls her head over her shoulder to face Nina, half-lidded eyes spelling Are you kidding? quite plainly. Sideways, Marek’s room is a mess of angles in drained pastels, and Nina seems less a living human and more a doll affixed to the bed by an unseen puppeteer. Her expression, a picture of polite regret, painted not quite right.

      “She’s still your sister,” Nina says. “She may worry too much about how others see her, but you must understand⁠—”

      “No,” Ada interrupts, blunt. “I must understand my thesis. That’s my only must.”

      Nina releases a slow and shallow sigh. She closes her hands in her lap in a ballet-like position, except that her fingers pull at her wrists until her skin wrinkles.

      This is pathetic and painful. Nina’s done nothing to warrant her place within the suppurating wound in what remains of the Călinescu-Skliar family.

      Ada closes her eyes.

      “Look,” Ada says, “I bear Augusta no ill will. I want us to be, well, normal again. Really. But I’m—” Her throat closes without warning. Ada swallows. “I’m tired of being the only one that wants that.”

      All those unanswered letters. Oh, dear Ada, but the North is so far! The post, so few!

      Bullshit. Augusta is part of the Bureau. If nothing else, the Bureau knows how to wedge the long limbs of its bureaucracy into every possible crevice. Which is, of course, enabled by the postal service first and foremost. Delays happen all the time in the periphery, even the months-long kind, but to completely lose over half of all letters?

      Bullshit.

      Something warm and paper-like alights on Ada’s left hand. She cracks her eyes open. Nina’s hand, placing a long yellow slip in Ada’s palm.

      “Tickets to the season opening,” Nina says softly. “She wanted this to be an apology for—well. For the first weeks of your stay.”

      And with that she leaves. Thunk goes the cane; the linoleum rasps as it sticks to its end. The door to Marek’s room eases shut.

      Ada rotates the tickets—two tickets, specifically—in her palm as though they’re an artefact. Master’s Handmaiden, National Theatre of Heilung. Loggia seats in the dress circle. How luxurious.

      She resists the urge to crumple them. Instead her shoulders start to shudder and spasm in laughter. The absurd mundanity of Augusta’s gesture becomes suffocating skin Ada wants to shred off. National fucking Theatre.

      Does her sister remember Ada at all?
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        * * *

      

      The night between Friday and Saturday, Ada dreams of the sea made of nothing.

      Her skin tells her she’s either in frigid water or burning alive. Her body floats amid faraway glimmers that never approach, no matter how much she tries to swim. There is no force, no gravity nor buoyancy, no resistance nor movement. She is suspended in a blank expanse.

      Ada’s never seen a nothing-colour before. One moment it looks pitch-black, a starless night; the next her mind tells her she’s surrounded by blank-page white. Only when Ada closes her eyes does it start to make sense: there is only nothing.

      And then she feels force.

      A pulling of many fingers, hooks in her skin, scraping the bones of her skull. They demand that she looks. They demand she makes sense of that which cannot conform to her thought.

      The hooks break bone and find electrified liquid and fat. They demand her thoughts conform to the nothing, instead.

      Don’t.

      Ada learned in Advanced Biology that the brain has no pain receptors. Whenever one perceives an ache within their skull, it is a phantom feeling. A displaced liar from elsewhere.

      So why can she now feel how blood spills inside her brain?

      Look at me instead.

      A light. A burning blue within and without her eyes—she wishes she could be without eyes. But there’s no getting rid of them. They are burning, freezing, irradiating through her every vein, her blood made solid crystals of spell-ink.

      Look at us.

      A figure. A shadow, also a nothing-colour, but the opposite of the surrounding void. Its eyes are a spiral cluster of scarlet stars. Where its chest ought to be, the ribcage gapes open and many-toothed. Its fingers unfurl towards Ada, each digit a sickle promising evisceration.

      She reaches towards it. Her mouth has lost shape, but all the same, she tries to say,

      I am you.

      The spiral of red eyes corkscrews.

      You are I.
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      The suit is done.

      Nikola told Ada as much last Saturday: by this week, they’ll have it finished. There’s always a possibility of delay, but otherwise, it’s already waiting for Ada as she struggles against the wind and snow to the Guelder-Rose.

      She finds herself almost wishing for some impediment.

      What cowardice. She’s wanted this, was ashamed for wanting this, for feeling such hunger for something utterly superficial, utterly vain. But now that she almost has it, it’s terrifying. What is she accomplishing in breaking her well-worn habits? In battling shame for something of so little value? Ada doesn’t mean to masquerade as a man like a heroine of a Reisender novel. She has no interest in that.

      She pulls her poorly fitted coat tight over her shuddering body. Her eyelashes are heavy with snow. They blanket her vision, but her legs still guide her along ice-sleeted cobbles. She keeps walking until she hears music seeping through the jade door. Playful flute, sombre strings, percussive laughter. A busy evening.

      Ada tugs the fur of her collar over her face and enters.

      The bottle glass mosaic shimmers in greeting, a waltz of reflected candlelight that follows the rhythm of Green Guelder-Rose’s mirth. The hall brims with its audience; not a single chair stands free. Ada rustles and excuse-mes past the patrons left standing. Most ignore her, a few smile.

      Once she’s made it to the bar, she waves to Stasia. The proprietress answers with a curt nod. A stout woman in a long grey overcoat hogs Stasia’s attention. The stranger looks about forty, stout and hardy, with streaks of grey through dark hair.

      She downs her drinks and slams the glass on the bar. “I’m offering, damn it! Humility will get you fuck-all.”

      Stasia raises an eyebrow, rubbing a beer stein clean.

      Ada casts about for Nikola’s brass-haired head hovering above the crowd but finds no sign of them. She takes the seat beside the stranger woman.

      “I’m telling you,” the woman continues, “you can’t ride on your remains of family fortune forever. You can’t possibly have enough. Not for bribes. You’re going to get this place shut down.”

      Stasia sets the stein down. “I have plenty of ways to keep it open,” she says softly. “Not all of them bribes.”

      A crooked grin breaks the other woman’s face. “Please. Next thing you’ll tell me it’s an actual legal bar.”

      “An actual legal storage unit, with which I can do what I like.”

      An interesting contortion of truth. Ownership is nothing but lease from the Authority on an indefinite timeline. The Bureau can end it whenever they see fit, without explanation. The proprietress must have some sort of arrangement with them to warrant this confidence.

      The thought tarnishes the glitter of the mosaic. But what did Ada expect? There’s no other way a place like this could survive.

      The other woman’s eyes narrow. She studies Stasia with singular attention, as though picking her apart.

      “I never did get an interview out of you,” the woman says.

      From across the room: “Ada?”

      Ada turns around to the source of the voice, and the Guelder-Rose melts. Sounds fade as if she plunged underwater. People blur, kaleidoscopic. Candles become strobing lights. Only a light-limned shadow remains. Human-shaped, long-legged. It walks in the blur, its movements fluid, a current inside a tide.

      A weight lands on Ada’s shoulder.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      Sounds resurface. Blurs reconstitute into shapes. Something important slips from her perception—was she dreaming? Hallucinating? What was it she just saw?

      Stasia glares over Ada’s shoulder. “I thought you were going to stay down there.”

      Nikola shifts from foot to foot. “Just here to get my client.”

      “Client, huh?”

      The strange woman turns to Nikola. “Aren’t you a specimen. Hm.” She squints. “I do apologise, have we met before?”

      “Nope.” Nikola tugs on Ada’s sleeve. “Come along, it’s all done.”

      She follows. What would’ve been unease subsides into mind noise, a premature drunkenness. Perhaps she’s too tired. Perhaps hysterical. As she watches light play with scarlet silk, it’s hard to feel as if any of that matters.

      For a while, Ada can at least have that.

      “It’s not an exact copy,” she hears Nikola ramble, running a hand through their hair, obviously masking nerves. “But I made sure to do my best by your requests.”

      It waits for her on a wooden mannequin. A pitch-black three-piece. A polished sculpture of sharp angles. Thin silken lapels converge to a row of three engraved silver buttons, which lead toward tapered trousers. A deep blue tie splits the white of the shirt. She might’ve seen a suit like this in a window of a reputable Bluthagen tailor. It’s impossible to picture an Ada Călinescu in this. Her imagination slots in a dozen other images: Marian, if he ever cared to dress up; Nikola, undoubtedly; Stasia or the woman that bothered her; strangers from Green Guelder-Rose; Tresor students from Bureau families; Bordeianu; even Ewelina, though this was never her style. Anyone but Ada.

      But this was made to fit her.

      Perhaps, if she wears it, Ada will receive a blessing of precisely that: of being anyone but herself.

      She runs her hand along the suit’s shoulder. Crisp and smooth. Like unmarred paper.

      Anyone she wants.

      “Is it to your liking?”

      This is the first time Ada could ever forget Nikola’s in the same room. She clears her throat and nods.

      A small smile graces their lips. “Try it on.” They gesture towards their impromptu changing room, a curtain hanging between two beams.

      It’s a bizarre feeling, to have fitted clothes. Putting them on seems far too easy. There’s an absence of tug-and-pull, of a slight yet persistent struggle coupled with fear she might damage something. Limbs simply fit. Buttons simply close.

      Once she’s done, she looks down on her body and feels light-headed. The tie runs down her chest like a river. The tight collar keeps her neck unbent. The jacket squares her shoulders until she stands to her full width. It’s not that she can’t slouch, or diminish, or cave in on herself, but the suit makes it easier not to. Ada’s body hasn’t physically changed—yet in that moment, its shape has been inalienably altered. Like molten glass poured into a new form.

      She wants to laugh.

      “Everything all right?”

      She leaves the changing room, and concern evaporates from Nikola’s expression. Their lips part. Their right hand catches the end of their cravat.

      “Well,” they say. “Good job, me.”

      She crosses the storage room to land a kiss on their lips.

      It’s a brief affair. Nikola’s mouth is a hot coal against hers. She tastes cherry and tobacco smoke. A hand finds her waist, and the touch makes her blood run electric, a current that coruscates in the epicentre of her mind and blinds all other thought.

      And then it’s done. A warmth settles in her stomach, as though she just swallowed liquor.

      Ada draws back. Folds the rest of the money into Nikola’s hand, puts her coat on, and gathers her old clothes into a bag.

      This business is over. Regrettable, but Ada’s not about to fool herself: at no point during her fitting did Nikola indicate a desire to know her. Lust, perhaps, but it’s understandable they might not wish to risk impropriety. Ada would rather quit while she’s ahead.

      She is stopped at the storage room door.

      “Ada?”

      Her hand halts over the doorknob.

      “Did you say you were studying History with one Professor Vogt? In Tresor?”

      She did. Precisely once, trying to strike up conversation; then such dark shadows came over Nikola’s face that Ada stopped talking nigh-instantly. She reasoned they must’ve had some dislike of students, or of Tresor. Or else Nikola was envious. Regardless, she never brought it up again.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I want to show you something.”

      She turns around fully. Studies Nikola. The storeroom’s dusted shadows creep over their black suit and consume their stature, red silk the only spark. Their eyes are dark mirrors on an alabaster mask.

      “Will you trust me?”

      She was going to until they asked. “With what?”

      A passing smile, there and gone.

      “With what I say once we’re underground.”
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        * * *

      

      One murky Bluthagen evening, Marian had insomnia, and Ada was too unruly a child to go to sleep. Olesia was off to late-night recitals in the orchestra, so attempts at strict parenting sputtered out fast. Father and daughter laid curled up on the couch. At ten, streetlights died. Catalyst spires glimmered red-eyed in the fog.

      Have I ever told you about the worm that burrows through the world?

      Little Ada perked up. It sounded like a morbid story, which she liked. No?

      Heard it from a guy that served his sentence in the northern mines. He heard it from a guy that was shipped from even further north. Long, long ago, his people had a conundrum. Their tools could barely make a dent in the cold-hardened soil, yet somehow, there were still caves and tunnels. What great force could’ve dug them?

      An earthquake?

      Marian smiled. A worm. Or a snake, or a larva—the story changed every time he told it. A great tubular thing, gnawing through soil in some insatiable hunger.

      Ada remembers the worm now, inside the caverns beneath Green Guelder-Rose.

      An ancient cave, Nikola told her, that kept traces of long-gone peoples. That wasn’t possible, Ada said in response—who would’ve lived not just here, but beneath hardened soil? They shrugged and smiled with coquettish temptation and said, “Come see for yourself.”

      The tunnel starts past the second wardrobe room, through a carpet-concealed trap door. According to Nikola, it was always here—the prison house that became the Guelder-Rose was built on top. There are no steps, only a gradual decline, and the floor is earth. Natural-seeming, until Ada notices Nikola’s gas lamp reflecting on the walls—completely smooth, sheeted with a clouded layer of ice. As though a great worm burrowed and left the moisture of its skin to frost.

      At the heart of the planet, it will make its cocoon.

      She tightens her coat.

      “I asked around,” Nikola says ahead of her. “Your mother is from here, no?”

      Damn these small towns.

      “She was.”

      “My condolences.” Their shoulders lock. “Don’t know what happened to my family, myself.”

      When it’s time for the world to die, the cocoon will open.

      “I like to think they don’t know what goes on with me, either.”

      And the worm will become the world’s end.

      “Did they run afoul of the Bureau, too?”

      They glance back, a mirthless grin breaking their handsome face. “Oh no. Quite the opposite. Not card-carrying, but the honorary membership wasn’t an empty gesture, if you know what I mean.”

      Ada’s guesses compound into a whole picture rapidly, but before she can think to ask—or refrain from asking—Nikola spits out,

      “Didn’t matter, of course. Never does.”

      It’s a common story. A black sheep turns traitor, and for that the whole flock is slaughtered. The details vary; sometimes the slaughter is physical, sometimes social. Either way, the population of the Authority is in the millions, ever increasing. One can always afford to lose a few dozen.

      The real question is, what did Nikola do?

      “It wasn’t me,” they say, making an easy guess of Ada’s thoughts. “I wasn’t even in the city. My cousin blew up a mercenary conscription office. Didn’t even really know him.” An affected shrug. “Reasonably sure everyone’s still alive—except for the cousin, of course.”

      Olesia’s and Marian’s death certificates arrived a year after each stated date.

      “I’m reasonably sure my parents are dead,” Ada says. “Though sometimes I like to hope otherwise.”

      “Always room for possibility.” Their voice echoes hollow. “So long as you don’t know.”

      She thinks of the map by which she studied geography. A rendition of Arborea, surrounded by three seas but cut above the continental border. The no-man’s land between the Authority’s barbed wire and its settlements is a shoot-on-sight kind of place. A trespasser is assumed to be an alien soldier. One need not know what’s there, as far as school maps go.

      The tunnel burrows ever deeper but looks much the same. Were Ada without her guide, she could’ve lost track. She imagines time vanishing; her memory of the sun and night stars, fading. Naught but the tunnel, and naught to be done except trudge ahead, ahead, afraid in the dark to look back.

      Inside Nikola’s lamp, the gas-jet sputters weak flame.

      “Maybe there was a boat,” she says. “Or a carriage. The imports must come from somewhere.” Though there’s an evergreen conspiracy that they do not; that the IMPORT stamps are a lie. That everything the Authority consumes grows, impossibly, from its own body.

      “You think that somewhere is better?”

      Ada stops. Soil sighs under her heels, and she loosens her coat—it’s getting warmer.

      She’s never considered the question. It seems hopelessly pessimistic to think someplace might be worse.

      “You think it’s not?”

      Nikola’s head sinks in some contemplation, brass hair falling.

      “Doesn’t matter. The chances of finding out are too small. Better to think everywhere else’s even more shit.”

      Marian would’ve answered to that, better to think here can get better. Olesia would’ve just called Nikola a dramatic bitch.

      Ada starts walking again. “So long as you don’t know.”

      A minute or so later, her left side jolts. A mild electrical charge, straight to her rib, from the pocket of her coat. That’s where she put the Constable’s disk.

      Nikola glances over their shoulder. “Do you have a spellcrafted device on you?”

      The tone doesn’t strike her as one of suspicion. She nods, hoping they wouldn’t have her elaborate.

      And they don’t. “We’ve stepped past the reach of Heilung’s catalyst spire.”

      Interesting. Ada wonders how far beneath the Institute the aura spreads. Considering the seals on the Archives, perhaps that is precisely the reason for the spire’s placement.

      Nikola kills the lamp.

      “We’ve arrived. Watch your head.”

      The entrance into the cave is a thin crevice, only centimetres wider than Ada. Pallid light spills out from a spherical chamber, slate walls polished and granulated, as though carved with meticulous chisels. The ceiling is eggshell-smooth. Not a stalactite in sight, and what Ada first mistakes for stalagmites are obelisks. Translucent cylinders, each tall as a human, placed in circular patterns, surfaces lacerated with shallow cuts that converge into glyphs. She doesn’t recognise any, but the style is unmistakable.

      Something resembling stars glimmers beneath each obelisk. The light refracts, spellcraft-blue, and catches on carvings until it creates an illusion of glyphs crawling, like teeming insects of ice.

      Nikola spoke true. A human-made structure deep beneath frigid soil. In a place where, as the Authority’s history claims, nobody lived before the Authority came.

      Ada is dimly aware her mouth is hanging open. How difficult would this have been to build? How many hours did they toil to hollow the cave and the tunnel?

      Perhaps it wasn’t difficult at all. Perhaps they had not shovels but tools modern civilisation hasn’t yet conceived. Now there’s an optimistic thought.

      “Whose is it?” Inadvertently she whispers, as if loud noises would disturb the site.

      Nikola shrugs and steps inside. “No clue. But according to Vogt, they’re the source of all our spellcraft.”

      “You know Professor Vogt?”

      The thought sits oddly in her mind. Of course there’s nothing impossible about that, but to Ada, the Guelder-Rose and the Institute are two segmented worlds, never to collide. Even though they’re crammed into the same walled nowhere-town.

      Nikola’s lips pinch. “Go on inside.”

      She does. Gingerly, as if the chamber might crumble or fade at the touch of her.

      Another jolt. That of the glyphs on the disk re-entering an aura of magic’s influence.

      There’s no chance Ada entered the spire’s aura again. Something else must be enabling the magic—the obelisks? But they bear little resemblance to the spire; they’re not even metal.

      “What are catalyst spires made of?”

      She didn’t mean to voice that question. She mumbled it, too agitated to stop. Nikola regards her with guarded eyes, alabaster face smoothed like an Institute statue. Perhaps they think her mad. The spires are made of titanium—everyone knows that. What she meant was, What about the spires makes them work?

      What makes them catalysts is a state secret. Ada once thought she might learn that in the Institute, but it was never mentioned, and frankly, she never asked. She knows what every citizen knows: spires make spellcraft work. Same reason as why north points northward: because it does.

      “That wasn’t what I expected you to say.”

      “You thought I’d ask about the aura source? Obelisks, obviously. There’s nothing else here. But how…”

      Nikola pinches the bridge of their nose and sighs. “I didn’t leave linguistics for dance to exercise my brain, you know.”

      “You worked with Unsprache?”

      “Studied.” They bite down on the vowels with a particular bitterness.

      “But you left?”

      “Wasn’t for me.”

      Quick, dismissive, and either an oversimplification or an obvious lie.

      Ada stands between two pillars, and Nikola in the shadow of another. Their slender body is taut, their eyes flitting as though in search of somewhere to hide. But in the cavern there is nowhere; even the obelisks are pellucid.

      “You studied in Tresor, and you left. There’s a story there.”

      They shake their head once and avoid her eyes. “No story. Just left.”

      “Never happened.”

      “Fine.”

      She should seize that downcast face. Catch it by the chin and turn it towards her, to see her—to see she won’t judge. Won’t report. Won’t say or do anything that could hurt them. Not unless they hurt her.

      Nobody else knows Ada and Nikola are here, in the bowels of earth. If Nikola wanted her hurt, they’d have already tried.

      “You said you were doing a translation,” Nikola says, still to the floor. “That it was tough. I know she’s not helping you, not properly. I found this place a long time ago. It was the only thing that helped me. Perhaps it will help you, too.”

      And then they do look up. Eyes wide, face shining with pallor, aglow with a terrifying earnestness. As if they’re holding the truth of the world in their hands, afraid they would break it.

      They might be right. If Ada never learned about the civilization that built this chamber, chances are, this knowledge is not wanted. And all unwanted things must be purged.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” she says.

      “Stasia already knows,” Nikola admits. “I needed her help to clear the tunnel out, and, well, she can keep a secret. And the Institute knows of places like this. Just not this one in particular.”

      Ada takes a step closer. They stay still.

      “What does the Institute do with them?”

      “Catalogue, strip, collapse.” They sneer. “If the caverns persist, someone might find them.”

      “And what if someone does?”

      “Then they might understand. Really understand.” They lick their lips and speak fervently, as though the words have been gravid in them for a long and arduous time. “It’s not just a language, Ada. Not like ours. Ours can be erased—have been erased—this one, indestructible, do you understand? It’s a thing that lives inside you. Courses through you. Forever, once you let it.”

      Another step.

      “What does that mean?”

      “How do you think they do it? Publish papers, write new glyphs—all of it? You’ve seen the texts; they are inscrutable. You must think you just don’t know enough, but that’s not true; no one knows enough; no one can know enough. The way we’re taught to study it—it’s all a sham.” They laugh spasmodically. “Doomed to fail, just as they want us.”

      Sweat beads of their forehead and gleams in sickly light. Any semblance of colour has fled from their skin. Shadows pool in their eyes until the black of their irises is cosmos-impenetrable, unreflective and dull.

      Ada stops, frozen between divergent impulses.

      Grab their hand. To hold them, and to check their pulse. Touch the back of her wrist to their forehead; check for a fever. Yes, she may not know them, but still, a person like Nikola is rare. Not just because they eschew the Authority’s artificial norms, but because Ada would be hard-pressed to find anyone, even in the Guelder-Rose, who would speak with complete disregard to what should be said. What should be done. All of Ada’s life is should, should, should. Never is. Nikola is.

      But what is Ada’s ticket from should to be?

      That damned thesis. Without it, she’ll get no job assigned. Without a job, she’ll get no housing assigned. Without her own housing, she must be pleasing to whoever houses her. Even if they don’t kick her out onto the street, it will drain on her every day until she is a shadow, a nobody, a bitter little thing that reads People’s Word for the gossip and scoffs at the next scandal as if she gives a shit.

      If there’s even the remotest chance this place really holds any kind of answer, she must know. No matter what else it costs.

      “What do I do?” she asks quietly. “What do I do to understand?”

      To her surprise, Nikola’s face falls and closes. They shake their head.

      “No. What you should do is—is just stop. Leave Tresor, leave Heilung. It’ll reflect poorly on your record, I know, but trust me. It’s for the best.”

      She snatches the sleeve of their jacket and pulls. Nikola stumbles towards her with a yelp of surprise.

      “I’m not asking you what I should do.” An involuntary spark of anger. Right now, she’s incapable of hiding it. “Nor for what you think is best. Don’t just dangle answers in front of me and back down.”

      Distantly she notices Nikola does have a fever. An aura of heat on the edge of uncomfortable. Their eyes reflect nothing, not Ada and not the cavern’s starlight, but she’s certain beyond doubt she sees in them a spark of fear. But fear of what? Of her?

      Perhaps it’s because Nikola is so close to her. Because she can feel the pulse in their veins through her grip. Or perhaps it’s the very idea that she can scare and not be scared. Whatever the reason, in that moment, some hunger of hers is purring and pleased.

      “Tell me,” she says. “What do I do?”

      Nikola’s breath stops in their mouth. They are begging, in the minute tremble of lips and the crease of their eyes.

      “What,” Ada repeats, “do I do?”

      “You’re not going to stop, are you?”

      She lets her stillness speak for itself.

      They avert their gaze. “Touch the obelisks.”

      She glances past their shoulder at the translucent pillars. Glyphs shimmer in silence. Still none she can recognise.

      The memory of spilt spell-ink flashes in her mind’s eye. The pain. The black ichor pouring over her face. Blissfully she has no idea what it looked like, but it felt as though her eyes leaked out and pooled in the helpless palms of her hands as she tried and failed to scoop the liquid back inside her skull.

      “It won’t hurt you,” Nikola says, rasping and tired. “The spell-ink has long calcified.”

      She releases them. They shift aside slowly, gaze kept low. Deferential, almost, except for the shadow of dread in their countenance.

      Ada approaches the closest obelisk. It stands on an outer spiral, its shape asymmetrical, like cliffside gnawed by the sea. Glyphs link into one another not with hooks or barbs but coils, smooth and edgeless, repeating fractally. When Ada doesn’t focus her sight on any particular symbol, all the shapes convalesce into long ovals. Like writhing larvae.

      When she raises her hand towards it, she hears the beginning of something like a hum. Air starts to prickle, thickening. The smell of ozone scratches her nose. Involuntarily, her other hand rises to the scar on her chest.

      She was always going to do this, she realises with startling clarity. Even if there was no Nikola; if nobody helped her find this place—she would’ve found something else. All the little precautions, all the maybe-it’s-a-bad-ideas—waste of thought. She was always going to disregard good ideas, just like she did all those years ago. A part of her always strives towards knowing, towards touching, no matter how much it might burn.

      She just can’t help herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTHING

          

        

      

    

    
      At a nothing-time, in a nothing-place, a spiral of towers inverts. Black becomes white, heat becomes frost, flesh becomes stone, and only the sea above stars stays the same depthless void.

      Her name leaves her mind with the last exhale of air. She is no one. She is everyone. She is they, we—nil.

      She watches what becomes of the towers with blue nothing-eyes. The eyes see nothing, and nevertheless, she knows without doubt what she sees. What was pillar, tower, column, obelisk, shrinks and corkscrews and falls, now a vortex.

      A well.

      She feels fire rain on her shoulders. A burning against her skin.

      She looks up to see the stars in the sky-sea weep. Weep the only way stars can: by burning out, losing parts of themselves in a downpour of coruscations. Becoming dust. Dust that congeals and blackens, trickling down the smooth walls of the nothing-place like tree sap, until it settles in veins under earth—veins of a great worm that should be burrowing but has long since stopped. Yet its dust-blood still flows.

      Inside the well.

      On the precipice the well seems without end. A tunnel into the heart of the planet, to all the blood of the world. But when she floats above it, unbound by gravity, she sees the well’s bottom as surely as any sinking sailor.

      Ah, she realises, that’s where I’m headed.

      It’s not a question of plan or wanting. The stars will not open for her, will not stop their weeping, and so she knows without doubt and without knowing: what she seeks sleeps in the dregs. In the deep.

      Don’t.

      That thought is not hers.

      There’s nothing here. There should be nothing here.

      Should.

      Something about that word kindles anger. A fire, not like the stars’ but flameless, heatless—black.

      Should.

      Don’t.

      Do.

      Liar. The world is a liar—and the nothing, too. To “do” means to not struggle; and to “don’t” means to do.

      The moment she thinks this, she is no longer no one. No longer everyone. She is she, we, they—all. Her flesh is not stone; her eyes are not nothing-blue; they are bleeding. She is not floating—she’s falling. She’s been falling all along. But so long as she didn’t know, she couldn’t conceive of anything other, and in her ignorance the fall became a nothing. Nothing worth noticing. Nothing worth resisting at all.
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        * * *

      

      At eleven in the morning, inside 14-20F, Ada wakes drenched in cold sweat. Her room is pitch-black. Beyond the thick glass of her only window, the world is a dirty, dim white. She touches the meat of her arm obsessively, absent-mindedly, just to feel flesh sag under her fingers’ pressure. Bedsheets clings to her like congealing milk, as if they might smother her until she is wholly wrapped.

      She recalls nothing of coming home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a week since Ada changed her manner of dress to the Institute.

      For most students, this was worth only a couple days of gossip. Ada’s heritage has already been chewed out, and other than that, she isn’t that interesting a student. In fact, being of the periphery helps: in some ways impropriety is expected of Ada. Blond-browed midlanders condescend to her with a relaxed ease, whereas before she would’ve demanded side-eyed respect by virtue of having done nothing wrong yet.

      Now she’s wrong the moment she walks into the room.

      Principle #2 of a Healthy Citizen: Follow the mores of dress and demeanour prescribed by your station. To flaunt one’s body and manner as distinct from others’ is a mark of an aristocrat’s superciliousness and disregard for the common rule, whereas every citizen of the Authority is born equal.

      The first few days, she was in nigh-paralytic shock from her own violation, but after that it’s been liberating. Like she’s breathing for the first time in years.

      If she’s wrong on this, she can be wrong in other ways. She goes hungry for two days to order more men’s trousers and shirts—she can’t wear the same thing every day. She doesn’t come to the Ethics lectures that don’t count towards her grade, and when she does, she’s late. More time for her thesis anyway.

      Which has been progressing apace.

      Ada avoids thinking of the obelisks. Whenever she does, her memory seems to flicker and distort into nonsense. Some days, she’s not sure the cavern beneath Green Guelder-Rose even exists.

      Either way, she’d rather not have to question the sudden shift in her ability. When once she was able to translate a glyph a day at best, she can now almost do a leg of a spiral on a good morning. In terms of volume, the increase is unimpressive, but in terms of her mood, it is meteoric. No longer does Ada leave the Archives with a throbbing headache. No longer does she need to even consider staying after hours. It simply feels like studying.

      On Wednesday, Vogt speaks with her after class.

      “Ms. Călinescu?”

      The last student leaving eyes Ada with concealed satisfaction—he must think she got herself in trouble. Ada scowls in response. As she descends down into the amphitheatre, the scratching of Vogt’s pen rakes her ears uncomfortably. In the past week, everything feels like it grew a few decibels louder.

      “Yes, professor?”

      Vogt peers over her spectacles. “Do you require any more assistance on your thesis?”

      “No, professor,” Ada supplies eagerly.

      But Vogt does not seem impressed. Perhaps she’s the sort to want her students always brimming with questions. And it would behoove Ada to satisfy what Vogt wants.

      Vogt sets her pen aside and leans on her desk, examining Ada as if she were a patient and Vogt the doctor. Ada shifts from foot to foot. Eventually, Vogt says,

      “Did you find what you need in 1G?”

      Ada hasn’t been to 1G. In her newfound bliss she forgot all about it, and not just in terms of her thesis. She forgot about Emma and Klaus, forgot the damnable Bordeianu—who still hasn’t shown up to a single lecture or workshop—and about the risk she resolved to take.

      Shame colours Ada’s cheeks red. A taste of competency, of joy, and she’s already discarded her principles.

      The professor arches an eyebrow. The judgement in her eyes is distinctly patronising and makes her interpretation of Ada’s actions abundantly clear. Just another air-headed girl. Golly, a thesis? Why, I’ve been too busy being a little deviant to think of it.

      “It’s not like that, professor,” she says. “I translated a whole page! I can show you.”

      Vogt doesn’t seem convinced, but gestures for her to continue. Ada scrambles for her notes, self-conscious of her erratic handwriting. Vogt makes no comment as she accepts the papers. Somehow that makes it worse.

      The professor reads in utter silence. Her only reaction is a steady rise of her eyebrows. Ada’s emotions swing from embarrassment to a swelling of pride. If she can impress Vogt, of all people…

      But just as soon, the professor shuts Ada’s notes and shoves them back into her hands.

      “It’s wrong,” Vogt says. “All wrong. I don’t know where or from whom you got these chicken scrawls, but I will not have this nonsense passed off as actual work.”

      This is not possible. Ada opens her mouth to argue—she knows, knows she’s right, the same way she knows where her hand is without looking. It does not bear explaining.

      She clamps her mouth shut. This is not scholarship. What made her so sure? This is a delusion. Hers is not the behaviour of a student but a conspiracist.

      Vogt’s mouth curves into a smile.

      “Wrong,” she repeats, “but not unfixable. I do think you stumbled at the root of something here. The essence of your interpretation is most interesting. I apologise for my outburst, it just—” She clears her throat and fixes her jabot. “Your approach reminded me of a student I used to teach.”

      “Student?” Ada blurts out. “Was their name Nikola?”

      “Nikola?” Vogt considers it. “The last Nikola I recall graduated in 157.”

      That would make Nikola between thirty and forty years old. Of course, some people do have that ageless quality about them, until grey hairs and wrinkles become too obvious to miss. But Nikola didn’t feel notably older to Ada; they seemed like a peer.

      “Do make use of the key I gave you,” Vogt chides, and Ada shrinks. “It wasn’t exactly on the books.”

      “Wasn’t exactly off the books, either,” Ada says, gambling that she and Vogt have a kind of camaraderie.

      Vogt’s lip quirks. “I expect this page redone by next week.”

      With that the professor orders Ada outside the auditorium. In the corridor, the shame returns. Perhaps Ada should give it all up. Toss the suit and the clothes and book a ticket back to Bluthagen and Grandmama.

      Ada closes her eyes. In her mind she follows the curve of Vogt’s little smile into a painting of a future on the back of her eyelids. Ada herself, bespectacled, greying, besuited, not quite a woman and not quite a man. She is at the lecturer’s pulpit, her voice a hammer of knowledge to which all fall silent. A vast hall of students. Not a single one moves. Not a single one talks. Not a single one glances askance. The students are rapt, they are enthralled, they are all but worshipping her. And at her feet, a long figure curls like a pet, bound to her with red silk. Their hair is burnished brass. Their black eyes watch her, half-lidded, with absolute supplication.

      Lost in her dream, Ada bites on her tongue. She tastes iron, except in that moment it may as well be liquor, heady and sweet.

      No. There’s no giving up. If Ada can get her way a little, she can get it all. One little thing at a time. Every obstacle that comes between is a momentary setback, a hitch in the plan caused by her human imperfections.

      If need be, Ada would gladly become inhuman.
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        * * *

      

      Received on Brumărel 25th:

      
        
        Ada,

      

      
        

        I’m not sure this is entirely necessary, nor that you would want to hear from me; in the event you do not, feel free to dispose of this letter as you would of any rubbish.

        I am to depart Heilung on Brumărel 28th. Bad timing, I know, but some kennels still allow their sleighs out after the great night comes. So worry not, I have means of transport. Nor should you worry about polar bears; I have means of dealing with them.

        Assuming you worry.

        This is to say, sadly, I am to leave for an assignment, and unlikely to come back to this town. I am glad I have stayed here long enough to meet you, and I’m sorry to part so soon.

        But all things must come to a close. Even those that seem like they’ll last forever. Even those you wish could.

        Thank you and goodbye.

        

      

      
        Yours,

        Nikola
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        * * *

      

      Posted on Brumărel 26th:

      
        
        Nikola,

      

      
        

        You are so very dramatic, you know that? I’ll have you know I’ve got no intention of spending my whole life in Heilung. And my sister works for the Bureau. What I’m saying is, I’ll get that dance out of you yet.

        I am glad for your assignment. I hope brighter things wait for you in the future than this dreadful midday dark.

        Say, how would you like to commemorate the first hours of polar night with the opening night at the National Theatre? It’s possibly worse than the weather, I know, but I’ve got two tickets to prime (and private) seats, where we are free to talk over the acting. It might even be fun.

        Let me know your answer by the weekend or I will toss the damned tickets into the fireplace as a show of my opinion to my sister (don’t ask).

      

      
        

        Yours,

        Ada
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        * * *

      

      Received on Brumărel 27th:

      
        
        Ada,

      

      
        

        National Theatre, is it? I had no idea you had an interest in popular entertainment. Very well. As you say, it might even be fun.

        As per your request, I am not asking.

        

      

      
        Yours,

        Nikola
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        * * *

      

      So far her Friday search for militia posts has not been stopped. She strides across halls, head down as though she needn’t look to know her direction, her suitcase clutched in her hands.

      The militia’s eyes still follow her. Both the flesh and the gold ones, their insignia, which in her dread comes alive and almost seems to blink. The men in black stop whispering as Ada passes by. A natural passing reaction?

      Or a particular interest?

      She jots down notes when she’s out of sight. South wing, past the third lecture hall. North wing, in what first looked like a dead end—perhaps an even likelier location, then; why guard it otherwise? No more in the East wing than she’s already been to. West wing, none.

      Ada is walking through the snow-laden courtyard when she feels it.

      A gaping emptiness. Unlike the nothing she met in her dreams, this one isn’t simply an absence. It is a howling lack. A wasteland that knows waste, knows what it is to be full and knows it will never be so. Hollow-ribbed, exsanguinated. The courtyard melts away and becomes a black chamber. Ada can’t see its boundary, but she knows the walls are shifting, closing—knows she is trapped. The walls are sandpaper looking to scrape her skin off.

      The vision lasts a split second. She blinks and feels air rush back into her lungs.

      White courtyard, made grey by the dark. Weeping, faceless statues. A repetitive symmetrical pattern of windows.

      In the window directly opposite Ada, two beady blue eyes meet hers. A man in a black coat, wide as two of her and almost as tall, his face nigh-completely obscured.

      Please be an accident. Please just go. You’ve looked at me by pure chance, haven’t you?

      But Brick keeps watching. Doesn’t blink. He covers the whole window pane, a black sinkhole of a man. He doesn’t call for her. Doesn’t approach.

      Ada takes a step backwards. Another. Another, another again. If she turns her back to him, he might just appear right behind her—worse, he might already be there. A shadow, a wall, a wall that is sandpaper.

      She knows her thoughts to be madness. It’s impossible to care.

      When Ada’s back meets the door, he’s still watching. As she fumbles with the handle, he still hasn’t blinked. When she hurries down the halls to the exit, striding—running, almost—nothing follows her. Only her own shadow, still faintly visible, living its last days until night swallows it whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      People’s Word, Brumărel 27th.

      

      
        
        MURDERER STILL AT LARGE

        

        by S. Ionescu

        

        It has been nearly three months since the heinous slaughter on the Arborean Railway. Despite valiant militia efforts, no arrests have been made. According to anonymous sources from the Bureau of Heilung, this has broken our militia’s spotless record of fulfilling its arrest quota as prescribed by the Central Bureau. Moreover, this failure has instilled doubt in the citizens’ minds regarding the safety of our town.

        Mr. L. Popadenko, a spell-ink miner and a native of Heilung, had this to say on the matter:

        “It’s a bloody disgrace, it is. Bad enough working for the damn railway in the middle of nowhere, out with the bears and the wolves—and then you get shivved by the passengers? I’m a father, you know. A month more of this, and I’m filing a complaint with the Central Bureau.”

        An employee of the Enforcement Department of the Bureau of Heilung, who asked to remain anonymous, gave this comment:

        “We’re doing the best we can under the circumstances. The process for inquiring into the procedure of the militia takes approximately five weeks to conclude. I understand folks are eager to see the guilty punished, but we cannot jeopardise our legal system because of one bad actor. A murderer is a threat to the town, but a broken system is a threat to the Authority.”

        Senior Constable Kowal-Keller, in charge of the investigation, reportedly has the rate of arrest of about three persons per season, according to the Enforcement Department. The Word was unable to procure supporting documents in evidence of that. The Word has reached out for comment to Mr. Kowal-Keller, but he declined to cooperate. As he passed by our reporter with a dishevelled look, he said,

        “Do you want the right guy arrested or not?”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      On the 28th, the sun no longer rises.

      Ada knows this beforehand, of course. With how low it hung the day before, there’s scarcely a difference. It’s already grown harder to fall asleep and to wake up. True waking hours have already been gone.

      True. What is true? The truth is, she’s used to it by now. Used to the world around her feeling like a too-true dream, blurred and north of reality. Used to her dreams feeling too true, even when forgotten on waking that feels like falling deeper asleep.

      Every day Ada dreams of wells.
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        * * *

      

      She cleans her clothes for the theatre night. Night-black suit. Snow-white shirt. The tie is new, stark blue, reminiscent of the light beneath the obelisks. To mildly scandalise the Institute is one thing, but for a social outing, a freak must be an immaculate one.

      Well. Perhaps for freaks there’s no “must.”

      Ada trails her hand along the lapels. Feels her hand pass over her flattened breast. The person looking back from the mirror is a stranger of sharp-angled, obsidian beauty—to touch them should be a privilege. Their presence should be an unwelcome and tantalising gift, a treasure one is forbidden from wanting.

      That’s why perfection is necessary, like water or food. All the eyes of Heilung will be on her tonight, and what she wants to see reflected is a desperate want, a bone-rattled scandal of someone that knows they must revile her and can’t.

      Abruptly her hand jerks. Cold sweat breaks through her forehead. An invasive and exaggerated memory: Lieutenant Albescu’s face, warping until his eyes bulge out of their sockets and his grin splits his skin.

      Provoking such feelings is dangerous.

      Ada screws her eyes shut and breathes. Think of a square.

      Dangerous, yes. But the thought of discarding her garments and unearthing from her closet a Grandmama-picked lacy dress turns her insides to acid. She’d rather walk into wilderness naked.

      She could discard her pride instead. Be small. Crummy. Hide.

      And what would be the point of that? She would still be violating the principles, still elicit all the same condemnation, while also feeling like shit and looking like one.

      There’s a knock on her door.

      Probably Nina. Ada shakes her head clear of fear and adjusts her tie.

      “Enter.”

      But it’s Augusta. Dour as always, face drawn and sallow, clad in mind-numbing grey. She rakes Ada’s figure head to toe with her gaze. There’s an involuntary-looking twitch of the lip. A disdainful scowl, Augusta’s second and first nature.

      Ada doesn’t hide her distaste. Too late for even trying.

      “What?” she asks, in a tone that says clearly, Leave.

      “Going out, are you.”

      Impressive, really, how one woman can inject so much bile into utterly simple, inconsequential words. She should teach a class on it.

      “You’re the one who gifted the tickets,” Ada says. “Did you not expect me to use them?”

      Augusta’s lips fight against curling into a sneer and fail miserably. “Who’ll be the other ticket? Another student?”

      “What do you care?”

      “I don’t.”

      As though glued, Augusta’s eyes do not leave Ada’s suit, and her hands tug at the ends of her grey waistcoat.

      “Are you jealous, Gusia?”

      Augusta jolts, then shakes her head as if admonishing herself for reacting. “Don’t call me that.”

      Why? Ada wants to ask. Because Mum called you that?

      “Gusia,” she says instead. “Gusia, Gusia, Gusia.”

      “Stop it!”

      Ada wouldn’t have stopped. She would’ve pushed, revelling in her own unpleasantness, until Augusta’s dignified façade cracked and shattered like the useless ornate plates on eternal display in glazed cupboards. Because Ada knows that, just like the plates, Augusta’s mask is frail. And Ada wants frail things broken. Wants them known for their frailness. Then would Augusta finally see: she’s not fucking better than me.

      Ada would’ve pushed, but there’s no need: Augusta breaks all by herself.

      “Stop it right now!” she cries again. Shrill, improper, weak. A patchy flush breaks through her cheeks, an unseemly marbling.

      Ada steps closer. Augusta shrivels, her hand grasping at the lapels of her waistcoat.

      “Or what?” Ada hisses. “You’ll remember she’s your mother, too? That you’re also the child of insurgents and traitors? Do they like you for it in the Bureau, I wonder? How little of a mistake are you allowed, sister? Are mine and Nina’s mistakes also yours to suffer?”

      Augusta’s posture—the perfect posture, spire-rigid—sags. Shoulders fall, their shape a wilting petal’s.

      “When have you become so awful?” she whispers. “Who’s gotten into you?”

      Ada grips Augusta’s chin between the tips of her fingers. Grips it hard, until skin pales and reddens in concentric half-circles, blister-like. Ada makes sure her sister is looking straight at her through that veneer of cheap, hypocritical tears.

      “You,” Ada spits. “You and your wanting to be anyone but my family.”

      A slap to Ada’s wrist. Strong, aftershocks piercing cartilage. Ada’s grip fails. Augusta’s mouth is pinched, scandalised—of course she is scandalised. She’d never own up to it. Never be honest with her own faults. Ada’s known perhaps three people who are, and two of them are pronounced dead.

      The so-called sister leaves without another word, slamming the door. A brief pinch of guilt in Ada’s gut, but only brief. She will not have this spoil her evening. Any rare moment of joy is worth a thousand Augustas.

      Something metallic rolls on the linoleum. Ada notices the sound when blood rushes away from her ears. A cyclical oscillation growing faster and louder until it stops.

      A steel locket. Cheap—the kind the Călinescu-Skliars could’ve afforded. Augusta must’ve dropped it.

      Ada considers kicking it, but some half-rotted sensibility stops her. Vine-like engraving twists around the oval edge of the locket, redolent of verdant forests. Of horizons that aren’t vast and uncaring and white.

      She picks up the locket and presses the button that opens it. Inside, two faded daguerreotype portraits look back with ageless dignity. On the left, a hook-nosed man with a smile lurking under a handsome oil-slicked moustache. Marian could dress up for a picture-taking, especially in his earlier years. On the right, a stern woman with a hard jaw and cold eyes. Her hair, not yet greying, folds into an ornate shawl whose ends fall on her shoulders like plaits. The shawl was probably red, Olesia’s favourite colour. Red made Ada think of prey blood spilling on snow. To Olesia, reared in gaol-village hunger, it could’ve spoken of food for the week.

      Ada wipes the tears from her eyes and shuts the locket. She pockets it next to the Constable’s disk, as if one may absolve her of the guilt for keeping the other.
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        * * *

      

      The National Theatre of Heilung is an architectural jubilee of marble and gold. Like an alien tumour it billows over grey stone and oak, as if transplanted from richer, more southern regions. The falselight illuminating the façade is filtered through stained glass to an unusually warm shade, all so that the gilded rinceau doesn’t seem silver. From gold-rimmed portals, busts of playwrights and propagandists glare with righteous pomp. These are not touched by spellcraft, except perhaps to draw more attention, but certainly not to obscure. The window frames are enormous, almost industrial, only a little smaller than the Central Station’s. Only to keep such a building heated would be monstrously expensive, and Heilung is nonetheless not Bluthagen.

      So instead, stained glass layers over walls, pretending to obscure any glimpses inside the ostentatious structure with masterful tessellation. It’s just artfully opaque, a passer-by might think, but it’s a trick. There’s nothing to see through these beautiful windows but blank white plaster.

      Nikola waits for her in the gazebo on Theatre Square. They are alone under a snow-lined dome of wrought iron, their hair more brilliant than the theatre’s gold, their cravat the same vibrant red on an otherwise shadowy visage. Today even their shirt is pitch-black.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Ada says. She’s perfectly honest. Now that there’s no obligation keeping them both together, she feels as though any moment she looks away, Nikola might vanish. Another shadow consumed by the polar night.

      They snuff out a spent cigarillo.

      “And miss the biggest night of the year?” A crooked smile. “I’d never dream of it.”

      “I know you’re joking,” Ada says, “but I’m not here for the play. Master’s Best Girl, or whatever it is, can rot for all I care.”

      “Then what are we here for?”

      Ada offers her hand. Snowflakes land on it quickly, little pinpricks of scorching frost.

      “I think you already know.”

      Slim fingers close over her palm. At once she is flooded with springtime warmth, as if she herself is a spellcrafted glyph set to syphon heat from the world around it. Hers and Nikola’s feet slosh in wet snow as the two walk. The crowd before the theatre parts before them with surreptitious glances and barbed whispers.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Town’s going to the dogs, I tell you.”

      “From the Guelder-Rose, certainly. How is that pit still open?”

      Ada laughs, crystalline. “Wait until we take seats. They’ll be so mad we got premium.”

      Nikola politely smiles. They scan the crowd, perhaps nervously. Ada draws them closer and offers her elbow, to which they bow their head in gratitude and thread their arm through hers.

      Inside, plush white carpet is already stained. Theatre workers scrub it to no avail. Cream-coloured velvet sweeps over dark wooden walls, and heavy gold-threaded curtains cover false windows. Against ivory sterility, theatre-goers are bruises of green, maroon, grey and blue. Ruffed collars, yesteryear’s bustles. Must’ve busted these out of the closet for the occasion. Oh, Bluthagen’s scene would be laughing themselves silly behind cognac glass at all these provincial fools.

      “Do you know where the bar is?” Ada asks.

      Nikola answers without hesitation—they’ve been here before. “Down that corridor to the right.”

      “Don’t tell me that like you’re not coming with me.” She starts toward the prospect of drinks. “I need a pretty thing on my shoulder at all times.”

      They glance around the foyer, as if searching for someone, but follow her all the same.

      “Did you dance here?” she asks with a grin.

      A small flush. “Not exactly.”

      “But you wanted to?”

      They shrug uneasily. “Every performer wants the biggest stage they can get, no?”

      “Do they?” She saw them on any stage only once, and they only stumbled onto it because they were drunk. “You’ve not struck me as ambitious so far.”

      They gasp, hand covering their mouth in mock hurt.

      “What?” Ada chuckles. “You’re one reclusive bastard.”

      “Maybe I only perform for special crowds.”

      “And I’m not included?” Ada puts on an offended moue. “I’m very wounded.”

      A frown passes over Nikola’s expression. “Look, I get all that, I really do, but⁠—”

      “Ms. Călinescu!”

      Bordeianu’s voice is slurred with alcohol. His scarf is strewn across the bar, its end dipped in someone’s meat platter; altogether he does not look dressed up. He is dishevelled, unintentionally so, with puffy circles under his eyes and a cowlick that stands very upright.

      “I’ll meet you in the dress circle,” Nikola hisses into Ada’s ear, disentangling from her hand.

      “What?” At first she doesn’t quite parse their meaning, and then she does. “You know him?”

      “Get me red wine.”

      With that they are gone. Vanished, as if never there. The temperature in the room drops in their absence; Ada is alone among the strange and the unwelcome.

      “I didn’t—” Bordeianu hiccoughs. “—Didn’t know you were a theatre type.”

      He’s a loud drunk. Fantastic.

      Ada strides to the bar, head kept high, pretending the theatre is truly empty. A stuffy man whose shoulder she slams past calls her a cunt.

      “Two red wines, please,” she says to the bartender, who nods, unfettered.

      Bordeianu hiccoughs again. “You had a, uh, a young woman with you? Or man?”

      “Professor,” Ada says, acknowledging him with great reluctance. “No I didn’t.”

      His face dips toward his glass. A brown liquid swirls in it, cloudy with spit.

      Ada doesn’t want this evening spoiled. Then again, the only thing Bordeianu’s spoiling in this state is his scarf with his vomit later tonight.

      “Actually, professor,” Ada says, “I was going to ask, how go your private lessons?” She glares daggers. “Better than your lectures, I hope?”

      He throws his hands up in dismay. “Lectures, lessons—bah!” He bats dismissively in Ada’s general direction, as if waving off a badgering spouse. Which, Ada is reminded, Bordeianu does have—he’s Bordeianu-Blaga. Curious what the spouse thinks of the professor’s so-called private lessons.

      When Bordeianu almost slaps her across the nose, Ada grabs his wrist and yanks his hand down. He bristles, but only shortly. The tension in his wrist wilts. The elbow he propped on the bar seems the only thing holding Bordeianu vaguely together, his figure like a mound of heavy clothes on a weak hanger.

      “What does it matter?” he mutters sullenly. “I’m in too much. No way out.”

      It’s oddly sweet, to hear what Ada long suspected so plainly spelled out.

      “So who was it?” she asks, banking on his inebriation for a degree of honesty. “Who got you your—” She’s about to say “laurels,” or maybe “pedestal,” but that would be too forward. She’d have the word dripping with sarcasm, which might be too much even for a piss-drunk Bordeianu. “Who got you into this?”

      “Helga,” he says, morose as a day in Heilung. Ada recalls that to be Rectoress Keller-Kowal’s first name.

      “You her cousin or something?”

      He blinks and frowns. “Cousin? I fucking hope she doesn’t get her cousins into this. No, I just—” He sighs. Shakes his head, then stops, as if that made him queasy. “I had a—a curiosity, yes. In spellcl—spellcrof—magic tattoos. The rest, as they say, story. History.”

      Ada doesn’t expect that to sting, but it does. A venomous little needle, right to the heart of the Ada that boarded the train to Heilung. Tattoos were her thesis proposal before Vogt swept that all aside. It’s a rare topic. He couldn’t have known. Could he?

      Of course he could. He has access to those records. But would he care to even look? Unlikely.

      Ada shakes those thoughts. It may have mattered to the Ada that was fresh off the train, but not now.

      “What about the students?”

      Every colour drains from his face but green. As if consumption snatched him right from the bar.

      “You know that too?”

      “I do,” Ada whispers, silky. “You’re a revolting little man, aren’t you?”

      His mouth quivers. With disgust, Ada realises Bordeianu’s about to cry.

      She leaves for the dress circle with two glasses of wine before the pitiable professor makes a scene of it.
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        * * *

      

      Lights dim. Below, the din in the audience subsides to thronging whispers. Above, the loggias are blissfully quiet—and mostly empty. The National Theatre of Heilung was built with a thousand in mind, back when the Authority thought the North would evolve into a secondary metropol, criss-crossed with railroads, puckered with cities and towns. Entirely too ambitious. The expense of such settlement was only considered when the populace felt it, in empty grocery shelves and a lack of thermal spellcraft in their homes.

      But this also means Nikola and Ada get a loggia chamber all to themselves. If she takes an Authority-like perspective on life, all the starving may have been worth it.

      She slides her hand over theirs. They smile, but their body is taut with some anticipation. It can’t possibly be for the play: they’ve not even looked at the stage.

      “What’s the matter?”

      Spellcraft projectors come on with a buzz, swivelling to illuminate the cream white curtain.

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      A man in a tight white frock enters the stage and strides to the centre, in front of the shadowed orchestra pit, where the lights wash his face out to paper-like pallor.

      Nikola trembles as they chuckle. “A little.”

      Ada leans on their shoulder until they are pressed against her. She can feel their veins thrum in their neck. She breathes into their ear, “Don’t worry about a single thing.”

      In her heart of hearts, she’s not truly this confident, but a person looking like her might be. So, superficially, she is.

      The man in the white frock is the conductor of the play, here to preface it. He unrolls a scroll and reads with emphatic enunciation:

      “Welcome to the opening of the season! Ladies and gentlemen, what you are about to see is not for the faint of heart. Penned by the perverse minds of the past, our story tonight⁠—”

      “What’s your assignment?” Ada whispers to Nikola.

      They look to their knees. “Uh. Grocery clerk.”

      Grocery clerk?

      Ada swallows a premature feeling of loss. Bitter, grudging. Why must everything good leave her? Was it something she did? But of course not, she’s not that important.

      She wants to be that important.

      “—to the dreary estates over Cherai, where man held fellow man in thrall⁠—”

      “It’s all right,” Ada says lightly. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to.” They sound choked. “I can’t.”

      The audience below gasps.

      “Yes!” The conductor flourishes his papers. “Of most heinous persuasion! Watch this with gratitude in your hearts, ladies and gentlemen, for it is from this barbarism that the rule of Authority and god liberated us!”

      Polite applause simmers. As the conductor leaves, the curtain parts. A towering cardboard manor rises into view, its windows cut empty. Ada hears sizzling from the sides of the stage: puffs of smoke roll over the floorboards. More applause.

      “Is it too far from Heilung?” Ada asks.

      Nikola’s right hand bothers their left sleeve. “No. No, not particularly.”

      “Is it for the Bureau?”

      “No!”

      They clamp their mouth shut—they didn’t mean to be this naked with truth.

      On stage, two girls saunter into the false fog, frilly dresses sweeping the floor behind each. They’re playing tag. They do not see a much taller figure rise above them. It is masculine, clad head to toe in an oil-black cloak. A red half-mask obscures his features. The actor is suspended on strings until he floats halfway up the height of the cardboard manor.

      If Nikola agreed to come here, they must’ve wanted to be with her. She must remember that. They do not tense at the touch of her; in fact they relax, if slightly.

      “You know what?” she whispers, hot breath against their ear, smiling. “I don’t care. You will tell me one day. Whenever you’re ready.”

      The younger-looking girl stumbles and falls. It’s quite theatrical and hard to buy into. Likewise unbelievably, the other girl doesn’t notice and merrily runs off the stage as the fallen one cries and begs, weeps for a friend that never returns.

      “Just know that I don’t care. Don’t care if you’re breaking every known law. I wouldn’t care if it all burned.”

      Nikola looks at her, eyes half-lidded. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do.” Her hand slides from their wrist to their thigh.

      “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

      “I very much do.”

      The black-clad actor descends. The pads on his shoulders tent awkwardly where he’s hooked, puppet-like. Behind the mask, his face is a rictus of want. The little girl is blind to him; she’s still begging, all the way until he swishes his coat to subsume her. Her scream is cut short; lights strobe off and on; both actors are gone. The stage is empty but for the manor and smoke.

      Ada snatches her hand back and reclines in her seat. Nikola swallows, audibly.

      “What?” She feigns ignorance. “I’m just watching the play.”

      Polite applause; Ada’s not sure whether it’s for the acting or the effects. Light fades to black. The conductor says pompously that a decade has passed. The projectors buzz on again, now on the manor interior, ostentatious and sanguine red. Leonine heraldry lines cardboard walls, only the lions’ faces are simian and stretched in lecherous grins. An obvious jab at the pre-Authority noble class, except—unintentionally—the interior is reminiscent of the National Theatre’s. Just colour-swapped.

      Ada feels tentative fingers on her shoulder. She grins, but does not move.

      An actress of student age flutters into projector light. She looks similar enough to her younger counterpart, except dressed in a sensible black gown and a maid’s apron. Now she, too, is half-masked: hers is plain and white. Valiantly she pantomimes cleaning the paper heraldry that’d probably crumple if she touched it wrong.

      “This is ill-advised,” Nikola says, sounding like they’re trying their mightiest to care.

      “All good things seem to be,” Ada says. “That’s why I stopped listening to good advice.”

      The man in black reappears. His actor is unchanged, ageless. The maid and the master exchange overwrought lines, but Ada’s not listening.

      “I want you,” she says, “no matter how bad of an idea it is. You’re worth every bad thing.”

      A guess though it was, she knows she said precisely the right thing. Some defence shatters; a guarded weariness, gone to dust. Nikola’s alabaster face flushes alive and pink.

      On stage, the man’s coat slides off his shoulders and reveals an anachronistically shapely dress, tailored so that even the farthest rows can see the womanly curves. To an almost scripted-seeming gasp from the audience, the crossdressing actress plants a kiss on the maid’s neck.

      Ada grabs Nikola’s wrist and shoves them down. They fall out of their seat, stumbling to the floor; the closest occupied loggia is too absorbed in the scandalous she-master to hear the clattering chair. Nikola’s eyes are pitch-black, glimmering agates. Ada sees herself reflected for only a moment, in all her un-Ada-like majesty, until that reflection is swallowed and gone.

      “Go on,” she says, smiling. “On your knees.”

      Another gasp from the audience, but Ada doesn’t know for what performed trespass. Her attention is only for Nikola, for the handsome thing by her lap and their silent hunger. She hooks her finger into their cravat and pulls until they are lifted. Perhaps it’s the wine in her veins, but Nikola feels feather-light. As if she can move them with barely an effort. Have them wherever, however she wants.

      “No!” the young actress cries to the she-master’s raucous laughter.

      “Please,” Nikola whispers.

      Ada has the decency to thread a finger between neck and silk to check that she won’t be killing them. They writhe, impatient. Ada searches the room with her eyes and says, “Say ‘wine’ or slap my knee if it’s too much.”

      “Don’t worry about⁠—”

      “Now shut up.”

      She chokes them.

      Slowly, patiently. Sleek silk slides over itself, deceptively easy to weaponise. She watches pale skin flush under it. Watches Nikola shudder, ecstatic and stripped of doubt, as if their misgivings fled them with the air in their throat. Please, oh please, they beg, either in hoarse whispers or, impossibly, in her head. She can’t tell. The manner matters little, nor does making sense; it’s the deference, the helplessness, the power she holds in her merciless hands.

      “The name is vârcolac,” some actor’s voice carries; she doesn’t recognise it. “A perverted creature, it stalks into your mind and alters thought to its own wicked designs.”

      “Oh god!” another actress gasps. “With my dearest friend?”

      Not enough. Never enough. Ada’s skin burns with wanting, her body hollow and armoured from touch. There are disadvantages in taking sartorial refuge from her own self.

      That doesn’t apply to Nikola, though.

      She lets go of the cravat; they gasp in air and look at her aghast, unsated. Ada beckons them with her finger.

      “In my lap.”

      They glance over their shoulder to the audience—but the audience isn’t here for Ada or Nikola. The two of them are at the top of polite society, unknown, nameless, and unseen.

      “Don’t make me repeat myself.” She makes her voice cut sharp.

      Music starts from the orchestra pit. Low, mournful violas; tremulous and uncertain flutes, notes like wounded birds. But then the main melody surges and swallows that grief, the violins joyous, flirtatious. Drums beat like hearts.

      Nikola straddles her, their hair a curtain shielding her from the projector gleam and the dull play. Their lips are flushed pink. Clasps come undone on their trousers; Ada fumbles with black buttons she can’t see on a black shirt; they are already wet for her. They lean over her—she sees nothing, feels nothing but them. Ada’s left hand digs into silken hair while her right-hand fingers are swallowed whole. As the actress below starts her tearful solo—a song for frail, hapless maidens consumed by depravity—Ada teases out her own melody from within Nikola, in rhythmic moans cut short at the tongue. The song soars, ear-piercing.

      Ada stops.

      “Please.”

      “You’ll come back for me,” she says with absolute confidence. “If I tell you so, you’d never leave.”

      For a split second, it’s perfectly true. Away from the audience and the stage and the projector lights, Ada’s word is absolute; a law not of paltry bureaucracy, but her very own universe.

      “Yes,” Nikola breathes, and she rewards them.

      When the solo ends, it’s not with the actress’s voice but Nikola’s scream.
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        * * *

      

      Again she’s afloat.

      Dark viscous water inhumes her. A current pulls her upward through a tunnel, even though gravity dictates she should flow down. Above her, walls of metal gleam with blue and sourceless light.

      For whatever reason, a thought lingers in her mind: but I’m not the one that orgasmed. It’s so ludicrous and out of place that she laughs. The sound doesn’t echo; the walls inhale it as snow would droplets of rain. This alarms her. Metal should ring, should reflect.

      This metal is hungry.

      She remembers the sensation of spell-ink ichor on her face. The water starts to burn. She begins to claw at her eyes, as if removing them would somehow relieve her of further pain.

      A sharp tug on her wrist. Something sickle-like, stopping her. Don’t.

      She can’t. She claws, tears, rends until blood pours down her knuckles. It feels exactly the same as the water surrounding her, exactly the same as spell-ink.

      It’s all been blood.
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        * * *

      

      The white curtain draws. Projector lights die. Spellcrafted chandeliers blitz awake.

      Intermission.

      Memories of the dream linger with Ada for only a moment until they dissolve into a vague recollection of having fallen asleep. Suddenly, with no hint of fatigue prior. That’s probably not healthy. Briefly she wonders if she should seek a doctor, but the idea is quickly discarded. Doctors document their cases. All that is documented can be someday used by the militia. She’d rather simply live less.

      The susurrus of the audience below seems distinctly judgmental. Ada doesn’t catch any particular words, but she’s certain there are admonitions.

      “Oh well,” she murmurs to herself. “Fuck them then.”

      She reaches for Nikola, for the brass head of hair.

      Her hand finds no purchase, only an empty plush chair. She is alone in the loggia.

      A sinkhole opens inside her heart. She’s done something wrong, hasn’t she. Overstepped, ruined. That’s all she can ever do.

      She shakes her head. No need to over-dramatise. Perhaps Nikola wanted a smoke and said so, not noticing Ada’s unconsciousness in the dark as they left.

      Whatever the case, Ada’s hands need washing.

      She makes for the bathroom queue. She watches the cream velvet on the walls like it’s the most interesting thing in the world. Unease stirs in her stomach. Common sense does nothing to banish pervasive thoughts. Why did they leave me? Does everyone leave me? She hugs her shoulders and feels very cold.

      In the poorly lit mirror of the bathroom, Ada’s face is drawn and pale. She reminds herself of Augusta, which reminds her of the locket she’s carrying—Augusta’s locket of their parents. What does it mean that she kept it?

      Ada doesn’t know, and at the same time, knows all too well. She stares at the porcelain sink, teeth clenched. To cry now would be pathetic.

      Plip.

      A droplet lands on Ada’s forehead. Warm and viscous.

      She raises her face. In the mirror, black water runs down Ada’s nose and leaves a copper trail in its wake. Above, gaps of an old vent swell with dark liquid.

      Bad pipes? Plumbing bursts from poorly constructed temperature glyphs all the time.

      Plop.

      Another drop, on the sink this time. Against the white porcelain, it’s obvious the liquid isn’t actually black, but rather⁠—

      Venous red.

      Hammering on the bathroom door. “There’s a queue, you know!”

      Ada wipes the blood off her face—shit, now the towel is stained—and rushes outside, head down. All simmering thought of inadequacy is quashed in her mind; primal fears take its place. She finds herself on the staircase upwards, hands clenched on the railing. Half of her mind crumbles in wordless uncertainty; the other is cold, unfettered—inquiring. What’s above the second-story bathroom, anyway?

      The third floor is for the gallery: the cheapest and most remote seats. Ada brushes past people in moth-eaten coats, hovering around cream upholstery as if they’re not sure they’re allowed to touch it. A few are Institute staff. They pretend they don’t know her.

      She checks the fire escape map on the wall. Above the second-story bathroom is a closet, squeezed in at the end of the corridor.

      Commotion below. The bell rings, forewarning intermission’s end. Those things feel out of order to Ada, but she’s too busy to consider why.

      On the other side of the closet door, there’s a wet crunch.

      She expects the door to be locked. It’s not. It falls open, as though its hinges have been loosened or forced out of shape. Inside it’s pitch dark. Her eyes would adjust, except the wretched reek overpowers for a second all senses; Ada gags. She might’ve been right about bad pipes, she first thinks, but then there’s another scent. Metallic, and almost more nauseating.

      She hears the sound of something rolling across floorboards. It thunks softly against her boots.

      Ada fumbles for the gas lamp on the wall. Her fingers slip on the lamp’s knob, clammy skin scraping coarse copper.

      The gas-jet ignites.

      Collapsed shelves. Splintered wood. A mass of fabric with periodic protrusions of bone: a ribcage. An open ribcage, festooned with scraps of some coat and some scarf and some odd pinkish ribbons dripping with—oh.

      That’s just skin.

      Viscera is strewn across the floor. Brown and bloody guts, an eruption of meat garlands. Pulpy, deflated lungs, peppered with splinters and dust. Other organs, too, but to Ada they’re all the same misshapen lump.

      It’s a head that rolled into her boot, isn’t it?

      The edge of the neck is cut clean and bleeds little. The rest is brutalised. Eye sockets gape hollow and bloody, gouged out. The bottom lip is missing, the gums toothless. The cheeks have been perforated. Altogether the face is so disfigured Ada is surprised she still recognises it, after a moment’s dull staring. Transfixed, she lifts Bordeianu’s severed head from the floor—still warm. She rotates it. Pinches it. Keeps holding it, searching for remnants of personhood.

      She finds none. Ada looks into the meat in Bordeianu’s sockets and sees only meat. Only an object.

      What are you doing?

      The inner voice sounds like her own, but the thought is not hers. The invasion is unmistakable because she knows very well what she’s doing: absolute nonsense.

      What are you doing? it asks again.

      From the ceiling: plip-plop.

      Ada didn’t examine the ceiling. It didn’t occur to her.

      She looks up to see the creature from her dreams come to life.

      At first she feels like it hovers in pure disregard of gravity—but no, the legs are firmly planted. The elongated stature simply curves up the wall like a mass of writhing insects. It is exactly as she saw it, only its chest is whole, its ribcage closed, without teeth. The eyes are red and many. The sickle claws drip blood.

      Drop the head and run.

      Ada becomes aware of boots thundering toward her—a familiar sound.

      “Freeze!”

      The head falls from her hands with a wet thunk. Even if Ada’s not mad, no one will ever believe her. Not even the Constable.

      The electrical shot to her back is only momentary agony. Then all is dark.
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      Posted to Chief of the Enforcement Department of Heilung, Brumărel 27th. Classified. Form 315-E for the reporting of otherwise uncategorisable information.

      CASE #431

      
        
        Close to locating the hiding place. Likely one of the undiscovered sites. Yes, [REDACTED] will be unhappy about that, and yes, I’ll handle it.

        [REDACTED] assured me none of her current subjects show any inclination to deviance. My inclination is to disbelieve that. She said that about the Wellsprings that already turned rogue, also—about Brick, god’s sake, for all that he’s very well-trained. [REDACTED]’s theory is always correct, and when it isn’t, well that’s just an honest mistake, isn’t it? The theory wasn’t complete then, but now it’s fine, pinky promise.

        Basically I’m saying, we should put Brick on hunting duty full-time. He’s the only one that can sniff those things out, and I don’t need the protection.

        I remain determined to stop any further damage. I resent that the newspaper article about my supposed inefficiency was allowed into publication. But I understand why it was necessary. The public just wouldn’t have it otherwise. Damned vultures.

        So yes, you were right. We should’ve never disclosed the case publicly as murder, my convictions got the better of me, blah blah. Fuck me for wanting to do the right thing, I guess. You can deliver me your “I told you so” via your own damn Form 315-E.

      

      

      SIGNED: SENIOR CONSTABLE TADEUSZ KOWAL-KELLER

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      At first Ada thinks she’s dead. But then she reasons, if she’s thinking at all, she can’t be. At least that’s the hope. If even in promised oblivion she’ll be plagued by her tumorous mind, the prospect of death is even grimmer than she imagined.

      Cold falselight seeps through the threads in the bag over her head. Her body shakes with the rhythm of a carriage riding over cobblestone and sleet. The seat is hard leather; Ada’s back groans in pain. She knows of only one kind of carriage that would be so expensive as to have spellcrafted lights, yet also make a point of discomfort.

      When she’s shoved outside, still blinded, she knows exactly what she would’ve seen.

      The Security Department. The Black House.

      Olesia spoke of it on occasion. Told Ada it wasn’t actually black. Like with all other prison buildings, its grey stone was deliberately chosen. Black would be dour, heavy, morose—it’d be something. Grey, on the other hand, is hollow. Neutral. Empty of meaning. The Security Department looks exactly the same as every house next to it.

      The name “Black House,” Olesia said, came from a particular chamber inside. A gaol cell. Maybe one, maybe all; she didn’t know. It must’ve been painted grey or beige once, but black mould had crept over the walls and the floor and the ceiling until it was all a criminal could see. Over time, as the criminal’s gaol became a gaol in name only and in truth a prison, all other features of the Security Department would fade from their mind. There would be only the black room. Everything else, set dressing to be dismantled when the show’s done.

      The militia removes the bag when Ada’s already inside the interrogation room, her arms and legs chained. That’s just protocol. Allegedly to preserve her identity, in truth to disorient her. That Ada still knows this place’s artificial face, what she’d see if she passed it by, feels like holding a scrap of the outside world to her chest—feels like a victory.

      A futile one.

      She’s kept waiting for a long time. The ceiling has only a little black mould; wouldn’t want to harm the militiamen. Besides that everything’s grey. The metal chair, the table, the walls, the linoleum to which everything is bolted. The near-blinding light above her head makes sure she knows that.

      Ada could make use of her time. Contemplate what transpired in the theatre, for one.

      That seems like a waste. It doesn’t matter what she thinks happened. From this point onward, nothing has ever happened to her. There is only whatever the militia will write in her case file. Then there’ll be some kind of verdict, some kind of cell, and some kind of number in place of her name. Whatever life she has after that will have never been lived.

      She doesn’t look up when the door opens.

      Yelling ensues. She is slapped and struck. It might be Albescu; whoever’s screeching insults at her sounds like he’s salivating over the prospect of rape. Then again, that could be any of them.

      Would militiamen look like Bordeianu if they are eviscerated? Would their heads, too, roll like badly shaped balls across floors? Probably. Remove enough skin, and everyone looks the same.

      Everyone’s a person, after all.

      “Are you fucking listening to me?!”

      “No.”

      Her nose cracks on his knuckles. He hisses in pain and shakes his wrist. Because her mouth tastes foul, Ada doesn’t swallow her saliva, letting it drip onto the interrogation table. Red bubbles on grey metal.

      The militiaman’s spittle flies like limp bullets.

      “I don’t need your cooperation. You’re fucking nobody. Your signature is a formality. Under-fucking-stand?”

      “No.”

      Perhaps she’s still sleeping. Perhaps she was wrong about being alive if the distinction makes any difference.

      At some point the militiaman leaves. Pain remains in his wake, pulsating aches in Ada’s cheeks and nose and ribs. She wonders if there’s internal bleeding. Probably. In her imagination she unravels her own organs into threads, into strings of ichor, and turns banal flesh into something instrument-like. The thought feels anaesthetic. Not quite like gulping liquor, but maybe the fifth best thing.

      Someone else enters. Against her will she recognises the bumbling gait and the sighs that precipitate the Constable’s rifling of forms and papers.

      Ada didn’t think she could feel shame in these circumstances. Nor does she understand why she feels it. It’s as if some agreement was broken, only she doesn’t recall making any with him, and even if she did, who gives a shit?

      She does, apparently.

      The Constable raps his knuckles on the table. “You awake there?”

      Reluctantly she looks up. There’s a veneer of blood over her eyesight, which she didn’t notice appearing. Through it the interrogation chamber becomes the theatre closet, sans the dismembered corpse. Which is a shame. It really brought the room together.

      Ada giggles.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes,” the Constable says as he pulls out his expensive pen. In the harsh light, its glint is blinding. Ada is glad for the blood in her eyes.

      “This isn’t the question I’m supposed to be asking,” the Constable says, “but I think it’s one that needs to be asked. Ada, are you all right?”

      Ada thinks it’s a stupid fucking question to be asking. She lets her head fall back down.

      “All right,” he says, leaning forward, “here’s the thing. We’ve got a murder on our hands. A brutal one. A public one.”

      Who cares? is the question that needs to be asked. Who gives a shit? Let it all burn. Let it all die screaming.

      Even as she thinks that, some distant and muffled part of her takes the thoughts apart. What’s “all”? Who’s “it”? Heilung? Herself? The militia?

      Does it matter?

      “If we don’t find the culprit and now—‘specially since the body’s so fresh—it’s going be a bloodbath. Well, not a literal one. Hopefully. But—”  He sighs. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      No.

      “No.”

      What the Constable says next, he says very calmly and carefully.

      “It would be easiest to say that you did it. Even though there’s no weapon, even though the motive would need to be fabricated. Because whoever did do it, vanished. From a theatre full of people where you would be the easiest suspect. The crossdressing girl that happened to dislike her professor. Who was seen upsetting him only an hour before his death. Do you understand?”

      No.

      “No.”

      “You’ve already been charged with public indecency. As I’m sure an intelligent woman like yourself knows, that can be as little or as big of a problem as the Security Departments wants. It’s an easy gateway. Do you understand?”

      “No.”

      “I’ve met you before, Ada. You always struck me as mindful of your surroundings. Of others. Of rules, even when those aren’t any good. It’s stressful to live like that. Someone with ulterior motives could take advantage. Could persuade you to do things you wouldn’t otherwise. Things that are considered indecent. That draw attention to you.”

      No. No, no, no.

      “Do you understand?”

      No. There’s a wall inside her mind that would not allow certain thoughts, certain feelings, lest the rest of her is rent apart. And anyway, it doesn’t make any sense.

      It makes all the sense in the world.

      The Constable is right in one way: she’s tired of caution.

      She says, “No. A creature made of shadow did it. It had blood on its claws. So maybe I did do it, because there’s no such thing as a shadow creature. I’ve gone insane.”

      If nothing matters, she may as well say something true. When one abandons thought of consequence, truth can be liberating. It can become what it’s meant to be: a statement of fact, rather than a pitfall others would use against her.

      “No, Ada,” the Constable says, “you haven’t. You might be the sanest person in this whole bloody building.”

      There’s a lie if she ever heard one.

      From the corner of her eye, Ada sees the Constable bury his face in his hands, running his fingers through thinning hair. His ordinarily thick and oiled moustache is unkempt and patchy. After a moment’s contemplation, he slams his file closed and shuts his pen with an echoing click.

      “Listen to me,” he whispers. “There are people in this world that have been driven to abomination. Legally speaking, not their fault. There was a seed of evil in them, yes, but certain—procedures helped cultivate them. Otherwise that evil may never have manifested.”

      Ada stares. It’s not any mental walls this time. She genuinely has no idea what the fuck he’s talking about.

      “What?”

      “I can’t confide in you the details. All I can say is, what you’ve seen was real.”

      No. She has to be wrong. Has to be. To face reality would be madness, would be a fall into the abyss, would be—no. Just no.

      The Constable shakes his head and gets up to leave.

      “I’ll make sure they get you one of the good cells. Think on it.” At the door, he adds, “Remember: you’re not doomed just yet. Help me help you, and it’ll be like nothing ever happened. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      There’s noise inside her head.

      She watches dots of black mould crawl on the ceiling. She’s trembling with cold. It’s probably midnight—the lights just went out—but it feels like a never-ending four in the morning. Outside her mind, the only thing interrupting the complete silence of the Black House is the steady drip-drop of water, somewhere beyond the gaol bars. Drip. Drop.

      Were it not for the noise, the dripping would drive her psychotic.

      Ada squeezes her eyes shut. The mind-noise throngs, a gurgle of some repetitive rhythm. Sometimes the noise rises in volume, as if reaching out. That doesn’t last.

      The Constable’s words fester beneath the noise. Ada’s own thoughts are jagged shards of sentences that ricochet between blistering memories. How could they—why—why me—why them—it’s not them—who else—wrong, everyone’s wrong, myself too—blood flowing down walls floor black threads like mould latching to ceilings everything rots—why me?

      Maybe it will be better when she sleeps.

      How can anything make it better?

      Now that she’s alone, it matters. Everything matters. Every stain on her suit. Every aching muscle, screaming for help; every frayed nerve; every pit in her empty stomach. Ada’s exhausted body has shattered her hangman’s bliss.

      She tries to remember cold. Cold feels nothing, thinks less.

      The mind-noise swells.

      Cold reminds her of obelisks. Cold reminds her of wells.
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        * * *

      

      It’s when she sees her own body she realises she’s dreaming.

      The mind-noise is louder now, reminiscent of a rushing sea, muffled words buried between eddies like flotsam. Key—past the—metal—above—corr—guard—key—past⁠—

      She disregards it.

      Ada floats someplace above herself. Still in the gaol room, only its image has grown jittery, its lines blurred. Only her body is solid and static—lifeless, almost.

      Its head is gone.

      Instead the neck terminates, bloodlessly, with a vortex. A well into an impenetrable dark with a single blue star at its core.

      The image does not cause alarm or fear. Ada searches for either frantically in her heart, but all she finds is emptiness; paradoxically, it is heavier than even guilt.

      And the well that took her body’s head has gravity.

      It pulls.
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        * * *

      

      Ada is questioned again, by some third militiaman. He is bland and patient. Once Ada’s more cognizant, she realises the militiaman is a woman. Maybe the only one in the building. How nice. The interrogators’ play is transparent, and Ada detests it.

      “What were you doing on Brumărel 20th?”

      “Studying.”

      “A citizen saw you on Industry Street.”

      The side-street that leads to the Guelder-Rose. Ada licks her cracked lips.

      “I also walked.”

      “But you don’t live there?”

      “I was walking to study with a friend.”

      “Nobody currently enrolled in Tresor Institute lives on Industry Street, and it’s a dead end.”

      “Then I walked the wrong way.”
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        * * *

      

      No matter how hard she tries, thinking of it is unavoidable.

      She sits on her bed, elbows digging into her knees. The lights go out.

      Suppose the Constable said the truth. Suppose everything she saw is real, or at least as real as anything a sane person sees. Then the events were as follows:

      Ada watched—well, “watched”—the first act of Master’s Handmaiden with Nikola. Shortly before the intermission, she passed out, for whatever reason. By the time she woke up, Nikola was gone. Ada then noticed blood dripping through vents, followed that trail to the closet upstairs, and discovered Bordeianu’s body. And above that body she found a—a something, a creature, its claws bloodied.

      Dreams, she decides, are irrelevant. Or at least, their relevance doesn’t bear consideration.

      An enemy of god.

      Disregard god for a moment. What she’s really dancing around is what the Constable implied—that it’s not a creature at all but a person. A particular person.

      Why? Why kill Bordeianu? Why them, why her, why⁠—

      So, no creatures. No monsters. The strangeness of what she saw, not relevant.

      They were always so secretive. Everything she knows about them, she knows against their will. Even in most intimate moments, they lied.

      Except they are not a good liar. Grocery clerk, my arse.

      With a dull shock, certain puzzle pieces start to slot into place.

      Why were they—was Nikola; she forces herself to use the name—so unwelcome in the Guelder-Rose? Despite, ostensibly, working there? Why did the proprietress seem to insist they keep themself out of sight?

      It’s almost like Nikola was in hiding.

      No reason. Just left.

      Nikola? The last Nikola I recall graduated in 157.

      Ada’s beyond certain that’s not their real name. If she ever makes it outside, she wonders if she might find in the Archives what they’re actually called. How many expelled criminals could there have been in the Unsprache course?

      Except she won’t be allowed outside. She’ll never see the Institute. Even inside—inside the gaol, inside her head—she isn’t safe. Because she was wrong. She trusted someone wrong. And she trusted, she now realises, with something far more precious and frail than any information. With herself. Her body, her being. And if that was wrong, maybe she was wrong to be her.

      Remember: you’re not doomed yet.

      An optimistic thought. But she allows it. What’s the point of quashing hopes early, while she still remembers the Institute halls? Right now, she’d take even the faceless statues. She can picture them. Picture how, when it’s all over, she’ll stroll among them, her thesis in hand, finished and printed, and none of this would’ve ever happened, stricken from record and memory.

      It’s unlikely. It’s possible. As one utter cunt said: so long as you don’t know.

      As Ada repaints the image of the Institute in her mind’s eye, a memory surfaces and paralyses Ada right on the spot.

      The death threat. Without doubt written by them—by Nikola—because two different lunatics set to murder a Tresor’s professor is the mother of all coincidences.

      The death threat was in Vogt’s office. Not Bordeianu’s.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you checked on Professor Vogt?”

      The Constable rubs his face in frustration. Ada’s asked this question for the third time today.

      “Yes, and unfortunately, I can’t tell you anything,” he reiterates in a tired voice. “Let’s use our heads for a second. If she was dead, do you think no one would’ve mentioned it? You know, to pin it on you?”

      Ada pinches her lips and shrugs, unconvinced.

      “Let’s start this again,” he says, tapping his pen on the page, peppering it with more and more ink blots. “When have you met this Nikola?”

      Ada swallows. If she discloses that, the Guelder-Rose is done for. No doubt about it, even if she begs the Constable.

      Green Guelder-Rose doesn’t deserve that. She can’t.

      A small scowl passes over the Constable’s face. He’s been locked in the interrogation room with Ada for what feels like an hour.

      If she ever wants to walk free, can she afford to antagonise him?

      Commotion outside. Shuffling steps, pacifying voices—and yelling.

      “No, I will not calm down!”

      Ada’s blood freezes in her veins. She recognises the voice instantly.

      “No, you are about to tell me! Where the fuck is my sister?”

      Not this. Anything but this.

      The Constable puts on a shallow smile. “Ah. So she’s early.”

      The door into the interrogation room bursts open. The militiawoman darts in first, flushed and panicked-looking. “Sir, I tried to stop⁠—”

      “Do you know who I am?!”

      Augusta shoves past the militiawoman. Ada barely restrains her mouth from falling open in shock. At first she can’t fathom what in the world Augusta thinks she’s doing, and then she does—and her head falls. Something bitter churns in her stomach.

      Because, whatever Augusta thinks she’s doing, Ada’s not worth it.

      The Constable stands, arms up. A posture somewhere between don’t shoot and calm down.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to ask you to⁠—”

      “What is she charged with? Huh?!”

      Augusta is incandescent with rage. She doesn’t for a moment look at Ada—not into her eyes, anyway—and Ada feels herself shrinking into her chair.

      “Public indecency,” the militiawoman says.

      Augusta rolls her eyes. “For nine days? Don’t make me laugh!”

      Nine days? It felt either shorter than that, or infinitely longer. Ada can’t tell.

      A cold, masculine voice rings out: “What’s this nonsense?”

      Lieutenant Albescu’s bulging eyes appear behind the militiawoman’s shoulder. His mouth twitches in anticipation of prey.

      Augusta sizes him up with all the frigid disinterest of a Bureau clerk. “I’m taking my sister home, Lieutenant.”

      He sneers. “I don’t think so, girlie. I think you’re going right into the next interrogation room—thanks for coming voluntarily, by the way—so that we can find out all you know about⁠—”

      Augusta punches him in the face.

      The silence in which Albescu tumbles to the floor is deafening. Blood trickles from his nose, a thin rivulet. He whimpers by instinct, then shuts himself up with his hand. His pale cheeks are splotched pink in shame and wrath.

      “Non-compliance,” he barks as he scrambles to his feet. “Assault. You’d be lucky to⁠—”

      When Augusta is angry, she speaks with factory-perfect enunciation.

      “I’ve looked you up, Lieutenant,” she says. “You and yours have held this nice townhouse for a long time—for generations, in fact. Victory Street, is it? Hereditary ownership. A little illegal. Very unethical. The Housing Registry might just happen to decide it’s your family’s time to move out, for the good of all.”

      Albescu’s face ripples in a kaleidoscope of scowls, each more puce than the last. The militiawoman stares at the floor, avoiding everyone. The Constable pockets his hands in his coat, seeming unbothered.

      Ada wonders if he and Augusta already spoke.

      “Arrest me if you like, Lieutenant.” Augusta twists the title into an insult of competence. “Militia employee folders are right next to the re-educated pile, do you know that? So easy to misfile. And the re-educated wait for new housing for a very long time.”

      Finally Albescu’s face settles into a condescending leer. He approaches Augusta until the two are in spitting distance—an intimidation tactic Ada recognises, uncomfortably. Augusta doesn’t so much as flinch.

      “You think you’re all that, do you, girlie? I can go through your entire department. Are you so sure they want to keep a bitch like you that badly?”

      Only a momentary twitch of her eyebrow. To anyone but Ada, it might speak of mild irritation. But Ada knows what it truly means.

      Whatever Augusta is about to say, it’s going to be a lie.

      She says, “Oh, I’m very sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ada’s possessions are few. The tie, removed from her neck to prevent suicide, the paralytic disk, and the locket. They are handed to her in a crooked box, its bottom stained with something unidentifiably brown. Like most things in the Black House, it feels moist.

      The elderly guard that shoves the box into her hands barely looks up from his newspaper. His gums work on stale rye bread, and he nods absently to the Senior Constable close by Ada’s side.

      Ada looks down on her hands. Smooth nails, whole bones, unswollen joints. Nothing hurts, not really. She knows—and doubtless, the Constable knows she knows—that the relative lack of violence was his doing. Only very generously can anything Ada experienced here be described as torture.

      It’s not that she wants it. Nascent dread of brutality has been her constant poison since she was old enough to understand it.

      She nods goodbye to the guard. His bread rains crumbles on the article about land capture south-east of the land border.

      “Oh, ma’am, one more thing?”

      Ada turns to the Constable. He’s holding out a piece of paper with a street name and number.

      “My address,” he says. “Should you recall anything—anything at all—that could help with the investigation.”

      She wants to claw at her skin until she has no surface. Nothing that has ever been touched. Her innards writhe in want of escape; more than anything, she wants to oblige them.

      She won’t, of course. The wholeness of her body is now something owed. A gift; that is, an unpayable loan. To destroy it would be barbaric ingratitude.

      Ada takes the paper, and smiles.
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        * * *

      

      The cab takes Augusta and Ada home through a blizzard, a howling grey flurry whose end is concealed in the dark. Black horses are likewise vanished, visible only by their snow-dusted coats. The cab driver is silent, the road unsteady.

      “Why did you?—” Ada starts.

      Augusta jerks her head. “Sh.” Not here.

      And that’s that.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing’s changed about 14-20F while Ada was gone. In itself that is natural—what’s nine days?—but it hurts to think about. Makes it easy to extend those thoughts. To look at the polished, marbled linoleum, and know it’s only improved without Ada to drag in the mud. To see dusted displays of cutlery and know them to be immovable. To trace a finger along petroleum-lustrous shelves and think, was there anything here before?

      Or was it always empty?

      Augusta stands before the tiled stove, poking the fire. Sparks fly between logs. Wood crusts with ash and crumbles.

      “Did you do it?”

      Ada hugs her knees to her chest on the sofa. It’s rigid and made for looking good in a living room, not sitting.

      “No.”

      Another poke. Another crackle sending a volley of sparks.

      Ada should change out of her suit. By this point it makes her look like an itinerant. Sweat has glued it to her skin. But the thought of removal is morbid to her, like an urge to pick at a scab.

      The paradoxes of Ada’s desires aren’t lost on her. Perhaps that’s her true impossible want. To become nothing but viscera, freed of judgement along with her skin, instead encased in an artificial tailor-made form.

      “You know who did?”

      “Yes.”

      Ada digs her fingers into the meat of her palm. She’s known Nikola for only a short while, and somehow she can’t believe that her first assumptions were wrong? That she misplaced her trust? All because she fell for a pretty face. What next, wilting on a fainting couch?

      Weak.

      The fire poker clangs as it swings on its hook. For a moment, Augusta is still, her gaze fixed on the stove’s barred window into flame. Then, she grabs a dining stool, scrapes it along the linoleum to a wall of cabinets, and uses the plush seat as a stepping stool to reach the top. At first that seems unnecessary—Augusta is tall enough—but when Ada sees what she’s looking for, remembers the heft of it, she understands.

      In the topmost cabinet of the living room rests an old and well-polished rifle.

      For a child, it was very cumbersome. Lead-heavy trigger. But, when rested on a stone or log, the aim was just as sure as in the hands of an adult. So long as the barrel’s well-made, nothing can change that. And once the bullet is released, the shooter matters least of all.

      Firearms, Ada recalls from Post-Feudal History IV two weeks ago, were history’s greatest equaliser.

      A shame she won’t ever hear anything like that again.

      In Augusta’s arms the rifle sits naturally. Her fingers know all the right places, and the grey of the metal is precisely the same as her gown’s.

      “We keep it pre-loaded,” she says. “Usually locked, in case Marek somehow makes it up here.”

      “Why?”

      Ada is asking about the first part of Augusta’s statement, and Augusta knows it.

      “You’re right,” she says, finger stroking the trigger guard. “He’s much too sickly to even try.”

      Resentment pangs. “I wouldn’t know.”

      Augusta draws a breath through her nose. Tongues of fire reflect on the barrel. Though small inside the stove, against convex metal they’re distended as to consume the whole room.

      “Maybe one day.” She steps on the chair again to put the gun away. “Make the tea before Nina does. Her leg has been bad all week, and she won’t admit it to you.” She makes for her coat on the rack. “Don’t let her do chores.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “The Institute,” she says simply. “They need a letter of absence so as not to penalise you, do they not?”

      It doesn’t seem possible. The only kind of people that evade social destruction in the wake of arrest are those that ingratiate themselves to the Authority. Ones that have a friend of a friend.

      Ada snorts. Yes, exactly. Augusta works the Bureau—or did Ada somehow forget?

      She stares at the topmost cupboard as the door to 14-20F swings shut. She wonders if all the scratches and notches on the rifle are still there, from every time it was dropped by children or badly packaged. Or perhaps it was, like this house, polished free of memory. If Ada saw it beside a militiaman’s old-issue gun, would she tell the difference?

      Maybe Olesia and Marian would’ve preferred their children survive rather than perish, even under the Bureau’s wing. Maybe the psychiatric ward cleansed Olesia of any preference. Maybe the labour colony beat out of Marian any semblance of ideology. Or maybe, even in their full faculties, they would’ve chosen for Ada and Augusta to live, every time, regardless of cost or means. Family can sometimes distort ideals like that.

      But there’s a sort of comfort in imagined martyrdom. Purpose. Purity. An equilibrium of mind in which Ada wouldn’t have to question herself—question anything, really.

      The fire crackles. Outside, the sky is the colour of mould.

      Would you still let me pull the trigger, Mum?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Rectoress’s office is a plush and intimate space. Although there’s a falselight disk on the ceiling, the glyphs are disconnected. A gas lamp spills dim yellow light, letting shadows linger and drawing the walls tight. All the shelves are glazed and opaque. Ada sinks into the armchair offered to her, and she’s at once enveloped in velvet; sitting up straight is impossible. On Keller-Kowal’s desk before her, a porcelain tea set glitters on a gilded tray. A slight crack snakes around an ornament of pink peonies. Another winds to the saucer beneath. Perhaps the tea set was from confiscated goods and had to be glued together.

      Keller-Kowal shifts the gas lamp away from the kettle. Now its seams are invisible, its porcelain perfect.

      “Do you prefer granchaks or cups, Miss Călinescu?”

      Ada blinks. The question moves through her brain slowly, like it’s swimming through pus. In truth she’s still not sure how she can be possibly allowed in here, and why no one is screaming at her to leave.

      “Uh. Cup.”

      Keller-Kowal’s mouth quirks in a smile. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I think there’s a certain something about tea in a glass. Not as comfortable, but the taste! Just not the same.”

      Ada’s shoulder blades ache from the curve of the armchair. She shifts, but the cushion keeps her firmly in place.

      The Rectoress pours the tea, the kettle clinking. One serving into a frilled cup, another into a canteen-issue glass.

      “I’m sorry for all this dreadful mess you’ve been caught in,” she says. “I can’t imagine how distressing it must’ve been.”

      How perfectly rueful. In Ada that only stokes incipient rage. Did Keller-Kowal pick those words out of an Ethics guide?

      Ada exhales and accepts her tea.

      “It’s all very hush-hush now, understandably.” The Rectoress’s gaze trails to a fresh issue of People’s Word, the headlines chewing and regurgitating every word that could possibly describe the events in the Theatre, even still. “But the Senior Constable told me the details. I believe him when he says you’re guilty of nothing but youthful dalliance.”

      Ada hasn’t read the newspaper herself. It struck her as a bad idea. Now, she can’t tear her eyes off it.

      The Rectoress must’ve gathered as much, because she says, “Your name wasn’t mentioned.”

      Ada snaps back to Keller-Kowal. “What?”

      She’s being too direct but to the void with that. How could her name have possibly been omitted? Augusta doesn’t have that much reach.

      “We look after our students,” the Rectoress says, sounding very pleased with herself. She gestures to the dainty cup. “Please. Your tea will grow cold.”

      Ada only notices her hands shake when a trickle spills down her knuckle. In the muted light, it looks—peculiar. Ada’s gut twists. The cup stops short of her lips. She realises that, if she drinks or eats anything at all, she will vomit immediately.

      The Rectoress clucks. A sound like the clinking of coins in a beggar’s cup.

      “Oh, you poor thing.”

      Ada clenches her fingers around the cup and shoves it against her mouth. Hot liquid sears her tongue. It’s slow, tar-like from all the sugar. It coats the back of Ada’s throat, clogs it. Beneath the sweetness, the tea is atrocious and bitter.

      “Miss Călinescu?”

      It still fills her mouth. “Hm?”

      “Two weeks ago, I asked you to visit me during office hours. You did not.” The Rectoress shrugs. “I realise now it must’ve seemed like I was—how do I put it. Doubting you can handle your thesis? I’m sorry about that.”

      Ada forces her throat to open and swallow. The next sip is pretended. Tea only grazes her lips.

      “Professor Vogt still?—”

      “Of course!” Keller-Kowal pats the air as if to pacify. “She told me of your progress. It’s nigh unprecedented.”

      Ada frowns. “She told me I did it all wrong.”

      “That’s just how Helena shows appreciation. If it’s not perfect, it’s wrong. That she even told you that means she cares you get it right.”

      Ada thought the memory of the Book would be muffled by—everything. It’s not. It resurfaces easily, as if she only saw the pages a second ago. She’s sure she could copy them by memory.

      Despite the irrationality of it, Ada still feels her translation was exactly correct. Even though she doesn’t really understand it and can’t tell what the glyphs derived from it would do. Like a singer that knows the words but not the meaning, and keeps singing anyway. The conviction is immutable. An obelisk amid fluid thought.

      Unnatural.

      And if Ada were to continue entertaining the notion that she hallucinated nothing, then⁠—

      “Ma’am?”

      Keller-Kowal slurps the tea from her glass. “Yes?”

      “Do you know if it’s possible for cognitive glyphs to implant thoughts in the human mind? Or remove them, for that matter?” Because that sounds too much like fantastic fiction, too unacademic, she elaborates, “I mean independent, conscious ideas—words or sentences, even. Not just an alteration of perception or inclination.”

      For a long moment, the Rectoress says nothing. The murky tea inside the granchak catches gas light and diffuses it, and Keller-Kowal’s well-crafted smile is vanished from sight. Without it her face reminds Ada of courtyard statues.

      “Oh,” Keller-Kowal says lightly, “that’s really not my area of expertise, you know. From what I understand, tampering with human minds like that seems quite the reach. Even, uh—what did you say?—alteration of inclination, that’s very difficult. You must be still stricken by your time in the Security Department. People aren’t lab mice. You can’t do things like that to them.”

      The Rectoress says that like she’s chastising. Maybe it’s just an affectation of speech. Ada’s disinterested either way.

      “What about a feeling?” Another fake sip. “Feelings aren’t rational. If you could at all, wouldn’t it be?—”

      Someone with ulterior motives could take advantage.

      The Rectoress clears her throat. The granchak is set on the table with a low thunk.

      “You know, while I’m not your family, and you’re an adult that can do as she likes—the Institute does have an image to maintain. If you must present yourself like…” Lips pinched, she gestures vaguely at Ada. At the second-hand waistcoat and a men’s shirt whose blood stains have been poorly fixed with blue stains. “Like that, at least clean yourself up, would you? The guards might think you a vagrant boy.”

      For that one would need money.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      The Constable said Vogt was alive and well. But if Ada’s right, Nikola will do their best to change that. Without Vogt Ada will certainly be expelled. And if Ada is wrong, she must amend that. Sanity won’t help save her when ignorance and doubt rend her in the quiet hours of morning.

      “I’d like to make use of the Archives, please.”

      The Rectoress smiles and nods. “Of course. You can take the cup with you if you like?”

      “Thank you, I’m all right.”

      The office is small, but Ada’s urge to run elongates it to a whole tunnel. Carpet eats her footsteps. Her shadow extends, already at the door, always ahead.

      “Miss Călinescu?”

      She freezes. “Yes?”

      “Do not misunderstand this as an accusation, but are you sure you’re alright? It’s perfectly natural for a lady to be distraught now, perhaps to the point of, say, seeing things⁠—”

      “No.”

      Too sharp. Too sudden. Ada bites her tongue.

      “I meant, ma’am, that I’m sure I’m fine. Only tired.” She manages a smile. “I’ve seen nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      She examines Vogt’s permit slip for the fourth time. Ada’s forged additions appear seamless, as far as she can tell.

      As far as she can tell.

      Her last obstacle to all the Archive keys she wants is an administrator. A round-faced man looking bored inside his booth, glancing every so often at the clock. No threat himself, but just around the corner, there’s a militia post. Doubtless deliberately located in yelling distance.

      Blithe obeisance doesn’t come easily. A shame; it’d be perfect for making the administrator discount any notion of ulterior motive. Ada has to settle for affected apathy and hope it’ll do.

      She slides the slip through the booth window. “Afternoon.”

      The administrator rolls his eyes and draws a slow breath through his nose, to ensure Ada knows she’s a nuisance. He takes his time wiping his glasses.

      “That from Professor Vogt?”

      Was that disbelief in his voice?

      “Yes, sir.”

      Did he recognise Ada?

      “God, what do you need so many keys for?”

      He peers over his glasses at her, squinting. His sour expression, a quiet threat. He doesn’t need a reason to inconvenience her; he needs one not to.

      She should play dumb.

      “Many? Archives have more than one key?”

      He scowls. “Born yesterday, were you?”

      Ada should apologise. Look to the floor, act embarrassed. Let him enjoy his little place of power. It works every time.

      I know what the inside of his head would look like.

      Ada forces her head down. “Sorry. Professor said I needed cross-references.”

      She hears him cluck, as if needing cross-references is a failure of hers. But sure enough, next comes the scraping of drawers and the jangling of keys.

      Every time. Only costs swallowed bile.
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        * * *

      

      Just three problems now. First, she doesn’t know what’s behind what door. And she must be careful in choosing her timing; if Ada darts between Archives all in one afternoon, someone might start asking questions.

      Second, of the three keys she receives, one is clearly broken. A flat rectangle, cracked in half, its jagged glyph split. She mentioned nothing to the administrator. She’s not sure he knows or cares about it.

      Third.

      There is a distinct possibility Ada might encounter Nikola. If not today, then another time she stays late. She’s noted more militia milling about their posts, but Ada can’t know how much of an obstacle that is. Perhaps none at all. If one can tear through a human body with bare hands and vanish without a trace, what does an obstacle even look like?

      She ought to be afraid.

      But her third problem is, even when she imagines the danger—in gruesome detail, with all her being splattered on walls like paint—the fear never comes. She pictures black sickle claws sinking through the scar in her chest, her ribcage caving, cracking, and what she feels is not terror, not nausea, and not phantom pain.

      Warmth, instead. Fascination, if morbid.

      Desire.

      What if she wants to encounter them?

      Ada slaps herself across the cheekbone. Pain renders thoughts simple.

      She pats the pocket hiding the paralytic disk; if anything can stop Nikola, it’s spellcraft. And though she doesn’t yet know the particulars of their weaknesses, those must exist. Otherwise, why isn’t Vogt already dead?

      Ada attends to 1G.

      It looks like nothing that should be shut behind an expensive spellcrafted key. A cramped closet of boxes on shelves. Dust motes waft through beams of falselight; Ada suppresses a sneeze and covers her mouth with a kerchief. Layers of grey coat every centimetre of every surface, and when she pulls the first box out, it leaves a trail as distinct as ink on paper. Inside are manila folders dated with bygone years. Each contains a coursework or essay of some variety. Ada finds writing on the spell-ink deposits in the Cherai river, the history of hydraulic presses for ink production, and an analysis of verbs, all many semesters apart from one another. Nothing seems categorised by subject or time. The boxes aren’t marked whatsoever.

      This is the final destination of every student project that wasn’t good enough.

      Is that why Vogt wanted her here? To understand how many tried and failed to stand out? At a glance there are at least fifty boxes.

      No. Ada imagines Vogt’s severe face, remembers how sparse and deliberate the professor’s words are, and cannot imagine her playing such mind games. It’s not as if Vogt has any issue with being blatant.

      Or with making Ada uncomfortable.

      Combing through 1G is mind-numbingly slow. Lack of categories means Ada can only sort one box at a time, and on occasion she must leave to catch at least a little fresh air. By the time she finds anything related to the Book, two hours have passed. An Analysis of Symbol Commutation in “The Book of Words” by⁠—

      By Klaus Müller. Supervised by Mihai Bordeianu-Blaga.

      Who is dead.

      Ada’s fingers make imprints on paper, creasing the words. Bordeianu is dead, turned to pulp. Yet both the fact and the brutality of his death elicit scarcely a feeling. Distant shock. Some fatigue, mostly from Ada’s own ills. Other than that, though?

      Hollowness. An empty space interrupted with a singular question.

      Did he deserve it?

      She should know better than to ask this. One gets what one gets, deserving or not. Bordeianu won’t come alive if she deems him virtuous enough. However, if Ada were to disregard any notion of civility, then there’s a more troubling—more interesting—hypothetical to entertain.

      If she found Bordeianu guilty of everything she ever suspected, assuming no boundary of law, what would she do?

      What would she want to do?

      Somewhere below her feet, there’s a hard thunk. Even though, according to the Institute’s fire escape maps, there ought to be nothing down there.

      Ada glances at her pocket watch. Almost seven; long after hours.

      She surveys the shelves for a hint of anything behind them, but the boxes are packed tight. Perhaps it’s folly to be so certain anything’s hidden in this glorified storage unit. But why post militia nearby? Even the corridor outside sees little to no foot traffic from students.

      She removes a box from each side of the wall. Through the gaps, she raps on the walls with her knuckle. East and north sound flat.

      The south wall is hollow.

      Box after box, she frees the shelves until she can move them. She only starts to see something that could be a door once the south wall is almost bare; perceptive spellcraft at work, no doubt. That’s all right. Ada needs only find the lock, and hope to god she has a key for it.

      Another thunk.

      She passes her hand over the wall. Searching for irregularities in texture.

      A bump at waist level. With her fingers, she finds a gap: the space for the key.

      One after another, Ada inserts each she received. The broken one sends a momentary spark through the mechanism, which makes Ada’s heart sink, but then, when tries the last key—the one that opened 1G itself—the pistons inside the lock click.

      Unlike the storage room, the tunnel that opens lacks dust. Lacks illumination, too, with only scarce panels of falselight to light the smooth walls. The floor slopes gently downward, and at the end Ada sees nothing but darkness.

      After a moment’s deliberation, she shuts the door to 1G. Dangerous, but inconspicuous. The risk of militia intrusion is greater than losing a second in potential escape. She hides her keys in her right pocket and checks the left for the paralytic disk again. In case she surfaces elsewhere, Ada shoves Klaus’s thesis into her suitcase.

      As she descends, so does the thunking. The sound grows less muffled and more detailed—Ada discerns a screeching, like metal torn apart. By the time she steps into complete darkness, the noise has grown more sporadic, its spurts briefer, like something grinding to a stop. Seems she needs to hurry, but to where? All she can do is walk with her arm thrust forward and hope the floor continues to be smooth.

      Her hand meets frigid metal. Glass, too, further up. Above, she sees a faint blue light emanate through some kind of porthole.

      She tiptoes to glance inside.

      The glass is thick and somewhat murky, haloing the room beyond in creeping mould-black. A small room, about half the size of 1G, with barely anything in it as far as Ada can see. Just a chair. A dark leather seat splotched with some other, darker colour; falselight washes any particulars out. Studded straps hang from the edges: one from each armrest, two at the legs, one more on the seat, and finally, a pair where the head would rest.

      The contraption sparks faint recognition. Ada recalls it from psychoneural assessments. Its purpose, she was told, was to secure her body as her reflexes and mental functions were tested. Or something to that effect. Last time she was strapped to such a seat, she was sixteen and due for the citizen-standard evaluation. She remembers only a spellcrafted light shining directly into her eye and the droning chant of nurses lulling her to sleep.

      There was also the incident with Vogt, of course.

      For a moment, Ada feels the strap again around her head. Her skin buzzes and crawls.

      She drives her nails into her palms; not the place or the time.

      If there was ever an initiative for research into cognitive glyphs, the chair wouldn’t be a bad idea, if only to test the mental fortitude of the researcher. Assuming that’s really what it’s for. But why would anyone lock it in the Archives?

      Something shifts beyond the glass. A flash of black, there and gone. Ada leans closer, her heart in her throat, and⁠—

      A lurch behind her eyes. Two ligaments, suddenly pulsing. From them a chain of spasms propagates through her muscles and tendons. Her insides writhe in agony, as if nothing’s in its right place; fire kindles within her joints and feasts. At once she’s sweat-drenched. A fever like that can only mean she’s dying, she thinks, except her heart keeps beating, merciless, and allows no reprieve.

      What was scarce falselight flares star-bright, blinding. Shadow flicker, double, strobe—Ada squeezes her eyes shut. She stumbles backwards, but the sound of her boots slams her ears like a hammer. Even the faintest noises, loud now. Somewhere, water, dripping; elsewhere, hinges, groaning; idle steps, distant, above.

      Crack.

      Right in front of her.

      She can’t afford to be unwell. Makes her easy prey. Ada’s suitcase thunders to the floor—fuck it. She squeezes her stomach and tries against common sense to will herself into normality.

      To her surprise she feels not futility but resistance. A snarl and flare of biting pain, as if the illness is a rabid, ravenous dog she wants back in its cage.

      Please. Please.

      Noise clogs her ears.

      Please, not now, I need help, help—HELP!

      The last word is a flash freeze. A dousing of ice water, straight through her mind. Something snaps, and with pulsating ache, she finds her writhing innards stilled. Light returns to its dimness. The tunnel, to silence.

      Ada opens her eyes.

      The porthole is utterly shattered. Scarce pieces of glass protrude, broken teeth. They curve towards her—the porthole’s been struck from inside out. Ada touches her face, which should’ve been perforated with shards, but finds no injury. She looks to the floor and sees only a shimmer of dust. As if the glass was pulverised on impact.

      Inside her head, she hears her own voice say in someone else’s cadence:

      Help?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Above Ada’s head, the creature made of black threads hangs from the tunnel ceiling. Each thread crawls over another as if independent, a slick and ichorous mass of worms. It appeared ink-like in Ada’s dreams and in the theatre, but now, a breath away, she knows: it’s flesh. All flesh. Muscle and membrane torn from the body and spun into alien sinew and cord. She sees in the threads the gloss of ligament, of tissue. Human viscera’s been branded into Ada’s memory; she knows its image intimately.

      The threads convalesce into something like a figure. A bending of shoulder here, a too-long limb there. But those are hollow mesh that writhes and flickers; nothing’s stable, nothing’s sure.

      With two exceptions. Latched into the gaps in the ceiling, the immense sickle claws stay immutable. The eyes are likewise discrete from the black mass. Where the head should be, they orbit each other and spiral, pupil-less, iris-less, dying-star-red.

      So this is how Ada dies. Alone and foolish.

      You shouldn’t have sought me, Nikola says again with her own voice in her head.

      You shouldn’t have left me, she thinks, only to curse herself. She doesn’t know which thoughts they can hear. But there’s no response, no spark of comprehension.

      Leave.

      Ada trembles in disbelief of herself. Mad, mad, she’s gone mad.

      “No,” she says. Her head is high, her voice Augusta-glacial. “No one’s leaving. I’m stopping you.”

      The spiral of eyes rotates and tilts.

      Stopping me?

      Metal keens.

      Ada watches, transfixed, as a threaded appendage—an arm, if arms had no angles—digs into the tunnel ceiling as if it were loose soil. Pewter and steel crack, rain shards and dust. For Nikola it seems no effort; they barely move. They flick the index claw, and a whole piece of the ceiling collapses before Ada’s feet, powdered in ice and earth.

      Nikola slithers downward, a current of leeches, nigh-formless. They regrow their shape from the floor, sinuous and long, head curving up the ceiling and limbs grazing the stone at Ada’s feet. A red eye drifts down from their face to glow over their would-be neck. As if imitating. It is so discomfiting Ada barely notices Nikola’s scalding aura—their fever, if creatures like that have it.

      You shouldn’t be here, they say. Trust me.

      She scowls and thinks, almost certain of her mind’s privacy now, If you want me to trust you, say something true.

      “What are you?” she asks.

      The threads below the eye start to shift. A membranous tube coalesces, and with it blood vessels and webs of nerves, followed by polyps that imitate lungs. Then teeth, lips, tongue. All find place below the chin and float aimlessly, like blooms tossed onto water. Organs ripple and speak in a familiar voice:

      “I’m no one.” The words rasp and crack, as though to make them is an effort. “I’m what happens when metamorphosis fails. Or, from a different perspective, succeeds. You can perceive me more easily because you’re under threat of it too. You are already altered.”

      “Threat of what?”

      “I told you to leave.” Claws rake the floor, dragging mournful screeches from stone. “Told you to stop time and again. Why didn’t you?” The voice cracks with sorrow. “Why didn’t you?”

      Her anger spikes—that arrogance. The idea that Ada’s so gullible, so easily swayed in her decisions that some elusive stranger could tell her to abandon her life as she wants it, and she’d obey without question.

      “You’re a liar,” she says. “And when you don’t lie, you withhold the truth. Why should I have listened to you? You took me to your own murder scene, and left me to be taken instead of you! You left me!” Her throat is scratched. The last words, she screamed. She swallows tears that would only humiliate her. “I was a tool for you, wasn’t I? You used me. You’re a monster from nightmares, and still petty like any damn citizen.”

      They recoil. The place that should be the chest ripples and caves, and their shoulders melt into their back. The left arm sinuates upward, claws curled inward, and hovers mid-air, reaching for Ada yet not daring to touch. Bone-rending sickles, a breath shy of her cheek.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Ada squeezes her fists. She roots herself to the spot as her rage breaks its teeth on the naked despair in Nikola’s words.

      “I’m sorry,” they say again, and every red eye fades to near-blackness. “I shouldn’t have. I didn’t mean to. I thought I’d be—more discreet. That no one would find him until after the show. I didn’t mean to.”

      She shouldn’t trust it.

      “I’m sorry,” they say, and their threads suture all their eyes shut. “I just wanted to feel like a person again.”

      She never does what she should.

      She closes her hand over a claw that would be the index finger. It nearly scalds, hot like metal freshly cooled from a furnace. The dull edge digs into her palm while her fingers find the sharp inner curve. The burn of the cut comes late. Only once Ada feels the coolness of her blood rolling down her wrist, and even then, her skin severs too cleanly to hurt.

      Two of Nikola’s eyes surface back into existence, dull and subdued.

      “Why did you do it?” she asks. “What did Bordeianu do?”

      The unmoored mouth ripples. Humourless laughter shudders Nikola’s being. The fifth claw of their hand rotates to point at themself.

      “This.” Their teeth arrange into a smile. “But not on purpose. No, this he didn’t want to happen at all.”

      For the moment, she accepts it. “Why? What was the purpose?”

      “I told you already, in a way.” More and more eyes, like stars suddenly waking, blazing wrathful and red. “The Authority needs new glyphs. Do you think it’s all translation? That there was some ancient civilisation that knew everything, more than the largest empire Arborea has ever known? New glyphs are made, Ada. Found in communing with something beyond us. A mind is a conduit, and Unsprache, a sort of invitation. But it’s slow. Too slow for the Authority’s liking. Much faster to forgo safety and make someone’s mind an unceasing conduit. An empty space for the current to flow.”

      The heat of Nikola’s body surges to the edge of bearable. The blood in Ada’s cut starts to boil.

      “All you need is someone that doesn’t matter. A nobody fit for punishment. From the ruin of their brain, you can eventually take any glyph you want—you, the militia, the Bureau, the cunts that review your dissertations. Everyone wins, except⁠—”

      In their rage they lose the shape of their mouth and throat; all the features they constructed for her, deliquesce. Ada is forced to let go of Nikola lest she burn.

      Except for us, Ada, she hears in her voice but not her manner. Except for the nobodies.

      She stares. As comprehension dawns, acceptance stretches thin. They’re suggesting not some misguided and brutal experiment, but state-sanctioned slaughter. And—Bordeianu? That incompetent little rag of a man? No. She starts to laugh. What in the world is Nikola talking about?

      You know who you are, Ada. The clawed hand falls down and scrapes a groove in the wall. A mutt. Well-assimilated, but sullied by dissidence. A perversion of ethics. You have no good connections. To make you vanish would be barely a problem.

      It’s the truth. Truth Ada already knows. But the reflection of her own voice gives it teeth that gnaw through old scars.

      Don’t worry, though, Nikola says, and the blaze in their spiralling eyes dims to something hearth-like, eerily gentle. It won’t happen to you. I’ll kill them all. When I’m done, nothing will be left of this place. Nothing that matters. Nothing that could hurt me or you.

      She jolts. “Them?”

      Them. Mihai Bordeianu-Blaga. Helga Keller-Kowal.

      A claw reaches for her cheek. She draws back.

      And most of all, Helena Vogt.
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        * * *

      

      “No.”

      Ada shakes her head. She’s not sure what she’s denying. Perhaps everything. Perhaps if she closed her eyes, all of it would be gone, and this thing of strung thread and claw would be dressed in skin and suit again, and she would kiss them better and that would be that.

      “No,” she says again. “How is that possible? What are you talking about?”

      Her questions are just a noise she makes. For the first time in her life she’s not sure she wants answers.

      The intent is to transcend the mind and open it, confine the metamorphosis to a brain that can’t handle it, they say, ringing inside her head.

      “Stop doing that.”

      But they don’t know all the variables. Can’t know. By mistake, they help achieve true transcendence.

      “I said stop!”

      The red eyes dim. They nod, and the throat and mouth reform, now more haphazard, membranes stretched thin over gaps, the webs of nerves pattern-less.

      “I’m sorry,” they say again. Ada bites back a retort for the constant apologising. “Sometimes it’s difficult to emulate myself.”

      “You seemed to do it just fine before.”

      “Yes.” The voice is flickering, interrupted by imperfections in the apparatus meant to produce it. “For spurts of time. I like being myself. But it never lasts.”

      Her insides lurch again. Shift like larvae crawling under skin, urging her to tear through her epidermis so that they’re free to hatch.

      A feeling intrudes on her. Howling hollowness. Damp and cold, as if she licked a strip of mould. An image of darkness and sandpaper walls, closing on her from somewhere in 1G’s direction.

      “You shouldn’t be near me when I’m like this,” she hears Nikola say through the throbbing in her ears. “Like calls to like. You’ll only feel worse.”

      Colder, closer.

      “Not you,” she says through her teeth. “Someone else.”

      Nikola’s eyes snap away from her and shift upward, narrowing.

      “You’re right.” Then with alarm: “You should leave.”

      No. She can’t. Not even her own blood vessels rearranging under her muscle would torture her as much as solitude.

      Ada hooks her fingers into Nikola’s threads—finds them pliable, soft-tissue-like. “Don’t tell me what I should do—you’re not leaving me. No one’s ever leaving me again.”

      A limb alights carefully on her shoulder. The claw points feel deceptively dull.

      “Find me in the cavern Friday night. I’ll be there so long as you want me. I promise.”

      “You’ve lied before.”

      A flinch.

      “Really. I promise.”

      She feels it on her skin now. The grating, the claustrophobic narrowing of walls. The sandpaper.

      “Fine.”

      She lets them go and starts toward the exit, but Nikola shakes their head. They grab the door whose porthole they shattered and tug until metal sloughs from its hinges.

      “Run the opposite way from danger, please.” They unfurl their claws to point eastward. “There’s a tunnel. You’ll find yourself in the north exit. Once you close the door behind yourself, you’ll need a key to come back.”

      She nods.

      “Also,” they say while the shape of their mouth decomposes again. Your suitcase.

      As Ada grabs it and scrambles into motion, Nikola attenuates. They strobe in and out of reality, and their movement to her becomes a series of static images that hurt to observe.

      She runs. Stumbles through claw-carved entrances, walls mauled open to violate man-made structures. At times, earth sags over sundered stone passages. They’ll cave in soon.

      Every step she puts between herself and Nikola, the crawling beneath her skin eases. But even when it recedes completely, Ada knows it’s not gone. Now that it’s made itself known, she senses its stillness, its sleep.

      Neither of which means absence.
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      Master’s Handmaiden, Act I, Scene IX.

      

      MANOR TEMPLE. It is night, dark and moonless. AURELIA stands shrouded in black at the altar. She wears a full-face, mouthless mask.

      Enter ALBA.

      

      ALBA. Aurelia, dearest!

      

      AURELIA. Do not approach me, dear friend.

      

      ALBA. What is your meaning? I’ve come to rescue you from your terrible Master.

      

      AURELIA. How long has it been? You’re too late.

      

      Enter MASTER, left-stage, unseen by ALBA.

      

      ALBA (determined). Cease this nonsense, friend. I’ve come armed with silver and pine. Let him come! Too long has he preyed on our village; I’ll gladly have him know fear.

      

      AURELIA (evilly). Him?..

      

      MASTER leaps on ALBA, seizing her by the throat. Finally does AURELIA turn around. In removing her mask she reveals a circular, blood-sucking mouth, like a maggot’s.

      

      AURELIA (elated). Once you’re done with her, darling, leave the liver for me.
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      When Ada returned from the Black House, she wanted so badly to resume her studies. To enter again through the wrought iron gate; to stroll past statues with effaced features and origins; to hear the thrum and rush of students. To be among other people.

      Now she has. She’s got exactly what she wished for.

      On Thursday afternoon, she stands in the courtyard. The edifice of the weeping woman covers its blurred face, as if even it can’t bear to look at Ada. From the corner of Ada’s eye she sees three second-years cluster by the courtyard window. They’ve been there for some time. One fearful, stealing terrified glances at her; another blanched and scandalised; the last gleeful, saying through a mouthful of bread, “I heard she killed a man in Bluthagen, too. No, really! Halia told me⁠—”

      Ada snaps her head to their side. Three pairs of eyes, now all wide and panicked. Fawns met with a hunter’s barrel.

      They flee swiftly, and then she’s alone.

      She watches the statue. Tries to catch onto the things its magic is stealing from sight. A few tentative touches tell her of odd and sharp shapes, but she cannot reconstruct these sensations into anything she can picture. The only way to know the sculptor’s work is to destroy the spellcraft on it, which would’ve been carved somewhere inside and sealed with marble. Ada would need to break the whole thing.

      The Black House made her briefly forget: she was never welcome here.
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        * * *

      

      During the lunch break, she makes use of her lonesomeness to study Klaus’s thesis.

      She draws it from her suitcase as she takes an empty bench in the corridor. Bordeianu’s name flashes from the cover—Ada pauses. Will someone see? And believe that she’s stealing ideas for her own work? Some have already decided the murder was an act of envy. Ada doesn’t really understand the conclusion; envy of what? The man was pathetic.

      She pictures some erstwhile student of his approaching her, and slapping her across the face for the indecency of flaunting the imagined fruits of her crime.

      It would not be so bad. Would give her an excuse to punch the fucker in the face. What Augusta did to Albescu looked very satisfying.

      What it wouldn’t be is fair to the hypothetical student. But Ada has no plans to put her fleeting fantasies into practice, anyway. Her margin for misbehaviour is hair-thin. In her dreams, she needn’t be fair.

      Inside the folder, the thesis opens with a lengthy preamble. Ada skips pages until she comes across a passage from the Book. A whole foldout of Klaus’s coursework, crawling with glyphs—except, unlike in the Book, passages have been segmented and sundered from the whole. Copied in rearranged fragments.

      Severed. Stolen. Shattered.

      Rage simmers. Not entirely hers, she thinks, or at least bizarre in its reasoning, but she can’t help it. In her mind’s eye she sees underground pillars cracking, immaculate writing ruined by thoughtless hammers. All the elaborate artistry, smashed and scrapped for parts deemed useful.

      What did Nikola say? That places like this are always destroyed in the end?

      She wonders how many. How much history was lost—or rather, selectively made non-existent.

      In her imaginings, the pillars fall. After them goes the ceiling, the cavern’s structure fragile and wilting until it’s consumed by the earth. None will know it was ever there.

      History isn’t the only thing they’re destroying.

      Ada swallows. Even thinking it weighs on her like lead.

      How many people?

      She sees figures fall into the earthen mounds of former caverns. Strapped to their coffins, for their final psychoneural assessment, while their captors speak softly like nurses, Look at the light and relax—that’s it, nothing to worry about.

      Nikola could’ve lied. Probably has. She shouldn’t believe them just yet.

      But then she can’t help but wonder.

      What was that chair doing behind expensive spellcraft and locks? What made it worth guarding?

      Ada shakes her head. She’s drifted off; her legs are numb, full of pinpricks.

      When she returns her gaze to the thesis, she finds not the page she remembers. At some point she’s flipped to the middle, likewise full of glyph fragments. Pages lay creased under her fingers.

      Ada looks up to the clock on the wall. It was one-thirty when she sat down here, what seems like a moment ago.

      Now it’s two.

      The sound of clicking heels jolts her. Ada closes the folder and shoves it back in her suitcase, just as a figure in an arsenic dress strides into the corridor.

      “Miss Călinescu?”

      Vogt’s voice, though perfectly calm, rakes the back of her spine. Above all, Helena Vogt. What did Nikola mean, “above all”?

      “Hurry along,” Vogt says, her lips quirked in a jovial smile. “Or don’t, but then you’ll miss the lecture.”

      Jerkily, Ada nods. She moves to follow the professor, her legs unsteady. She watches the back seam of the dress splitting Vogt’s stature in two.

      Professor, what did you do?
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        * * *

      

      Ada barely paid attention in the lecture. All the dates and places Vogt recounted slid from memory. There was no space in her mind for learning. All she did was wait for the office hours with sickening trepidation, wondering how bad of an idea it is to confront Vogt, and being unable to let go of the thought anyway.

      She must know.

      Two militiamen flank the door to Vogt’s office. Yet more increased security. Ada’s been recognised: pronged-eye badges watch her with silent judgement, and the men's faces wrinkle, disgusted. They know what should’ve happened to her. That it didn’t is an affront.

      “Ada?”

      She flinches at the sound of Emma’s voice. Ada’s been avoiding her and Iwona—though the latter she hasn’t seen yet. Ada doesn’t know how she’d handle the sight of someone she knows grieving for Bordeianu.

      The right-hand militiaman sneers.

      Ada turns away from him to face her fellow student. “Yes?”

      Emma doesn’t look well. Long shadows make her eyes seem sunken, and her complexion has taken on a green shade.

      “What are you doing on Saturday?”

      Ada blinks. “What?”

      “Saturday, Madam Braun’s Bakery, how about that?” Emma licks her cracked lips and drops her voice. “I don’t think you did it, by the way.”

      Ada’s too stunned for any response. Especially for gratitude. She only just manages, “Saturday’s fine,” and then Emma nods and hurries away before Ada can think of anything even slightly appropriate to say.

      From inside the office: “Enter.”

      Ada turns back to the militiamen, waiting for their permission. The sneering one regards her with caustic contempt. He knows she’ll have to stand here as long as he wants, and toys with denying her. Ada can’t afford to pick any battles with him; she’ll lose all of them. The more she picks, the faster she’ll lose.

      Do militiamen know of their quarry—truly know them, eyes and claws and all?

      Does this militiaman think he’s stronger?

      Vogt repeats, “I said, enter.”

      For a moment the sneering man looks like he might say something. His mouth parts on an inhale, and Ada imagines sickle claws grabbing the corners of his lips from behind to spread that fucking grin face-wide.

      She smiles.

      The sneer falters. Anxious confusion breaks through his veneer—Ada has violated the rules of engagement.

      “Oskar, I told you she’s clear to enter.”

      He jerks his head in a nod.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the office has changed. Shelves stand half empty, the threat on the wall sanded over. Dust ridges in erstwhile gaps between books, now itself the only thing in blank space. The floor clings to the soles of Ada’s boots as she walks; no cleaner allowed, either. Only Vogt remains the same: immaculate, jotting down her notes with singular attention. An earthquake couldn’t have moved her.

      Faced with the professor, the questions Ada carried drown in doubt.

      Granted, she was never sure of them to begin with. Are you a torturer? Professor, are you a cruel and unrepentant criminal?

      Professor, what have you done?

      Ada was never going to say that. No point. If Nikola lied, Ada risks having Vogt expel her, or at least deny her supervision. And if Nikola spoke true, Vogt wouldn’t admit to it.

      “Miss Călinescu, did you need something?”

      Vogt glances over her spectacles, lingering only briefly on Ada’s unpresentable state.

      “I was sorry to hear of your arrest. It’s good that reason prevailed. I often find it helpful to return to my work, when memory troubles me. Perhaps it would help you too.”

      Ada swallows. Her heart pinches—god, she’s pathetic. So desperate to be liked by her superior. She’s thought ill of Iwona for that, but really, how’s she any different?

      “Professor?”

      “Yes?”

      She balls her hands into fists lest she tug on her waistcoat like a schoolchild. “Why did you accept my thesis proposal?”

      Vogt’s pen stops. She lifts an eyebrow, blinks slowly, and says,

      “Those processes are much more mundane than you realise. I could go into detail, but it wouldn’t give you the peace of mind you’re looking for. Would it suffice to say I saw your potential?”

      Nikola’s wrong. Lying. They must be. If Vogt was anything like they suggested, why would the professor say this? Why would Vogt care?

      “I suppose,” Ada says. “But there are countless other branches of Tresor. Students of promise all across Arborea. You didn’t even want to take on the proposal I had, and surely there was someone with talent and also ambition you’d approve of. I’m⁠—”

      I’m no one.

      She bites on her tongue before she says it. Too melodramatic.

      Vogt sets her pen aside and leans forward, her elbows creasing her papers. Hand-drawn tables, lists of what Ada thinks are names, though it’s hard to make out upside-down.

      “Ada,” Vogt says, “what you must understand is that everything has its place. Everyone. What is fit for person A is unfit for person B, and where they come from is only one of many factors. You were fit. Others less so. That is all.”

      No. Nothing Ada has ever done academically has distinguished her—there are hundreds of thousands top-level students in the Authority. Distinguishing herself is the very reason she came to Heilung. The only that’s remotely special about her is⁠—

      Her family and upbringing. Other than that, on paper she’s just another young woman of subpar background, peculiar fashion, and homosexual inclination. These qualities may be undesirable, but not uncommon, least of all in courses that lack prestige.

      She recalls Vogt’s questions from their first meetings. The professor wanted to know how Ada grew up. What language she spoke, whether she went to kindergarten with girls or boys. Ada then assumed Vogt was searching for a reason to be rid of her, but if not…

      “Professor,” she says, “if you don’t mind me asking, how do you decide who’s fit?”

      And fit for what, exactly?

      Vogt shrugs, but her gaze remains affixed to Ada’s like a falselight, unfaltering.

      “You must think I pass judgement,” she says. “I do not. What goes on in other’s heads is no business of mine. It’s only how it fits into the larger picture. That’s what matters, you know?”

      Ada doesn’t. She doesn’t know what Vogt means at all.

      “Ada, fools are in charge of our country—you know so, I’m sure,” Vogt says. “If it were up to them, the Authority would stagnate, and when authority stagnates, it dies.”

      The measured calm of the professor’s voice grows thin. Some passion hurries Vogt’s diction, bringing fault to otherwise impeccable enunciation.

      “What we need is evolution. Progress toward a better order of things. Greater magic, greater technology. Greater efficiency. To do that we must consider all factors, even should they first appear too personal, too distasteful. Because in the end, everyone benefits. Do you understand?”

      Everyone benefits. Everyone wins.

      Ada feels her lips tremble. She digs her nails deeper into her palm, pictures them puncturing flesh, puncturing bone, just as catalyst spires puncture the depths of the earth, their force merciless and inexorable.

      She breathes easier. Her tremor quiets.

      “Do you understand, Ada?”

      “Yes, professor,” she says. “I think I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      On Friday evening, Ada arrives at the door of Green Guelder-Rose to find the stained glass dark. Its pattern is colourless without light to suffuse it. Below, a yellowed paper is glued to the door to proclaim:

      

      
        
        UNDER INVESTIGATION

      

      

      

      Signed and stamped.

      Ada drives her nails into the palm of her gloves. Guilt twists in her stomach. It’s her fault. She wasn’t attentive enough, wasn’t evasive enough. And now that her interrogation is nothing but a painful blur in her mind, she can’t even remember where she faltered and why.

      She doesn’t deserve to show her face here.

      Under any other circumstances, she’d leave and never come back. Even if the Guelder-Rose ultimately survives, traitors don’t get to keep the safe havens they sold out.

      But this is bigger than her transgressions.

      Burning with shame, Ada raises her hand and knocks.

      For a while there’s nothing. No sound of steps, no commotion. Altogether unsurprising, though the proprietress might’ve wanted to keep an eye on things: venues in suspended operation tend to get robbed to the last brick. This one’s underground, but if Stasia waits long enough, all the alcohol will certainly disappear.

      Snowflakes land on Ada’s eyelashes and melt. She lets the gelid water sting her cheeks.

      She knocks again.

      Eventually, there’s a spattering of covert steps inching to the door. A distorted shadow appears behind the dark glass.

      “Who?”

      Stasia’s voice, gruff as always.

      She wouldn’t know it’s all Ada’s fault. One day Ada will admit to it and bear the consequences.

      “It’s Ada.”

      But for now, that name opens a door instead of slamming it shut.

      Stasia looks better than Ada expects. Unbattered, unfettered, her grey suit crisp. The only telltale sign of misfortune is the dour set of her mouth, which a stranger wouldn’t distinguish from her usual scowl.

      “You here for them?”

      It only now occurs to Ada that Stasia must know. Perhaps not everything, but certainly a lot.

      Ada nods. “Yes.”

      The proprietress raises a finger and points it squarely at Ada’s chest—unbeknownst to Stasia, at the scar.

      “If you get them killed,” she says, slowly, calmly. “If you get them captured, I’ll kill you. I’ll drown you like an unwanted puppy. Nikola is a friend. Got it?”

      Stasia would be better served with a gun. Ada is taller, broader. But the turn of phrase is lovely.

      “You’ll kill me. Got it.”

      With that she’s allowed into the extinguished parlour.

      The mosaic ceiling still glistens, a sea at night, and the sweet scent of debauchery lingers, alcohol and tobacco. But the chairs aren’t cleaned up. They stand haphazardly, some tucked under tables and others drawn out, as if a visitor only just left for a smoke and will return any minute now. Glasses litter surfaces. A lone cello stands lopsided on the stage. The merriment didn’t finish—it ended.

      Ada is led to the entrance of the cavern. Stasia dispenses no pleasantries and does not ask whether or how Ada knows of the secret beneath the Guelder-Rose.

      “I’m not following you inside,” the proprietress says once she opens the trap door. “Don’t like that place. Makes me feel funny.” She shakes her head. “Like somewhere people shouldn’t be.”

      In that she has more common sense than either Ada or Nikola. Were Ada any wiser, she’d be jealous.

      “I’m sorry,” Ada says. For Stasia’s Guelder-Rose and for her friend, but Ada doesn’t find it in herself to specify.

      Stasia purses her lips and shrugs. She says, “Could be worse,” and departs.
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        * * *

      

      As Ada descends the narrow tunnel, the trap door shut behind her, it isn’t lost on her she’s walking into something like a monster’s lair. When put like that, it’s certainly the second stupidest thing she’s ever done. The first is that she’s not afraid.

      But Nikola could’ve killed her a dozen times over already.

      She slips on the smooth icy floor, barely catching herself. The faint blue light of the cavern is close now, a shimmer at the end of the dark.

      Nikola could be using her. To get to Vogt, perhaps.

      But there are better people than Ada to use.

      No, the real reason for her discomfort is that it all just seems too good to be true. For the person that embodies every moment of happiness she felt in Heilung to have never betrayed her. Eventually everyone must betray, at least by leaving. Survival in the Authority necessitates it.

      But when, as Nikola put it, one has transcended the body and its weakness, what does survival look like? Perhaps, when the body is made inhuman, one can dream of things besides survival.

      Unlike the Guelder-Rose, the cavern is untouched by militia interference—they have not found it. All the same spirals of ice obelisks, softly illuminated. Carved glyphs, shimmering, creeping without moving. Atop one pillar, a slender figure perches in a silken black suit, their cravat incarnadine red. Not a spot on the suit or the cravat. Not a single hair sticks out of their burnished braids. And the contact with the obelisk doesn’t seem to disturb or affect them at all.

      Nikola beams at the sight of her entering. Like no awful thing ever happened. And for a moment, she can believe it did not.

      “I thought you wouldn’t come,” they say, to which Ada tugs on her blue-stained collar and replies,

      “You do owe me a new suit. I paid good money for it.”

      They shrug, sheepish. “Eventually, I hope that can be arranged.”

      “Yes, you must have a busy schedule.”

      The sheepishness sloughs off their countenance, no longer soft and joyful, now alabaster and grim.

      “You could call it that.”

      Ada feels light-headed. She edges forward, each step measured, her gaze affixed on Nikola. What if any moment they might dissolve? Vanish? She knows they can.

      “Are you an illusion?” she asks.

      Their mouth quirks. “Did I feel like one?”

      “No.” That’s what makes her so unsure. “How is that possible?”

      “I know you want solid answers,” they say. “And I can certainly explain some things. But I don’t know everything. No one does. If there ever was real knowledge of the metamorphosis, it’s long been erased.”

      She finds a spot between obelisks. Any is good, so long as she’s not too close to the crawl of the glyphs.

      “Why?” she asks. “If the militia could make anyone a murder instrument⁠—”

      “Don’t call it that.”

      Sharp and sudden. Ada quirks a brow.

      “All I meant is, you can’t deny you’d be an effective killer. You already are.”

      They sigh, like a teacher at a brash student. Given the subject, it’s almost comical.

      “True enough,” they concede. “They do try. I’ve heard of beings like me transported to the front. But they only do it when they’re sure they can control you. It’d be much easier if we were actual instruments—things you can give and take. Weapons shouldn’t have a mind of their own. Every miscreation like myself is a liability.”

      “And they didn’t make you on purpose, you said?”

      Nikola shakes their head. “Of course not. Why create more liabilities? As far as I’ve heard, they’ve long given up on trying to manufacture us.”

      “What are they trying to manufacture?”

      “I told you.” Their gaze darkens, their mouth sets. “They want conduits. Human factories of new spellcraft. They call them Wellsprings, but the term is antiquated, from the time the Authority believed the human mind is the actual source of magic. We’re not. Our minds are just the only way we know how to find it.”

      “Then what is the source?”

      “Don’t think me omnipotent.” Nikola’s words gain sharp edges. “Most of my time as a miscreation was spent in a cell. Everything I know, I know by accident. Someone either didn’t think I could hear them or didn’t care.”

      They’re stifling anger. A well-tended rage, blossoming red cinders in the pits of black eyes. Ada can’t help but wonder what the full bloom would look like.

      “How did they keep you?” she asks. “I can’t imagine⁠—”

      “Sedatives.” They keep their voice level, clinical. “I’m still flesh and blood. So, horse tranquilisers in obscene quantities.” They leer, canines glinting. “More than usual, for me. Apparently I’m very difficult.”

      Ada can picture it, though she doesn’t know if she’s right. Syringes plunging into black threads, tearing through them. A fog sweeping over the mind.

      “Can you be hurt?” she asks.

      “Naturally.”

      When she says nothing—what can she say?—they smile and say, “Do you want to know how to hurt me?”

      Of course she does. It’s both curiosity and a need, her need to understand. To understand is to have control.

      Ada nods.

      Nikola slides down the pillar and lands with barely a sound. They approach her cautiously, never breaking eye contact, as if constantly waiting for the moment she tells them to back down. They don’t know that she won’t—that she can’t. Not with answers so close to her fingertips. Not with their soft skin so close to hers. Ada couldn’t care less what it’s made of.

      They pull on an end of their cravat. The knot comes undone, and the silk falls round their shoulders as they unbutton their collar.

      “Just a little,” they whisper, as if to themselves.

      The structure of their throat unravels.

      The air around Nikola heats up, now like a summer’s day. Skin blackens, turns nacreous and translucent and liquid. Muscle twists, a motion akin to leaves wilting inside a fire, and coats itself in the substance. The process is swift, adroit; perhaps it’s smoother when Nikola isn’t under duress. Only briefly does Ada glimpse viscera. Then the space between chin and clavicle is human no more—instead, black ichor that writhes. Rhythmically, like it’s breathing with the motion. Obelisks glimmer through gaps between threads, stars in a carnal night sky.

      That thing in your pocket, Nikola says in her head. Take it out.

      Ada almost flinches. Her thoughts must’ve been written plainly on her face, because Nikola adds,

      Your hand kept jerking towards it whenever you were scared. And I heard it, its crackling sound. You have a weapon. I don’t mind.

      Even so, drawing the Constable’s disk feels wrong. Anything the militia touched to Ada feels sullied.

      Herself included.

      She hears no crackle, though; no hiss. To her the mechanism is dormant, quiet. Little but a polished piece of metal. She keeps her finger off the switch, lest she press it by accident and make it dormant no more.

      Nikola’s gaze passes over the visible glyphs.

      Weapons were never my speciality, they say. It’s a paralytic, yes? Something simple?

      She nods. “Single-use.”

      Looks weak. Good.

      Their hand finds the wrist of her free hand. Nikola guides it to their hollowed-out neck and pushes her fingers into the gaps, sliding through threads. They feel warm. Velvet-soft.

      Place the disk here.

      She does as told.

      When the device even approaches the threads, Ada feels a jolt, a forward motion, as if the disk were a rabid dog she keeps on a leash. Ada checks the device again, but no, she hasn’t activated it.

      Don’t worry. Nikola’s mouth parts, though of course, makes no sound. I’ll be fine. Just don’t turn it on. They smile. Or I may die.

      They know just what to say. Awful though it may be, it’s intoxicating to hold someone’s life between the pads of her fingers.

      The moment the disk touches Nikola, the threads spasm. Black ichor lurches to spellcrafted metal as if pulled by some invisible force, and their throat becomes a single constricted muscle knotted around a tumorous core. The writhing ceases. Nikola’s pallor gains a blue tint. Their mouth gasps on instinct even as if it can’t draw air, and Ada realises they really were breathing with the threads—and now they can’t.

      She tears the disk out.

      The threads untangle and fly apart. Edges fray, flicker. Nikola squeezes their eyes shut and seems to concentrate. The reweaving of their neck is messy, less expert, but similarly fast.

      Ada rotates the disk in her hand. She’s never seen an object behave in a way she could only describe as hostile. Carefully, she alights her own fingers on the seam that conceals the enchantment. But she feels nothing. The obelisk lights catch on the device’s surface, dim and distorted. Just a convex disk.

      “Is it only weapons?” she asks.

      Nikola shakes their head, their neck now human again. Weapons—lightning—are more potent. More complex. Most times, all I must avoid is direct contact with the glyphs.

      “But not the obelisks?”

      The obelisks are different. The obelisks are… They open their eyes, and those haven’t stayed human: red has swallowed sclera and iris and pupil. I’m not sure. They just are.

      The disk does not react to Ada—but the obelisks certainly did.

      “Why did you tell me to touch them?” she asks. “The obelisks, back then?”

      May I keep speaking like this?

      They hold their left shoulder with their other hand, a half-hug, and sway from side to side in a manner that doesn’t seem conscious. Now is the moment Nikola looks most like an illusion, brittle and fleeting. Which makes Ada want to sink her fingers in them. Strip them of their weariness and doubt, make them wholly material.

      Answers are more important.

      And there is something almost alluring about hearing Nikola speak in her voice. As if it’s a cord that binds the two of them. A kind of merging of two persons previously discrete.

      “Yes.”

      I found this place when I was at the Institute. When I was studying the Book, the cavern seemed to help make sense of it, though I couldn’t tell how. And then, when I was—down there, confined, my mind kept returning to this place. Like it spoke to me. And when they branded the signs into me, when they wanted my mind to dissolve, I clung to that image, and— A sigh shudders through them. And I did not fall apart.

      A chill rakes Ada’s spine. Branded?

      Nikola takes a step forward, stumbles. Though they correct themself, Ada opens her arms all the same. She lets them fall, and they allow it, curling around her body like a corolla of petals closing around its core.

      I thought I died so many times. In that cell. I should’ve. I begged, but death never came. Maybe this drove me mad—and I know I’ll end up dead anyway⁠—

      They find the hand that holds the disk and cover it with their palm.

      But when I place my life into your hands, I feel like it still matters whether I live or die.

      Ada shakes her head. Pushes away. “What do you mean, you’ll end up dead?”

      They disentangle, take a step back and shrug, red eyes half-lidded, subdued.

      “Maybe there was a chance, if I were better at this. I⁠—”

      Nikola coughs, or else struggles to voice what they think. They hide their mouth with their hand.

      “I didn’t have much of a plan, you know. When I broke out. So furious that I felt untouchable. Or maybe I just didn’t care if I wasn’t.” They let the hand fall. “Doesn’t matter now. If I want the facility destroyed and my torturers dead, I’ll have to go through enough armed militiamen that one of them will succeed. Not to mention their own lapdog miscreation, or that damned wall of magic they put up around the place—not without its holes, mind. But not faulty enough.” A smile that doesn’t reach their eyes. “Sorry. I don’t think I’ll be able to fix that suit after all.”

      Everyone does always leave her.

      Everyone. Every time. Just a new excuse.

      Ada crosses her arms. Squeezes her ribs in a self-afflicted embrace.

      “You say that like everything’s already decided,” she says. “Like your only option is a vengeful rampage.” She bites down on nascent tears, swallows. “Bullshit. You can leave. You can—I saw you! I saw how you move. You could be anywhere you wanted. And you still choose to die?!”

      But Nikola’s sorrowful serenity remains plastered on their face like a propaganda poster and just as fucking stupid.

      “Yes,” they say. “Theoretically, I could. And then what? I’m a monster. There’s no place for things like me. I’ll be a monster anywhere. I was lucky to become one, too—the other option was a human vegetable. At least I can ensure this miserable place is damaged beyond repair.” That fucking smile. “At least in Heilung, I can be the last.”

      A realisation strikes Ada. Makes her all the more bitter.

      “It was you in the Black House, wasn’t it? I thought I heard a voice in my head.”

      “Yes.” They look down. “I… Well, I tried.”

      “And in my head? In my sleep? What were you trying there?”

      A frown. “In your sleep? I can’t do anything like that.”

      “Don’t lie now.”

      “I’m not. Never did.”

      Ada exhales. This is moot. Because she does not accept it. Not the fatalism and not the not-quite-lies.

      She grabs Nikola by the jaw. Secures them to the spot, and though they are leagues stronger, they yield at once. She feels them swallow, throat shifting under her fingers. Nikola’s gaze alights on her, its red a dim glimmer, two precious stars.

      This will not be destroyed. Neither this person nor this place.

      “If you had a choice,” Ada says, “would you want to live?”

      A pause. A longer one than she’d like.

      Yes.

      She takes a deep breath. “Would you want to live by my side?”

      Her heart throbs against her skin. She’s never asked anything like this. Not of Ewelina, not of anyone. Instead, Ada always accepted a lover’s presence as charity they could revoke anytime.

      Yes.

      Such simplicity. No condition, no doubt. Ada watches Nikola, squints at them, and finds no hint of a lie. They lean into her grasp, a willow yearning for water. If she wanted to, she could tell them to fall at her feet, and in the deep red she sees: they would do it. Right now they’d do anything she asks.

      She lets go.

      “Give me three days. Lay low. I will have a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      On the night between Friday and Saturday, Ada is cognizant in her sleep. It’s the second time in her life she’s known she’s dreaming while doing so. The first, she was a child, laying in bed after spell-ink blinded her, ignorant of when days ended and nights began. A month into her affliction her visions became the most real thing she could experience, and she found herself sitting at the shore of an abyss. Its tides lapped at her feet and stung like needles. She waded through umbral water. Felt sand squirm like larvae under her feet.

      No shores greet her now. Ada stands in an upside-down room that most resembles the National Theatre bathroom, with its ivory tile and gilded adornment, except the patterns interrupt each other and make no sense. Her feet are planted firmly on the floor that should be the ceiling, but her hair still hangs upward in a contradiction of gravity.

      Drip.

      Droplets of Bordeianu’s blood, falling up. The porcelain sink weeps with them from the tap.

      Just as in the real bathroom, there’s a mirror before her. Unlike in her memories, it’s split with a crack. Neither half shows Ada’s face back to her. The right-hand side displays the Institute’s halls, granite and oakwood, except all the interior is encrusted in ice. On the left she sees the shining obelisks of the cavern. Only in this reflection, each pillar is threaded with blood vessels, spreading from glyph to glyph. Each vein concludes on an obelisk’s surface with a budding of scarlet cocoons.

      Drop.

      The Institute—her once dream. A fantasy of an untouchable place under the Authority’s vicious aegis.

      The cavern. A mystery of what may yet exist beyond such things as authority, and home to her heart’s desire.

      “Must I choose?”

      She knows the answer, of course. The question is not a question but her want of delay, of some other possibility appearing like a distant horizon through polar fog.

      Drip.

      It won’t. It was never going to.

      She was never going to cease being her parents’ daughter. Even if she did, she would’ve never ceased being herself, and that is enough cause to declare Ada Călinescu disposable. She was never going to be a healthy citizen.

      For the Authority, she’s always been a disease.

      Yet foolishly, she thought she had goals and made choices. Agonised over them, at times. But who cares what a disease wants? If she’s right in her conclusions, the moment Ada agreed to the transfer, everything was already decided. Her ambitions meant nothing—they were only entertained to make her fall in line.

      She reaches for the mirror fissure. Its blackness is soft to her touch. Frail, dry. Like exsanguinated flesh.

      Drop.

      Let it drink.

      Ada screws the tap open, and the upside-down bathroom floods.

      The blood is warm and runs fast, climbing up the inverted upholstery and swallowing gold filigree. It embraces Ada, every inch of her body. It breaks through her nightgown’s fabric until there’s no barrier between herself and the flood. On instinct she holds her breath—but this is a dream. Anything can be true if she so desires.

      She wants to breathe blood, so she does.

      Likewise Ada dispels the impenetrable solidity of its red, and now the blood is translucent. Now she can see herself float. See the sink, overrun with abundance. See the tile be gifted colour.

      The mirror’s fissure is gone.

      From the mirror’s solid surface, a creature looks back on Ada. Like Nikola, it’s made of black strands and red eyes, but it does not look identical. Something in its writhing patterns is other, though it’s nothing Ada can precisely pin down.

      “What are you?”

      Her words are mute bubbles in blood; nonetheless, there is a reaction. The red eyes blink. The head tilts. Perhaps, like her, here it has no voice. It unfurls a claw to point upward, at Ada’s feet.

      She follows the claw with her gaze to see the ceiling gone. Instead of cracked tile, Ada’s feet hover above a bloodied well of stars.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sound of pounding wakes her. Fists on the front door.

      Fuck. Cold sweat sheets her back. She knows that sound.

      Will she fit through the window?

      She leaps off the bed, assesses the room. The answer is maybe. The issue is, what about Augusta? Nina?

      The door into Marek’s room parts. Ada whips around to the sound, fists raised for lack of any other weapon.

      No need. It’s Nina.

      “It’s alright, Ada,” she murmurs. “We’re handling it.”

      Ada blinks. Shakes her head.

      “What?”

      From the corridor she hears Augusta: “Do you have ample grounds for this?”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      The voice is faintly familiar. After a moment’s pause, Ada recognises the militiawoman from the Black House.

      Ada inches to Nina, keeping quiet. “What’s going on?”

      Nina’s hands are clasped before her. “I told you, it’s all right.”

      Out in the corridor, Augusta says, “I thought we had an agreement,” her voice lowered.

      Shuffling feet. “He did what he could.”

      A pause. Uneven flooring creaks under linoleum.

      “I see,” Augusta says, her voice glacial. Ada imagines her sister’s strung-up chin, her affected glare of indifference. “Please pass along my regards. I hope he likes the cognac anyway.”

      “Will do, ma’am.”

      Nina smiles and slinks away, but Ada waits until she hears the front door close before she leaves Marek’s room. When she does, she finds Augusta pale, standing ramrod-straight in the corridor like a misplaced statue, and squeezing Nina by the waist.

      “What happened?” Ada asks.

      Augusta turns to Ada. There’s a peculiar peacefulness to her sister’s expression. Along with the pallor, it makes Augusta look deathly ill.

      “It appears I have been suspended from the Bureau.” Her brow twitches. “Maybe for life.”
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        * * *

      

      Vogt’s permits allow Ada into the Institute on Saturday morning, a thing otherwise forbidden. Nothing is asked of her except a bowed head. Nothing is inflicted upon her but glares. That is technically how permits are supposed to work, but they generally don’t. Which makes it feel wrong.

      I keep wanting worse things to happen to me, Ada thinks, grinning wryly. As if there’s a quota I can fill ahead of time.

      She first tries the northern wing. Without students, it’s quiet but for the shuffling of militia at a nearby guard post and the slopping of a cleaner’s mop. The entrance into the Archives is at the dead end of an empty corridor. Metallic and painted white, the door looks like it should lead to a staff closet. But as Ada approaches, she hears an odd and distant sound, so low it might be inaudible on a work day. Thu-thump. Thu-thump. Like a heartbeat, buried deep underground.

      Ada tries the keys. But the only one that has any effect on the mechanism is the key that was snapped in half. Ada curses under her breath—she should’ve known. Cold rakes her back; the heating is below standard on weekends.

      She hears the scraping of a bucket.

      “You alright there, young man?”

      She shoves the keys into her pocket. Turns around.

      An elderly woman in a cleaner’s apron leans on her mop and squints at Ada, scowling.

      “You ain’t supposed to be there,” she says. “You a student here, young man?”

      “First year,” Ada says. “I’m new.”

      “What’s your name now?”

      Ada starts walking. “Nikola.”

      The cleaner’s gaze wanders in the direction of the militia post. “What’re you doing here on Saturday, young man?”

      Ada turns the corner, meets the militia’s eyes. Two guardsmen, watching, one ginger and one tall. The ginger one’s leg is bouncing in some anticipation. The tall one stares, grey eyes glazed dumb.

      Neither tells her to stop. The ginger one leers.

      “Wait now!” the cleaner calls out, shambling along with her bucket, but Ada is striding fast.
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        * * *

      

      The south-wing entrance is marked 1A. Hiding between professor offices, it masquerades as another, so that passer-by students think it belongs to a teacher they’ve never met. But when 1A opens to Ada’s key, inside she finds no desk or seating, nor any other signs of life. Only rows of folders and bookshelves. With relief, she notes categories engraved into metal signs: years and letters of the Universal alphabet.

      She found the student records.

      Ada knows what to look for. It won’t take long. She knows all the right dates, all the right names.

      She feels her fingers clench on her suitcase. Her other hand twitches for the paralytic disk—now that Nikola’s made her aware of the habit, she can’t help noticing.

      Not yet. There are other things she wishes to try looking up before her meeting with Emma. And, if need be, she can simply never show up to Madam Braun’s Bakery. It wouldn’t be kind to the only student that was decent with her, but then, with the Institute being what it is, does that even matter?

      First she will attempt Klaus.

      Klaus Müller, supervised by Bordeianu. Fourth year at the time of his leaving.

      She surveys the 183 shelf, M to R. Multiple Müllers, none that are Klaus. Multiples Klauses, but they aren’t Müllers. Ada takes stock of adjacent folders, too, in case there was an accidental misfiling. Nothing.

      That was always a possibility. Perhaps, when a student is transferred, so is all their paperwork. Perhaps it is still in the Institute, but elsewhere, unknown to her.

      Second attempt. Now for Nikola, sifting through pages and pages, looking for a familiar daguerreotype.

      Dust puffs, making her sneeze. The falselight lamp hisses.

      After twenty minutes or so, Ada admits to herself she’s stalling. She doesn’t even know the year, let alone the name. She’s descended all the way to the bottom shelf of year 160—which would mean Nikola is pushing thirty, and they probably aren’t—and found nothing worth her effort.

      When she crouches to put the E—Y folder back in its place, she spots a box through the gaps between papers. One of a few she’s seen, but unlike the rest of the archive, its marking is different.

      S. 11 - Current

      She pulls it out; it’s lighter than she expects. Inside, four manila folders are carelessly spread, each marked with a number from eleven to fourteen. The box could easily fit ten times as many.

      Ada opens the first one, marked eleven.

      A paperclip pins a daguerreotype showing a stocky, dark-haired young man. Part northern, perhaps, though the poor quality makes it hard to decipher the subtleties of his features. The daguerreotype covers a title page—Ada can see the strokes of printed lines. To its right is the Tresor stamp, blue and faded.

      Ada shifts the man’s image aside.

      
        
        SUBJECT 11

        

        stage: final

        

        [shipped deceased]

      

      

      She flips the page, but that offers her little: the foldout is striated with black. Long passages of text, entirely redacted. Ada huffs in frustration.

      But then she does notice one line. At the very top, one nobody cared to paint over.

      
        
        Name: Klaus Müller.

      

      

      For a moment, Ada can do naught but stare. Observe the curves and lines of the ink as if it’s a being capable of deceit. Her palms are clammy; paper clings to them.

      She shuts the folder—it contains nothing else she can read—and reaches for the next, number twelve.

      The visage in its daguerreotype is not exactly familiar. Thin face, delicate doll-like features. Lanky blond hair let unfashionably loose. The expression is bland, emotionless as porcelain but for a hint of grief lurking in dark deep-set eyes—but then, who looks happy in official portraiture?

      It’s not familiar. But if one were to take a chisel to this face and refine it into something harsher, sharper, then it would be a spitting image of the Nikola Ada knows.

      
        
        SUBJECT 12

        

        stage: failed

        

        [shipped ?]

      

      

      Ada turns the page, expecting little but blacked-out lines.

      She’s wrong. This document was redacted at some point, but all the black has been scraped off, revealing again what information was once recorded but for a few damaged words. Ada’s gaze passes over the name—as she suspected, it’s not Nikola—and the place of birth—Stregowitz (formerly Stryhivtsi), Zlatokrai—for whatever reason twice underlined. These base details are recorded in neat and precise handwriting that Ada faintly recognises, but cannot pin down.

      Below, the writing is Vogt’s.

      Jagged hard-pressed letters first denote a sequence of details on upbringing, ancestry, and manner. A seemingly random assortment of trivial facts, but for Ada, they fall into something like a pattern. Born outside the metropol. Inferior native language. Behavioural tendencies that deviate from the ideal, but not so far as to be considered criminal. Related to several undesirables.

      It’s as if Vogt is looking for someone squarely between the acceptable and the untouchable.

      Then there are measures and anatomical terms. Ada makes no sense of their meaning. After that, notes.

      
        
        Stage 1: Acquisition.

      

      

      It details their entry into the Institute. Stregowitz branch of Tresor, Linguistics. Good test scores; Ada guesses Nikola would’ve placed somewhere in the top twenty, winning priority entry into the Institute. After the first year, they were transferred to Heilung as a reward for their scholarship.

      
        
        Stage 2: Testing.

      

      

      Second-year coursework: Variation in Neuter Nouns in Medical Applications. Supervised by Vogt. Initial contact with the artefact—the Book?—successful. Ada’s not sure what “successful” means here, and the record does not elaborate. Only continues to say, subject demonstrates eagerness and pliability.

      
        
        Stage 3: Application.

      

      

      This stage is interrupted with a note on the side. Episode of resistance: subject fled the Institute and attempted to be expelled.

      Ada tilts her head. Is that when they joined the Guelder-Rose?

      The record offers nothing else on this. It continues blithely in shorthand onto something it calls “trials,” marked with codes sometimes used to refer to glyphs without writing them. But these codes are unfamiliar to Ada. The ones she’s seen start from number one hundred and four; these are single-digit.

      
        
        Stage 4: Metamorphosis.

      

      

      Goosebumps prickle down Ada’s skin. She rubs her hands, finding her fingers cold and numb.

      The handwriting switches to the neater one again.

      
        
        Staggering failure.

      

      

      The underline is aggressive, almost puncturing paper.

      
        
        Utter failure in prognosis. Most extreme case of miscreation yet witnessed; the subject’s physical reality is highly unstable. Extreme regenerative and generative properties. Low control, so hopefully poor cognitive & perceptive capabilities? Will advise incineration immediately.

      

      

      Vogt’s:

      
        
        Incineration postponed. Subject’s properties, if properly cultivated, could be of military interest. Failures in prognosis must be investigated. Will attempt to induce cognitive degeneration chemically to ensure safety.

      

      

      Then, to Ada’s dull surprise—silly of her; she knew to expect it—Bordeianu pipes up, in his curly and elaborate font, though much shakier than Ada’s ever seen.

      
        
        Second attempts at branding failed—obviously, Helena. Subject caused minor injury to researcher. Incineration recommended.

      

      

      The neat one—the Rectoress?—follows:

      
        
        Boo hoo. Incineration still advised, however.

      

      

      Vogt’s again:

      
        
        Request for transfer received. To be sent on⁠—

      

      

      On Viniceriu 24th. The day of the murder on the train. It springs to memory at once, printed on a page of People’s Word.

      Nikola did not lie.

      Nikola did not lie, not about this; perhaps not about anything. And documents are liars in their own way, of course, but this was written with the assumption nobody but the initiated could read it. Ada would wager it was only unredacted because Nikola escaped.

      Nikola told her the truth. Only they and the Constable—no one else did.

      In the distance, there’s a muffled clink of a tin bucket.

      Ada shuts the folder, pulls another—subject 13—and when she opens it, her own face stares back at her, infuriating in its bland ignorance, because of course it’s her. Of course. Her hands shake and shudder as she holds precisely what she knew she should’ve searched for from the very start.

      Her own file.

      Her name. Her age. Her place of birth—Heilung—and then Bluthagen in parentheses. Nothing yet redacted—of course; she’s not yet finished. It’s all here, her life, her person, fragmented and made clinical. Eager. Surprisingly perceptive and wilful for her lineage, but otherwise pliable.

      Memories bubble half-coherently. Children with laughter like needles, parroting her once-accented Universal. A girl that asked, Can you read? A teacher, clapping her hands together: You are clever; I’m not often surprised—and no one but Mama and Sister understood why that made Ada feel like a lump of a person that’ll never be carved into anything human and good.

      The bucket drags along concrete, closer now.

      She must take these files. They are evidence. Even the redacted ones—the evidence must not be hidden, must not be destroyed, or else the only plan that makes sense is Nikola’s, is suicidal rampage. Because this must be unravelled, this must be flensed off its secrecy and purged from reality like a virus. This cannot be.

      Someone will notice the folders disappearing.

      The mop slops.

      Ada scoops up all four folders, shoves them into her suitcase, and marches out of the Institute, not daring to so much as look askance when the cleaner calls for a Nikola.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you alright?”

      The question makes Ada start. She stares at her untouched puff pastry. The poppy seed filling reminds her of Nikola’s ichorous body, wrapped and spasmed around the disk. Although Ada hasn’t eaten since breakfast and even then very little, she feels no hunger. She notices her leg bouncing, makes it stop, and slides the suitcase full of stolen folders further under her chair.

      Ada picks up the tea. The smell of chamomile wafts through her mouth, soothing and sweet.

      “Yes.”

      Madam Braun’s Bakery is a cramped little spot, stuffed with rickety metal tables and florid with rose-patterned wallpaper. The muddled din of polite conversation syncopates with pleases and thank-yous; everyone is too neatly clad here.

      Across from Ada, Emma’s fingers are clenched pale around her cup. Her tea has stopped steaming. The other student sits up stiffly, exemplary, her shoulder blades locked. Her black hair shines in a pompadour, but her eyes are entirely dull.

      “So what did you want to talk about?” Ada asks.

      That starts Emma, in turn. “What? Nothing.”

      A weak lie. Impatience burns through Ada; she has no time for this.

      “Then shall I leave?”

      “No!”

      A woman with a stuffed pheasant on her hat throws a glare Emma’s way from across the café. Too loud. Emma’s posture falters, slinks.

      “No,” she repeats, quieter. “It’s about Iwona.”

      “Alright?”

      Emma sighs. She drums her fingers on the lilies painted on her cup.

      “I haven’t seen her. At all.”

      Cold settles in Ada’s gut.

      “How long?”

      Emma shakes her head. “Last I saw her was two days after.”

      Ada suppresses an urge to clench her fists, bite her lips. She cares little for the reaction of the other patrons, but she can’t bear betraying to Emma that she knows something. Or that she feels guilt.

      “Do you think she could’ve done something to—” Ada stops. Drops her voice to a whisper. “To herself?”

      Emma’s head falls. A hair strand breaks free and hangs limply over her brow.

      “If you asked me that a few weeks ago, I’d have said no. She used to be agog with that—” she swallows, “—that idiot, but once she got her lessons…” Perhaps unintentionally, Emma’s mouth quirks into a shadow of a smile. “Once she got her lessons, she couldn’t stop ragging on how miserable he is, how all he does is moan and groan, how he doesn’t seem to know anything. Just talks about how annoying his wife is and shakes in his boots, all he does.” The smile vanishes. “Did, I suppose.”

      She picks up her tea. Seems to drink, the cup barely touching her lips. Puts it back down.

      “Now I don’t know. I thought—but perhaps she felt stronger about him than I realised.” With every word her manner grows more and more morose, as if Emma has mulled over these thoughts in the long hours of the night, alone in her bed, never able to voice them. “She didn’t even tell me! She didn’t seem—” What seems like a fit of tears arrests her, but she swallows it. Closes her eyes, pushes it down. “I’ve known people that took their life. Before they do, they seem… normal. Too normal. Happy, even. Iwona didn’t. Nothing about her—why didn’t she tell me?”

      Ada can’t help but look down. Watch her tea swirl, the gold of its colour drained colourless by the falselight. The abandoned pastry slowly deflates, poppy seeds glistening.

      A thought occurs. It first brings relief, and then glacial dread.

      “Excuse me for a second,” Ada says, to which Emma nods, absent-minded.

      Ada bends down to her suitcase. She scans the café to make sure nobody’s paying her any mind. She’s been here long enough that all the comments on her appearance would’ve been exhausted, and so now the proper thing to do is pretend Ada doesn’t exist. No one’s looking.

      She unclasps her suitcase. Wary of showing the folders, she must awkwardly page through them within her bag’s confines, searching for the only item she didn’t have time to examine.

      Ada can see the daguerreotype only partially, sideways. A young woman. Some fair-ish shade of hair. Pale complexion. A familiar, somewhat arrogant set of the mouth, and a quirked brow.

      Ada glances back at Emma. The other student is dead to the world, looking at her teacup, staring into some abyss no one else can see.

      If Ada tells her Iwona may be alive, may be saved, that will invite further questions. Questions that can’t be answered in Madam Braun’s fucking Bakery. And Emma didn’t come here for questions. No, this woman came here for someone to listen, to reassure her—she came for a friend. Ada’s always made a terrible one.

      But she might be able to give Emma something much better.

      Bordeianu’s murder must’ve made them nervous. There’s been yet no announcement of Iwona’s departure. No reasonable explanation offered.

      Sloppy. So Ada must wonder: where else did they mess up?

      She closes the suitcase and rises back up. “Emma, does Iwona have any family?”

      A weak shrug. “In Sniegau, she told me. Her auntie. Here she lives in the dormitory. But no one’s seen her there eith⁠—”

      “Write to the auntie.”

      Emma’s eyes flare in alarm.

      “I’m serious. Don’t go into your personal details, and don’t say Iwona may have done something to herself. Just relay the facts, including that she was under Bordeianu’s tutelage. Private tutelage.” It’s awful to pull on Emma’s own guilt, but Ada knows it’ll work, so she does. “Her family is owed that much.”

      Emma’s lips purse as if she might cry. She doesn’t. Just gives a curt nod.

      “Thank you,” Ada says. “Just—trust me, please? And maybe skip a few days in the Institute. I’ll make it right. I promise.”

      From Emma’s perspective, Ada can’t be making much sense. Sure enough, the other student stares, confused, and nods uncertainly. But Ada’s not saying this to make sense; she’s saying this to dull the sting in her heart. Because she should’ve been smarter. She should never have trusted this.

      But that is fine. If she succeeds, it will all be fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Received on Brumar 16th, 6:30 (slipped into the morning post).

      

      
        
        A.,

      

      
        

        I still think this is a massive gamble. But I have thought over your reasoning and concede your point. Destruction is temporary; they’ll restore it all in less than a decade. And no matter what else we do, we’ll never garner a shred of sympathy nor trust. But an upstanding man with a spotless record trying to rescue an innocent girl…

        I just hope you’re right about him.

        S. received the documents you left with the news seller, do not worry. Her would-be wife (you met her briefly, the woman in the trenchcoat) has the means to preserve the originals, should anything happen.

        Hopefully it won’t. Be safe.

        

      

      
        N.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Constable Kowal-Keller resides in the new district of Heilung. The townhomes’ grey walls do not yet weep with black, the windows arch in modern styles, and falselight lanterns hang from every door in an uninterrupted pattern. The district clings to the Institute’s perimeter, and so the catalyst spire glares bright and red in the sky, close enough that no spellcraft can fail. No light flickers. No corner nor cul-de-sac hides from sight. The snow over cobblestones shimmers, reflective, blinding. It cracks under Ada’s boots like glass.

      Number 43-11A. Elaborate wrought iron curls in floral patterns along the door’s edges. Dark wood, clearly imported. The knocker is in the shape of a hound’s head, the ring caught between its teeth.

      Ada’s knocking is answered quickly. Short clicking steps. Muffled calls: “I’ll get it, I’ll get it! No, sit down!”

      The voice is not the Constable’s.

      The door to 43-11A flies open. On the other side stands a woman in a plain grey gown, wearing her hair in a tight bun and her face with a most exemplar smile.

      “Oh!” The Rectroress’s gaze brushes over Ada’s figure. “Miss Călinescu? I was not expecting a guest!”

      Ada stills the temptation to clench her own hands. She’s considered this possibility. This is not an obstacle. She’s planned for this.

      “I apologise for disturbing you.” Ada bows her head slightly, deferentially. “I won’t be long. I’m here on invitation from the Senior Constable—is he home?”

      The Rectoress beams.

      “Of course, of course!” She steps aside and beckons Ada. “But I must insist—we have some delicious tea brewing, and it is so cold outside⁠—”

      Is it? Ada hardly feels it.

      “Thank you,” she says far too brusquely, then smiles to compensate. “Thank you, that’s very kind. But it’s urgent.” She leans forward, aiming for conspiratorial and anxious. “It’s about, you know. The incident.”

      The Rectoress strikes Ada as the kind of woman to call murders “incidents.”

      Keller-Kowal’s mouth forms a small “o,” as if it’s all salacious gossip. But when Ada glances at the Rectoress’s other hand, she can see the fingers tremble.

      Do you feel guilty, Rectoress? Do you wonder if you’re next?

      “Of course, dear,” Keller-Kowal says, “come along.”

      Don’t “dear” me. Ada bites her tongue.

      The interior is nearly a copy of 14-20F. Same marbled linoleum, far too white in colour. Same twee pallid wallpaper. Same lacquered furniture, gleaming like a vat of petrol. Only the scope is grander; this was never any ex-prisoner’s hovel, never a huntswoman’s abode. The corridor is broad, with ample shelf space for small iron statues of the metropol’s make: stocky men and women of few and stylised features. Some in plain worker clothes; others, more detailed, their edges limned in false gold, uniformed like Bureau clerks.

      At the end of the corridor an arch allows a glimpse of the living room. A tiled fireplace crackles, its ceramic tesserae conforming into two rearing white hounds.

      The Rectoress brushes past Ada. “I’ll put the kettle on. Oh, and perhaps some pie? Of course you’d like pie.” Then disappears into a side door—likely the kitchen.

      The eyeless iron faces gape at Ada as she walks.

      “Ah,” Ada hears as she crosses the archway, “I hoped you’d visit at a better time.”

      He sits in front of the fire. The back of the chaise curves behind his shoulders like the dome of the National Theatre, needlessly grand. Although the Constable is only somewhat shorter than Ada, he now seems diminutive. His head reflects falselight through thinning hair, and his tweed suit is crumpled at the shoulders. As Ada approaches, she sees ink speckles in his moustache. He stares into the flame, unblinking; the red blaze eats wood in the reflection in his eyes.

      “I’m afraid it’s urgent,” she says, making her tone apologetic.

      “I figured.” He shakes his head, as though dispelling some thought, then gives a weak smile and pats the pillow beside him. “Have a seat.”

      The idea of closeness discomfits her. It jabs her with a reminder of the interrogation room, the Constable’s hand seizing her wrist, his face burning with mania.

      But she sits down all the same. Sets the suitcase beside her feet, in easy reach. The Constable nods, but his eyes drift to the fire again. His jacket reeks of ozone and smoke. The fountain pen—the one with the swan imprint, a gift from my wife—sticks out from the breast pocket, black against tweed.

      “Miss Călinescu,” he says, sounding distant, “do you ever find yourself in such a place that some younger version of you would’ve thought it impossible? Unthinkable, even?”

      “Of course,” she says calmly. “Since I arrived in Heilung, I’ve been arrested and suspected of murder.”

      A chuckle puffs his moustache. “Fair play.”

      She hears porcelain clink somewhere farther into the house. Ada hides her habit of fist-clenching by adjusting the sleeves of her shirt. The blue stains have faded, now haloes around the places blood used to be.

      “Constable, I believe I’ve uncovered…” The pause is planned. She must be uncertain, must be unsure, in just the right way. “Evidence.”

      “Really?”

      He says this very dully, as if nothing could matter less. Such a reaction isn’t part of the plan. Ada conceals her surprise swiftly, but he’s not even looking: his eyes are only for the fireplace, where the hounds stand in frozen aggression above a roaring flame. Too roaring for its purpose, Ada thinks.

      When she really looks at it, she notices the last pieces of some paper wilting to ash.

      “Here comes the tea!”

      Neither Ada nor the Constable speak as the Rectoress brings in a silver tray of cups and plates, a staccato of clinking and clanking. Two pieces of slop-like pie. Putrid black tea. Silence stretches as the Rectoress sets the tray on the table beside the chaise—“Any biscuits? Are you sure?”—and departs.

      Ada watches fire dance on the surface of the fountain pen and realises she’s failed to consider something very important about the Constable. Something so obvious she wants to hit herself.

      The pen is truly a beautiful gift. One that speaks of affluence—these sell for a hundred marks in Bluthagen—to say nothing of this home. The statues, the windows. And wealth might not matter to the Constable himself, and he may only keep the outrageously expensive gift for sentimental reasons, but⁠—

      But he does keep these things. All these beautiful, unnecessary things.

      All from a very particular gift-giver.

      “Well,” he says, picking up his teacup, “better times are always in the past, my father used to say. So what do you have to show me?”

      “I—”

      She needs some test of trust. It doesn’t exist, but she needs it. Too much to risk, too dire the consequences. Perhaps, as she first thought, he’s not on good terms with his wife, isn’t close to her—he barely sees her, he said himself—but now that Ada watches the black pen cap shine, she’s not certain of anything. The gilded ornamentation kills all words in her mouth. Gold and black, like the badge he hides in his pocket on the uniform he eschews wearing.

      The Constable’s teacup hovers before his moustache, untouched. His eyes bore into her, and she feels sweat bead on the back of her neck. Through the walls, the Rectoress hums the jaunty song of Unity Day parades. Le-et the ba-anner span the wo-o-orld⁠—

      “I received a warning from the militia.”

      Ada starts. The Constable is still looking right into her eyes, his brow furrowed, his gaze needling her skull.

      She holds it. No matter what, she must appear guileless.

      He looks away, and she can breathe again.

      “It seems,” he says with affected lightness, “my unwillingness to participate in intermediary arrests—you know, before we find the actual murderer—is not up to snuff anymore. I’m not fired yet, but, well. I’m saying, if you don’t want to tell me whatever it is you found, you may as well not.”

      She glances at the fire again. The paper’s almost gone. A trace of something blueish that could be a stamp, withers.

      “May I confide something in you, Ada?”

      A quick flare, and all is ash.

      She nods.

      “I think it was her. Somehow, it was her.”

      Ada jerks her head back to the Constable. He’s wiping his nose, his moustache a mess, and now that he’s turned away from the light, the shadows under his eyes are the colour of frostbite.

      “Her?” Ada echoes.

      His hand passes over pocket with the fountain pen.

      “Helga.” He shakes his head. “You’re going to laugh at me—I’m the detective. But I think she’s got into something. Something I wouldn’t approve of.” His mouth trembles, and he digs his fingers into the plush of the chaise, drawing a long breath through his nose. “Can’t a man not feel like this for one evening? Like he’s not been a fool? Like he needn’t investigate his own wife? Like he’s not been a monster? Can’t he?”

      Ada finds her mouth dry.

      Yes, she didn’t consider all that she should’ve; yes, this isn’t going according to plan.

      Yet this is exactly what she wanted. What she needs. Guilt. A heavy and rusted hook, pulled through the flesh of his heart. It doesn’t even matter if he’s been manipulated, or if he’s wilfully ignorant. It’s still a hook.

      That thought almost brings glee, and for a brief moment, she understands with crystal clarity how the Bureau has stood unshaken for so long. She understands the clerk and the judge and the jury.

      “If I could do anything,” the Constable says, “I’d do it. But—” he gestures to the fire. “I can’t even see the reports, damnit.”

      It was never about anything but the sick pleasure of being the one to pull the hook.

      Ada makes herself sound shaken, yet measured. Her true feelings are close enough.

      “Yes,” she says. “Yes, you can.”
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Ada lays in Marek’s bed for the last time. Last time this month, if all goes well.

      Perhaps forever.

      Her breath clings to her throat. She watches the small black spots on the ceiling—mould, she’s sure now—and hears the snowstorm howl, a disembodied and desperate wolf slamming against the glass of her window.

      She presses two train tickets against her chest. Against the nexus of the star-scar.

      I can’t accept this, she told the Constable, knowing full well that she will.

      Take it, he said. It’s enough for you, for your sister, her wife, extras—buy yourself seats in the best carriage. It’s private, just two compartments.

      Before then, she’d never held so many marks in her hands. Didn’t even know which Bureau member’s bloated face was printed on the hundred-mark note.

      Ada wasn’t counting on the Constable’s generosity, but it’s certainly made her plans easier.

      She couldn’t sell Augusta on it, as she knew she wouldn’t. Any rational person with militia at their heels would leap at the chance to go elsewhere, but Ada’s sister was never as rational as she pretended. She only shook her head and said, Don’t worry. I’ll handle it. It’s what I do, handle things.

      And Ada said, poignantly, Are you sure?

      She meant no insult, for the first time in weeks.

      Augusta smiled. A painfully familiar smile: small yet unfailing, infuriatingly peaceful, and just a touch sad. A perfect mirror of Marian’s, and not dissimilar to Nikola’s.

      This is my home, Augusta said. I have the gun. I have the firewood and the kerosene lamps and the furs and, if all else fails, Nina’s dog sled. But I’m going nowhere—this is my home.

      Perhaps if Ada explained everything. If she was direct; if she said, even if you don’t leave, I will. But the explanation would’ve taken too long. Too long for shock to settle, for knowledge to be truly grasped. If anything, an obstacle to convincing. And as for Ada’s departure: the fewer know of it, the better.

      The locket is heavy in Ada’s waistcoat pocket.

      She pulls it out. Clicks it open. Watches her parents’ faces, preserved in untarnished memory for so long as the locket exists.

      “Is this what it felt like?” she asks their images. “Before?” Did you, too, feel like a fly encased in ice-cold amber, frozen in infinite anticipation?

      Ada’s plan is, of course, far less ambitious. She needn’t do much of anything anymore. The last step in her plan is leaving. Everything else shall be handled by a desperate man with the remnants of militia resources and a spellcrafted gun.

      But then, Ada doesn’t know what her parents’ plan was. They never exacted it. She’s not so foolish to believe what’s been said of it since. Once the Călinescu-Skliars were arrested, any chance at truth died. They must’ve planned something violent, something to do with all those guns, but in the end, no number could’ve been enough.

      That is why guns aren’t part of Ada’s plan.

      Selfish, perhaps, not to be the one in danger. But to be yet another face, yet another name, erased and forgotten by all but her family, shipped across Arborea to have her mind stripped of itself and her body ruined⁠—

      No. She does not end like this. She’s taken a switchblade from Augusta’s kitchen. Augusta only uses it to open bottles, but yesterday, Ada sharpened the collapsible knife.

      If all else fails, she’d rather die.

      She feels a buzz under her skin. The now familiar shifting of subcutaneous tissue.

      She smiles.

      The next moment, there’s a knock on her window. In the howling dark beyond the glass, red eyes gleam like burning stars.

      Ada jumps from her bed, leaving the locket and the tickets on the blanket. She pushes the window latch with her whole body—it’s nearly frozen stuck—and cracks the window open just slightly. The gust that breaks through is violent, and sweeps her table and the half-empty bookshelves with snow. She does not care. Her face hurts from smiling, and her innards writhe painfully at the sight of black threads spilling through the window frame, but none of that matters.

      When Nikola reshapes themself human, she seizes them by the waist and presses their fevered body against hers. The wind beats and batters, whips up her hair and her shirt, but she feels no frost. With Nikola, there is no cold.

      “It’s done,” she says once time comes to pull apart. “It’s all done.”

      They catch their breath, flush fading from their cheeks, and close the window.

      “He’ll do it?”

      Ada nods. “Break the students out, set them on course to Neuenthal—should’ve already booked the sleds by now. Then he’ll announce it from the very Main Square. Amplifier and all, no one can miss it.”

      Nikola’s face darkens, their smile faltering.

      “What?”

      They shake their head. “It’s just… Something may go wrong. Probably will. And then, what happens after the announcement? Even from him, it’s a tall claim. What if he never makes it to?—”

      Ada presses a finger to their lips.

      “I know,” she says. “Remember, all we really need is chaos. Doubt. The people don’t need to believe the Constable; they need to doubt. With any luck, this’ll cause the Institute and the militia to eat each other alive, and then⁠—”

      “You don’t know that.”

      She swallows. Slides her hand to their cheek, cradling it. Soft, silken skin.

      “I don’t. Not for certain. Anyone who’s certain of the future is a fool. But this is the best we can do.”

      They step away from her grasp. For a moment their visage flickers, as if they want to meld with the darkness, escape from perception. It makes the back of Ada’s eyes pulse.

      Briefly she wonders: can they escape from her like this anymore? Has she already changed to something that would perceive them regardless?

      It is an odd thought. To change without knowing. Odder still is that it grants a sense of—comfort, almost. Of knowledge falling into place, knowledge she would never otherwise understand. At least, that is what it’s felt like since Nikola showed her the cavern.

      The memory of the Book’s glyphs crawls somewhere in Ada’s mind, beyond her sight.

      “Well, I didn’t think Stasia would be able to,” Nikola says meanwhile, “but I think she’s convinced her. If this gambit succeeds, I think she’ll publish the documents.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      They turn to her. A frown creases their forehead. “What’s wrong?”

      “What if I became like you?”

      Rend whatever Vogt and the rest planned for her. Become the thing they fear and wish to contain.

      Take the change they exacted upon her and make it hers.

      Nikola pauses. They shake their head as their hand grasps for their elbow, and they sway, uncertain, as if stuck between what they want to say and what they should say.

      Ada takes a guess. “Would you like that?”

      Panic flashes in dark eyes.

      “It’s a selfish thought,” they say, too quickly. “Wanting to not be the only one. That’s all.”

      “What if I wanted it?”

      They flicker again. “I couldn’t tell you how. I don’t know what glyphs they used—I can’t see them on me anymore. And if I did, it’s dangerous. I don’t know what’ll happen, and neither do they. Whatever this process is, even they don’t understand it.”

      “When you told me to touch⁠—”

      “I was trying to help you as best I could. But I don’t know whether it would’ve worked. Just hoped. And failure means the death of your mind.”

      Ada huffs in frustration, clenching her fists. Nikola’s right, of course. It’s only that she felt that she had a glimpse of something. Something true, something real. Something no one wanted her to know, beyond the veil of the Authority, older and grander. And if that granted her a chance to be so strong as strike fear into the militia⁠—

      Without that, she’s only a person the Institute used. Used, altered, discarded. Like so much paper.

      “Where are we going, at any rate?” Nikola asks.

      She snaps out of it and releases her hands. “Sniegau. I heard it’s lovely this time of year.”

      Nikola chuckles. “No you didn’t.”

      “Of course not. I barely hear of it at all.” She winks. “It’s perfect.”
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        Dear Augusta,

      

      
        

        I leave this on Marek’s desk with full acceptance that you might never hear from me again. Some past instance of yourself would’ve doubtless rejoiced at the idea—the little brat, finally someone else’s problem. It is the world’s sick joke that I must depart now, when you would be truly worried. Rest assured, I am well, as well as can be.

        Whatever you hear about me henceforth, know it to be true.

        You will perhaps hear that I’ve been seduced by a perverted maniac. That I threw all that I had to the wind and eloped; that I am a maiden led astray by flushed lips and bloody hands; that I am a betrayer of feminine purpose and gender; that I am the pervert and the maniac, and the seducer, too.

        It is all true.

        It is all true, but truth lies. Truth is a weapon, Augusta, and until the last weapon is broken, nothing can ever be true.

        So I shall lie to you.

        The Institute has nothing to do with my leaving. None of the people I called my superiors have done anything wrong. You may fear nothing from them and trust them with your life; if you were to arrive at the Main Square tomorrow day, you would find nothing of note.

        This lie is my gift to you. A wilted flower you didn’t wish me to bring.

        And now in plain speech:

        Leave Heilung, sister. Leave the town and the Bureau and this old home; it is only a place. Only a shell. All that made it a home is now dead. Forgive me for voicing the obvious, but you’ve been discarded. Do not wait until you are also destroyed.

        

      

      
        With love,

        Ada Călinescu

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The smoke of the locomotive rises illuminated by falselight lanterns, a bloating pillar in the pitch dark. Akin to a cavern pillar, it terminates mid-horizon, as if it’s been cut short to allow a glimpse of stars. Though it’s almost winter, the time of impenetrable storms, just an hour ago, the clouds above Heilung parted. A sky-fissure, a crack in black ice. Constellations scintillate like broken bottle glass.

      Ada holds just one suitcase. She stands shrouded in a long men’s overcoat, a bowler hat pitched to shadow her face, and she watches from her corner the sparse crowd of passengers hug their fellows goodbye.

      The last train. Not officially; officially trains never stop. But in practice, it’s suicide to brave the worst of the snowstorms, when the headlight—the only light—is eaten dead mere centimetres away from its glyph.

      The station clock strikes five in the evening. The kiosk where Ada long ago bought children’s comics is already shut.

      She feels the telltale tug behind her eyes.

      “Hello again,” she says, smiling.

      The figure that joins her is a matching black silhouette, only slimmer. Their luggage is only a satchel that barely sags and must weigh almost nothing. The face is not quite Nikola’s. If anything it resembles Ada herself, except all features are attenuated and subtly altered, as if painted from some alternate version of her.

      She did wonder, after she saw Nikola form whole organs from their body. And after she saw their old daguerreotype, she was almost certain.

      Ada raises an eyebrow. “Imitation as flattery, is it?”

      A grin passes over their temporary countenance. “It’s vastly easier to affect what I already know.”

      The luxury carriage is hitched at the end of the train, a newer and sleeker addition to an otherwise weatherbeaten and rusted thing. The white paint has not yet faded, and even some of the false gilding remains along its shape. Ada recalls the time these carriages were introduced, when she was four or five. Before then, the idea of better and worse train tickets would’ve been anathema. Famine struck the peripheries after much of Zlatokrai was stripped of its soil—massive crates of black earth shipped to be grafted elsewhere and achieve “an equal spread of agriculture.” Although the famine was not much felt in places like Bluthagen, it still left the dour air of austerity. A distraction was called for.

      “All right?” Nikola asks.

      Ada exhales and releases fists she didn’t notice clenching.

      Beside the luxury carriage, a conductor checks in one elderly hunched-over man in a crumpled top hat. No other passenger queues there; the man must be alone in his compartment. Another navy uniformed ARN worker strolls over to strike up conversation with the conductor. A youthful woman with the red epaulettes of a locomotive driver.

      Perfect.

      Ada approaches, Nikola close behind her. The conductor, a hulking and rusty-voiced man, barely glances at the two, and stamps the tickets without so much as a rote Where are you headed? He must take Ada and Nikola either for high-standing Bureau workers, or—more likely for their young age—the brattish relatives.

      “Get the bags in there,” Ada tells Nikola, passing them her suitcase. “I’ll catch up.”

      As Nikola ascends the metal stairs, the locomotive driver punches the conductor lightly on the shoulder. “Go on. You don’t remember?”

      “No.”

      “You were right there! Go on.”

      “No.”

      Ada finds her throat scratchy and dry. A light headache throbs, the edges of her vision thinning, and for a moment the station no longer feels vacuous, now dark and no larger than Marek’s cramped room.

      She shakes her head. Should’ve slept more, certainly more than three hours. She can’t have herself falling apart at the prospect of her first ever bribe.

      The conductor boards too, following Nikola.

      “Ma’am?” Ada says to the driver.

      The young woman glances at Ada, and her eyes flare wide as a deer’s. “Um. Yes?”

      Ada’s gloved hand finds hers, and presses a fat roll of marks into the driver’s palm.

      “It is such a bother to holiday in winter,” Ada says, sotto voce. “If we were to be delayed, I’m not sure we could find another carriage or train.”

      The driver swallows, her body seized in some nervous paralysis as a flush creeps up her cheeks.

      “So,” Ada says, “if there was ever a need to, for instance, slow or stop the train, a request of some sort—these days are so dark. You might not notice.”

      And then it’s just Ada’s and the driver’s gazes, locked on each other, one aghast and one a veneer of opulence and flirtation.

      Flirting is a gamble, but wealth always wins.

      “Uh—uh-huh,” the driver stammers, her hand clutching around the roll of marks. “Of course, ma’am, anyth—I mean, ma’am.”

      Ada releases the driver’s hand and says, “Thank you, darling,” smiling.
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        * * *

      

      She can’t quite believe the moment the train starts moving. Yet of course it does, its whistle hooting loud and clear for departure, the grey wall outside Ada’s window set aglide. Inside the compartment, red velvet curtains frame the droll and dark outdoors. Thick reddish glass turns the chandelier’s falselight a warm, natural yellow, and the walls are panelled wood, dark, rich, and fake. The side table even bears a vase with a complimentary cloth rose.

      To Ada’s side, sitting on the one-and-half sized bed, Nikola leans against her shoulder. Their face is once again theirs. Ada feels no heartbeat, even this close, and barely a breath. Nikola’s body is a willful decoration, without a need to conceal their nature from her. All the same, their calm and beauty makes Nikola’s moments of viciousness seem almost unbelievable.

      Almost.

      “Why did you leave that note on the wall?” Ada asks.

      It’s not that she can’t guess an answer—she can guess a host of them. But she needs to know. Perhaps it’s her eternal curiosity; perhaps it’s the moment of the death threat’s discovery, burnt into her memory.

      Or perhaps it’s Vogt. It’s reconciling the image of the professor she once so admired with hate, with death. Vogt’s death.

      She feels Nikola flinch.

      “I can’t deny it was stupid,” they murmur. “Vogt was always closely guarded, so it’s not like I could—but perhaps if I… At any rate. She already knew I was in Heilung. And I wanted her to⁠—”

      They bite their lip, looking down in something like shame.

      “You wanted her to fear and suffer,” Ada says. “Like you have.”

      They glance up. Their eyes plead silently, Do you understand? but aloud they say, “It was stupid. Nothing I could’ve written would’ve delivered even a sliver of anything⁠—”

      She hooks a finger under their chin. Their mouth clacks shut.

      “Perhaps,” she says, “you just need someone with a vision.”

      Although Nikola’s eyes are already half-lidded and dark with desire, they retain enough of their eternal pessimism to ask bitterly, “Like what? The plan with the Constable?”

      A grin spreads over Ada’s face.

      “Someone to teach you patience.” Her hand slithers round their waist. “To think of what comes after.”

      Their back arches, bent at once to the shape she wordlessly requests; they say, however, “That’s how you die.”

      “That’s how you live.” She presses a kiss to the corner of their mouth. “Without ambition, do you even dare call it living?”

      Ada means it. Even if she herself can’t have all her heart’s desires now, she holds in her hands a person that can shred any man into ribbons and swallow bullets like a river would pebbles. To call that thought-provoking would be an understatement. She has no concrete plans yet, and Nikola must always be a willing conspirator, but⁠—

      Eventually, if the two of them are smart enough, they may have an edge that Olesia and Marian never could’ve. And in that future, Ada needn’t manoeuvre her way through the world like a fragile schooner, its course decided by rock and iceberg and anything else but itself.

      In that future, she’ll be an icebreaker.

      “I want you exactly as you are,” she says. “No constructed body, no barriers.”

      Nikola tenses. “But it’ll⁠—”

      “Hurt me?”

      Their words wilt in their mouth. From Ada’s tone it must be obvious she doesn’t care.

      “I’ll be the judge of how much I’m willing to hurt. And I’m willing, for you.” She slides her hand down their cravat, down their neck, until her fingers catch on shirt buttons and pull. “For what I desire.”

      It is, in the end, very easy to convince someone to do what they already want to do.

      This time the transformation is a rapid blossoming. An outward eruption of black pistils and vines, of eyes like red petals and stalks soft and damp like the inside of a mouth. Before Ada can think to draw the curtains, there’s scarcely any glass to cover; the compartment’s dubious luxury disappears as hadal-black threads spread all around her, climbing walls and ceiling and blanketing the floor.

      The space between her skin and muscle starts to buzz. Tears well in the corners of her eyes as a rapid pulse palpitates some ocular muscle. Her heart thrums oddly, less like a beating organ and more as lightning sizzling between glyphs.

      She draws a shuddering breath. Stills the tremor in her voice.

      “How impatient,” she says. “You should’ve undressed me first.”

      The black threads susurrate in apology. They reach for her, each thread growing arm-like appendages that vanish as soon as they’re done with a button, a lacing, a sleeve. All the while the whole trembles with effort.

      “If this is difficult⁠—”

      No, Nikola says with her voice. A foreign feeling runs through Ada’s nerves: exertion, but also excitement, like shimmering dew, new and fragile. Half-articulated thoughts jolt into her mind and complete there. No, Nikola meant, it is difficult, but they want to keep going, to feel their body extend to its limits for pleasure. For a purpose they were never meant for.

      Her clothes fall and seep through the gaps in the threads to the ground. She is nude. Completely and utterly, her skin kissed by air and thread every which way.

      Ada tries to recall being so exposed in the presence of anyone but herself.

      She can’t.

      It is awkward to stand up, with her feet so flat to the ground and with her body half-attached to the threads. More awkward still is the thought of the eyes that surround her. This sphere of red stars that must see every angle of her.

      She is about to speak, to ask, to sheathe her ignorance of how to pleasure them in some command. Faced with herself, that’s what she does. Attune to the other person. Lose herself in their architecture. Become an instrument for it.

      Instead she hears, in her own voice clad in Nikola’s cadences,

      I’m at your disposal. Use me as you wish.

      And the threads spin into twisting tendrils, into long lapping tongues and many open mouths. Wherever she wants them, however she wants them.

      For a terrifying moment her mind is still. Frozen. Encased at the heart of phantasmagorical pleasure, stripped of practical plans and reality’s limits, she suddenly doesn’t know what she wants. There’s a mess of shards in her mind; echoes of citizens’ principles, of every disgusted glance thrown her way, every whisper that ever trailed her. Everything she pushed to the back of her mind. Her exposure gives it all volume, gives it teeth—maybe she is disgusting, reprehensible, per⁠—

      A tendril caresses her cheek. Its surface becomes a soft palm, and it threads through her hair, becoming a tendril again, ever-mutable.

      She closes her eyes. No one is whispering now. No one watches with judgement. No one says “use me as you wish,” of their own will, if all they feel is disgust.

      “Consume me,” she orders. Make me anything but myself. “Every piece of me, inside and out. Be my second skin.”

      Every gap of air between Ada and the threads closes.

      Like velvet Nikola envelops her, now her cocoon. They spin around each of her legs, their surface softer than any luxury silk, and they run up her hips and waist, an exquisitely tailored corset. Threads cord down her arms, bracelet her wrists and ring every finger. Mouths press against her neck, her waist, her breasts, teeth just sharp enough to graze her without bleeding.

      When she opens her eyes, all she sees is black flesh.

      She moves her arm; they move with her. She steps forward, and they shift with her as if she were a current.

      The pulse behind her eyes spikes. Her skin writhes, and it feels as though, were Nikola not her armour in this moment, it would slough.

      She ought to be in pain.

      Instead desire shunts all her thoughts off course and fogs her mind. A moment ago she imagined herself vile—let that skin fall. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. Nothing but the heat pooling in her stomach, the throb and swell of her cunt.

      Please, she hears Nikola plead. They curl around her wrist impatiently.

      She hooks a finger into a mouth that crests her stomach and pulls down. As the mouth shifts to lay flush against her groin, with her left hand she snatches a tendril and pushes it inside herself until it is swallowed, grafted. She thrusts her hips slowly, experimentally. The tendril moves against her motion, and it curls and hooks. All of Nikola shudders—Yes.

      She opens her mouth and inhales them, an all-encompassing kiss. Whatever doubt was left, whatever discomfort burrowed between her bones, it all melts away as she fucks Nikola and herself, again and again, until there’s no such thing as doubt or pain. Only an endless coruscation, pleasure so absolute it leaves room for nothing else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Afterward, the compartment is in utter disarray. Bedsheets cascade onto carpet; half of a curtain has slid off its rod; the cloth rose has been lost, its vase chipped. The chandelier has been extinguished, and only a sliver of light seeps into the compartment through the gaps between frame and door.

      Nikola’s scarce breath is soft against Ada’s clavicle. She threads her fingers through their burnished hair while they trace with their touch the scar on her chest.

      You’re a miracle.

      They say this in Zlatinian. The language the two of them share yet have never spoken to each other. Ada assumed Nikola didn’t know she could speak it at all.

      “I’m flattered,” she says, cringing at the gravel-like sound of her acquired Bluthagen accent. “But loving you isn’t a miracle.”

      They grow still in her arms, which means she guessed their meaning right. Perhaps they still think at times, But what if she never knew? Wouldn’t it have made everything easier?

      “Look,” she says, “if you remained a stranger to me, I would’ve still wanted you. But I can only love you if I know you.” She kisses the top of their head and whispers, “And I do.”

      Their grip on her tightens, as if Nikola might fall, and they squeeze their eyes shut. She hears in her head a ripple of distant echoes: I do—I do—I do. As if the moment they stop repeating it, it’ll cease to be true.

      She holds them.

      The train rides on. Wheels thunk against rail tracks in a steady and lulling rhythm. Even when there’s no light to turn windows reflective, Ada can see no signs of civilization beyond, not even the catalyst spires. No nature, either. Not a millimetre of snow, not a single snowflake from the nascent storm she hears whistling. The night is absolute. If spell-ink was poured to engulf the train, she wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

      The carriage lurches.

      Metal shrieks. Inertia shoves Ada and Nikola into the wall; the panelling thuds against Ada’s ribs and punches a breath out of her. Nikola hisses a curse.

      With a crackle and a pop, the sliver of light from the corridor dies.

      Another, smaller lurch, in the opposite direction. Then stillness.

      The steady ka-thunk of the train starts to recede.

      Nikola says, What’s happened? They’re already disentangling from her.

      Ada doesn’t want to even suggest it out loud. But neither can she think of a different answer.

      “We’ve been disconnected.”

      Without the corridor light, the compartment is pitch black. Ada sees nothing. Darkness presses against her eyes worse than the militia’s bag. She remembers where things were, where the bedspread and the pillow fell, but if she needed to even dress—breaths come up short in her throat—bandits? militia?—she can’t breathe.

      Red flares. One, two, three, four—many. Red eyes open and gleam in the dark.

      Ada’s skin buzzes, an immediate response. She manages in her quietest whisper, “Can you see?”

      Yes.

      She releases clenched fists; her palms burn.

      “My waistcoat. Please.”

      A bundle of cloth is shoved into her arms. Inside it, the locket and the disk, smooth under fabric. She throws the waistcoat over her shoulders, fumbles with the buttons.

      To her right, muffled thuds—the other compartment. Another, louder thud. Dust shakes off the ceiling; then, the wrenching of metal.

      The other passenger screams, but only briefly before he falls silent with a wet squelch.

      Ada reaches for the disk. “Can you break the window?”

      You’ll freeze. Hide.

      “Where—”

      Something smashes into the door.

      Ada can only hear metal bend and wood splinter. Though Nikola’s eyes glow somewhat, they illuminate nothing. All Ada can do is hold the disk and not know where to aim it.

      HIDE.

      She falls to the floor behind the fallen pillows when the door is destroyed.

      A cold draft wafts inside. It passes over Ada’s matted hair; she struggles to keep her breaths quiet. Nikola’s red eyes have vanished. The buzzing beneath Ada’s skin grows needles and grates like sandpaper.

      She hears in her head, Pathetic.

      Like a dull knife in hateful hands.

      How can you be like me?

      False wood cracks: something’s been wrenched from the wall. Ada’s temples throb.

      Weak.

      Ada keeps herself absolutely still. Let it come nearer. She feels its approach with the crawling under her skin and hears the slither of threads.

      Whatever Nikola is waiting for, she hopes it’s worth it.

      I was told to kill you fast.

      Her finger finds the switch on the disk. But she needs the creature closer for that.

      Say “thank you.”

      From behind the pillows, there’s a cold blue flare.

      In a wholly different cadence: Please live.

      She glimpses red eyes above her for a split second before Nikola lunges from the ceiling towards the blue glow. The needling of sandpaper eases; she hears a hard thwack. Metal clatters, out in the corridor, and the presence shifts rapidly away from her. A different sound overtakes: something razor-sharp, slicing flesh, again and again, knife through meat. The horrible voice inside Ada’s mind screams—at the same time, she feels the welling panic and suppressed pain she knows to be Nikola’s.

      The knob for the chandelier. Not far, by the bed. Then she can see; then she can be useful.

      She crawls, scared to walk, and still slips on the bedsheets, tangles in clothing—fuck. Something cold hits her knee. Pain radiates.

      From the corridor, she hears wet, visceral tearing.

      She pads the wall, blind and panicked, bruising knuckles, but she finds it. Ribbed brass under clammy fingers.

      Outside, a squelch.

      She turns the knob.

      Lightning crackles; the chandelier ignites, bright and yellow, spilling light all over the compartment’s splintered ruin. Safety railing, wrenched from the wall, leaving two holes. Bedsheets slick with something blackish. The door, torn off its hinges and bent like a tin lid.

      The carpet-wide trail of blood on the floor.

      Ada darts out into the corridor and finds black thread, tangled, clotting the passage. Two balls of vicious worms, twisting around each other as if to choke. Some threads end cudgel-like, some with claws. Some are punctured, some torn, some cut; some bleed small fountains of arterial red.

      Ada has no idea where Nikola ends and the attacker begins. If she uses the disk, both die. Useless as always. FUCK!

      Ada recoils, her head wringing. That thought felt loud, echoing.

      Ada, she hears Nikola say, as if through teeth—I told you to⁠—

      Can you play dead?

      It strains her to project like this on purpose; feels like her skull might unfold at its seams. But if this works⁠—

      They answer, Don’t die.

      And half of the writhing threads fall abruptly slack.

      It works. The other half of the tangle relents immediately. It extricates and gathers itself. The thing coalesces into a broad, hulking figure, blue eyes crawling up to form a head, and stray beams of chandelier light pierce the gaps in its threads.

      Ada knows this shape. She’s seen it, across the Institute courtyard. And earlier still, before she arrived in Heilung, blocking a corridor of a train.

      There’s no time to consider this. She thinks instead: what would a man like Brick expect her to do?

      He told her, Say “thank you.”

      Ada opens her mouth and shrieks.

      He jerks around to face her, a myriad cold eyes. She affects a stumble and falls to the floor. Scraggly carpet burns her bare skin, but she backpedals anyway, lets the carpet scratch her palms and her wrists. She makes her face spasm as if she’s weeping, and all the while her insides thrum with adrenaline and spellcraft and god knows what else.

      Brick glides slowly towards her. A blood clot, pushing forward, even though he could be fast, could be efficient.

      “Please,” she begs.

      I said, he says as his stature of squirming worms bends over her, his cudgel-limbs rearing to strike at her head, say “thank you.”

      When Ada sees the cudgel fall, she thrusts her hand with the disk upward and flips the switch.

      Brick’s limb falls directly on hers—and stops. Everything stops. Lightning erupts inside the disk with a deafening crack, and then Brick is a horrific statue, blue eyes frozen aghast, his whole limb constricted into a singular point, a tumour of blackened muscle.

      Ada knows she must let go. She can’t. Brick’s arrested limb is pressing into her palm, driving the metal of the disk into her flesh—she too is paralysed. She senses the moment the spellcraft takes hold, just slightly faster than she can react, and then she can’t even blink.

      The disk’s metal cracks.

      The ink is cold. Like freshly molten ice yet acidic, corrosive. She sees it eat through the skin between her thumb and index finger. Sees the droplet form, hang. Ada has thrust out her hand thinking only of stopping Brick, and in doing so, she placed the disk right above herself. Right above her face.

      No, no, no, no⁠—

      It sizzles as it falls. The corner of her right eye extinguishes; the image of the half-lit corridor splits into aftershocks of itself and strobes while Ada’s tongue is a stone in her mouth. Can’t even scream.

      But she can hear the sound of slicing.

      Black claws scythe through Brick’s figure. He falls like pieces of a statue, chunks of petrified viscera.

      A claw hooks into Ada’s palm. I’m sorry, it’ll hurt.

      It does.

      She’s unfrozen half-way through the searing agony of skin and meat peeled from her sinew and bone.

      Don’t close your eye, you’ll spread it.

      She understands—even through shrieking pain—but it’s a struggle. Tears well. The world melts in them, and all she sees is something black flitting back and forth. With her mind, she feels the echo of Nikola’s fatigue, and the dull pain somewhere in their torso, and the fear that makes their limbs shake.

      Water splashes over her face.

      I said don’t.

      Nikola has to hold her eyelids apart. Another limb secures her hand as they wash her palm as well.

      Found the conductor’s medical kit. You’ll be fine.

      The conductor. The hulking man. Don’t you remember, the locomotive driver asked him, as if he should’ve—and if Nikola can alter their appearance, then so can⁠—

      Fuck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time Nikola forces the carriage door open, Ada can almost see clearly. The right-hand corner of her sight fades to black, and often objects’ outlines shimmer and double, but she manages not to stumble into walls as her feet slosh through Brick’s blood.

      It is not that bad. Her eye is not that bad. She keeps telling herself, it is not as bad as it was fifteen years ago.

      Except this time, it wasn’t a physician that washed her eyes out. Not in a hospice, either. Nikola might’ve missed a drop. A small drop in the corner of her eye. A drop can spread. Blink after blink, gradually gnawing at the edges of her vision, until⁠—

      At least that makes it easier not to look at her hand. Her hand is awful. Air whistles through the holes in it; Nikola had to suture and singe the edges, not too expertly. It hurt more than Ada thought bodies could hurt. And under the bandages on her palm, there’s exposed bone. A smooth stub, like something she’d pick out of chicken soup. It pangs dully as she dresses herself and shoves her belongings inside her bag—ones she can find, anyway.

      Nikola, in turn, isn’t visibly injured; their body reweaves itself fast. Which makes Ada feel a pang of envy. They shove the heavy metal door of the carriage, and it flies apart, as if nothing could be easier.

      The night yowls with wind. Scarce light from the chandelier falls onto the thick cover of snow and the flurry of snowflakes, but darkness consumes it no farther than Ada’s outstretched hand. Cold batters her face as she ignites the gas lamp Nikola found in the conductor’s closet. The fire is sickly and barely useful.

      Nikola’s many eyes shimmer like red will-o’-wisps. What do we do now?

      They know very well what to do. The subdued worry in their voice is singularly for her, not for themself. She’s the useless one. The weak one. Just as Brick said.

      “We walk.”

      She starts forward along the tracks. At least that much she can see; at least the two of them won’t get lost. Cold claws at her face; she pushes the scarf up higher.

      It’s at least eight hours of walking to Sniegau.

      Through teeth: “Then we walk eight hours.”

      It was the militia that sent him after us.

      “Obviously.”

      So they knew?

      There are many reasons why the militia could’ve known. Could’ve followed Ada or even Nikola. Could’ve watched the Guelder-Rose. Could’ve watched Augusta. An endless list of reasons, none of which Ada enjoyed entertaining because, whether they were true or not, she could do nothing about them.

      She wants to fall on her knees and scream. Perhaps cry. Perhaps melt.

      Limbs drape over her shoulders. She curls her injured hand over a sickle claw. When she squeezes hard enough, the exposed bone shifts and sends a cascade of jabs all the way to the elbow. Enough to cleanse Ada of self-flagellation and make her keep walking.

      Until she hears a roar, and realises she left an open carriage sopping with blood in the middle of a starved wilderness.

      Nikola spins to the sound, claws unfurling. Ada holds her lantern up like it’s weapon, her other hand searching for the switchblade in her pockets. Not that it’ll help.

      Leave it to me.

      She clenches her teeth. She’ll have to.

      Wait. Their head tilts, and they hurry to reshape themself human. Who’s⁠—

      A gunshot splits the wind’s howl.

      Ada squints into the dark, following Nikola’s gaze, but sees nothing except the flurry of snow.

      “What do you see?”

      Another gunshot—Ada flinches, stopping herself from dropping the lantern and shielding her ears. Somewhere in the distance, a bear yelps, and to this a third gunshot answers.

      It’s fleeing. They jolt with panic. Shit, my clothes!

      They rush to snag a coat from Ada’s bag and throw it over their shoulders. She’s about to demand they describe what they saw, but then a glimmer catches her eye.

      Another lantern, growing brighter. Much brighter than Ada’s; must be spellcrafted. The sound of baying hounds approaches along with the light, but it’s only when Ada and Nikola are a few metres away from the sled that she finally discerns Nina, holding the reins, and Augusta, standing tall in the back with Olesia’s rifle.
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        * * *

      

      Some tableau Ada and Nikola must’ve made. Dishevelled, bloodied, scowling at the light and the snow that stuck to their eyelashes. Ada, with her hand hastily bandaged, her hair a nest, her new-ish overcoat now battered enough to seem moth-eaten. Nikola, nude but for a coat swaddled around them. Snow, melting into a puddle around their bare feet, only to be at once filled with fresh snow again.

      Ada sees the dull shock written plainly on Nina’s face, even as the woman tries to hide it.

      Augusta seems far less surprised. Her mouth is set into a hard line, her grey eyes steel-cold. She holds the rifle firm. The spellcrafted lantern sways from the high curve of the sled behind her, a pendulum of blue that spikes a memory of that same colour: the glow of clustering eyes, an outstretched arm away from Ada, and the dripping ink.

      Ada’s injured hand twitches, involuntary.

      “We found your letter,” Augusta says against the gale, words clipped and loud. “Nina appreciated the dramatism.”

      To her left, Ada hears a whine. The leading dog—a hound with thick white fur—laps its tongue against Nikola’s shin, where specks of blood have crusted. Tension strings through Nikola’s stature, freezes them rigid, until Nina snaps her reins and whistles, and the animal reluctantly returns to its place.

      “I’d ask you to explain yourselves,” Augusta says, her gaze straying to the water pooling at Nikola’s feet, “but⁠—”

      “A warrant’s been issued,” Nina says, almost quiet enough for her words to be swept away in the storm.

      Nikola flinches, but then Augusta supplies:

      “For you, Ada.”

      Ada nods, feeling numb.

      “Do you know Constable Kowal-Keller? Did you talk much in the Black House?”

      A foul feeling twists and churns in Ada’s stomach, and in her mind she stops incipient thoughts from cohering into sentences for fear of falling to her knees.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “Then you know why he issued the warrant?”

      Despite the cold, Ada’s chest spasms, demanding oxygen. But when she inhales, shallow and rapid, there’s only the many sharp spicules of snow.

      “Did I ruin it?” she says between painful breaths. “Did I ruin your militia contact?”

      “Oh shut up.” As though through leagues of water, Ada discerns how odd Augusta sounds—choked, strained—but Ada can’t tell why. Can’t care why.

      Again Ada hears her sister speaking, but the heartbeat throbbing in Ada’s ears pummels all words free of meaning. Nina chimes in, soft like a spirit, and that also drowns. Now it’s not that Ada’s skin is crawling from any arcane effect, but that she wants to tear it off herself; to dig her fingers into epidermis until there’s an audible crack, as if she’s porcelain. Until everything breaks.

      She recalls her bluster—no one can be certain of the future, Nikola—and realises she was lying. To them, to herself. She pretended she was at peace with failure. But failure was never permissible. Failure costs lives. Failure costs everything.

      When a hand lands on her shoulder, she flinches.

      “Ada?”

      Nikola’s voice. She can’t stand to hear it right now. Above all, she’s misled them. She let them think she was competent and in charge. She made them part of her own sick fantasy in which she deluded herself into thinking she had control.

      She lied to them even as she accused Nikola themself so venomously of deceit.

      “Ada.” Firmer now.

      She lets out a sullen hum to let them know she’s listening and hates herself for how childish and petulant that response is. Grandmama was right. Ada is a fucking child.

      “You can still make it to Sniegau,” Nikola says. “Nina will take you there. It’ll take longer, but⁠—”

      Ada starts. “Take me?”

      Of course. Of course they’d say that. They already had a plan, such as it was. And now they will act on it, and they’ll be weaker for having fought Brick, and they will die.

      Ada’s breaths cloud before her. Heat shoots through her veins, and though she doesn’t melt snow like Nikola, she still feels as if she might burst into flame.

      “No.”

      Fury rises within her. At herself, yes—but she can think of other targets.

      She starts for the sled. “Give me the gun.”

      “Ada!”

      Now Nikola sounds stern. How cute.

      Ada slaps her hand over the barrel in Augusta’s hands. “You won’t stop me,” she says, facing Augusta, but addressing Nikola also.

      Augusta’s expression changes not at all. She says, very quietly, just for the two of them, “You didn’t see her before she was taken away, did you?”

      Ada feels her lip start to tremble. “Fuck off.”

      “She looked exactly like you do.”

      What a stupid fucking comparison. Olesia was arrested; Ada is coming of her own free will.

      Behind her:

      “I know how we can enter. Without getting shot immediately, that is.”

      Nikola’s tone has shifted from stern to resigned. Faintly that stings. Half of Ada wants Nikola to scream and shout and slap her until her head rings—no less than she deserves. The other half craves desperately for an embrace, for a lie that sings, everything will be well.

      Neither of which will happen. She’ll settle for resignation.

      “While you were off, I, uh.” They shift from foot to naked foot, sloshing water. “I surveyed the tunnels. I think I know a way into the Institute’s Archives that’s not the front door.”

      Nikola, looking for trouble. What else is new. Ada can almost smile.

      “Then,” she says, “I suppose we should set off for the Guelder-Rose.”

      Augusta draws a deep breath through her nose. “I’m not going to ask what all this means. I’m not going to ask what it has to do with an illegal bar. I’m not going to ask what a mostly naked stranger⁠—”

      “Good,” Ada cuts in. “Don’t.”

      Her sister releases the gun, and now the full weight of the rifle rests in Ada’s hands. Cold metal. Scratched wood. The handle presses into the bone beneath the bandage. The low ache feels good. A constant reminder she’s a fool.

      With a sigh, Augusta beckons Nikola and Ada onto the sled. Its seat is narrow, barely enough for the three of them. Ada sits between her sister and her lover and does her best to think only of the immediate future. The first strokes of a plan begin to emerge, like an outline of a figure in thick polar fog.

      Ada watches the howling dark. Imagines where the red gleam of Heilung’s spire should be.

      What would Heilung feel like if it were to be cast into such total darkness?

      Augusta gives Nina a curt nod. Reins snap. With the yapping of dogs, the sled spurs into motion—and turns in the opposite direction.

      “I’ve twenty rounds,” Augusta whispers. “That’s it.”

      “Alright.”

      “I’m—”

      She feels Augusta seize. Tremble, if a little. A motion more characteristic of Nikola—Nikola that now, conversely, sits with absolute calm and relaxed stillness, as if they’re finally at peace. They’re turned away from Ada, watching the wilderness that no one but they can see through the dark.

      “I’m sorry,” Augusta says.

      “Yes.” Ada feels a tear well in her half-seeing eye. “I am, too.”
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      Twenty rounds, swung over her shoulder on a leather strap. Nineteen now, as Ada slides a lead bullet inside the breech.

      “So this exits into 1A?” she asks.

      It should, yes.

      The tunnel enclosing Ada and Nikola is half-artificial, barely wider than Ada herself. Portions of the walls retain that ice-smooth surface, but the rest bear the long grooves of claws.

      As Nikola unravels from a mostly-human form into black thread, they say,

      Militia may expect an intrusion. With bated glee: But not from this direction.

      They hook the claws into stone, and pull.

      The wall peels away to the familiar sight of the student archives—except the floor is littered with records. Open folders, scattered pages, emptied boxes. A metal shelf lies upended, leaning on the wall, the dry paper essence of students’ lives spilling out in a collapsing cascade.

      Ada was wondering how long it’d take them to notice her theft.

      Nikola turns to her, a cloud of black flesh and red stars. Vogt’s office first.

      She nods. There’s risk here; the two of them need a schematic. Nikola assured her—and from her own time with the professor, Ada believes it—that Vogt keeps all her papers, obsessively. Even those Vogt is told to dispose of; she simply creates copies. An understandable proclivity for a researcher.

      Ada intends to make these moments of disobedience cost Vogt everything.

      Nikola gestures for Ada to slot the key into the lock. They cannot touch such keys themself, they explained; too much of the keys’ surfaces is occupied by enchantment.

      She inserts the key and hears the shunt of the mechanism. The slow exhale of pistons. Carefully, Ada parts the door.

      The lights are on in the corridor, sizzling quietly. That is the first sign the Institute expects somebody. It’s past midnight; the militia should be using lanterns.

      Nikola’s head of eyes cants towards the west corridor. Two men.

      Ada remembers them. Ginger and tall—no. Not ginger, not tall. They’re their badges, their uniforms. Nothing more.

      She keeps her back to the west wall. The corner gives her vantage, and the dead end behind her back protects her. She rests the butt of the gun to her shoulder. For a moment her sight wobbles; the part-blinded eye is a weakness she can’t afford.

      She rests her finger on the trigger. Olesia’s voice sounds in her head, Trigger safety, Adochko, and Ada answers, I know.

      Nikola says, Don’t worry about shooting me or through me. It’ll barely hurt.

      Ada nods. Takes stock of the thrum under her skin and behind her eyes. Her wounds burn against the bandage, irritated by the weight of the barrel. She squeezes the rifle firmer still. Pain funnels all thought to one purpose: watch for spellcrafted weapons, shoot, and reload.

      Nikola drags their claws against the wall. A slow screech. Crumbling paint and brick.

      Commotion to the left. Grumbling voices, steps that first shuffle and dither and then stride. Nikola waits. Behind them, so does Ada, pressing her left shoulder into the wall.

      She remembers which side held the militiamen’s holsters. Right-handed, both of them.

      The ginger one comes into view first. Careless, with the unfocused gaze of someone still half-asleep. By the sounds of it, he’s ahead of his colleague.

      And he’s heedless of claws.

      A dash of black, then: arterial blood, erupting from the militiaman’s throat. The cut is first a string of red, but then it yawns, widens further and further, and the man’s glassy-eyed head tilts back under its weight until it falls. Rolls like a misshapen lump. The body follows, collapsing forward, first to its knees as if in supplication, then wholly prone. A lake of blood pours out of the severed neck. Blackish red, flooding grey granite.

      Nikola says, Don’t get distracted.

      Ada snaps her gaze away from the body. It’s dead. A waste of attention.

      “Otto, what do you—fuck!”

      Ada moves to peek over the corner.

      Steel flashes as the other militiaman starts to draw the gun, but Ada’s already shifted her aim, and her rifle is already out.

      The gunshot rings.

      A tinny screech pierces Ada’s now-muffled hearing, but her flawed sight stays as firm as can be.

      The bullet flies through the militiaman’s hand. She can picture all the fine bones shattering. The man’s gun clatters to the floor. Ada briefly glimpses the wall through the hole in his hand until that space wells with red. She wants so badly to fire again, to perforate him, make him a sheer net, him and that fucking uniform, and finish straight through his head⁠—

      Eighteen bullets.

      She pops the barrel open and slots another. By the time she’s done, the militiaman she disarmed is sliced open from sternum to groin.

      Now they should come running, Nikola says.

      Ada nods, and Nikola stands ready to spring, a coil of black nestled in shadow between cold blue lights. Vogt’s office is close—two turns and a corridor away—but the search may take a while. Best to remove interruptions now.

      Marching steps, far away. At least ten.

      In the shadow, Nikola flinches, and then Ada hears it too, muffled by walls:

      “…you—second group, east side. Cover him.”

      Sharp, dismissive, punchable voice. Albescu.

      Unfamiliar: “Why me?”

      “Your ears not working? You’ll be covered, I said.”

      Another: “And you’re annoying.”

      They’ll have two groups, one to the right and a smaller one to the left, Nikola says. Seems like the left one will be firing. Focus on them.

      Ada grits her teeth. That’s her bad side.

      She manages, If they hit you⁠—

      A few charges, I can take. They sound grim. But if you see me motionless, run to the tunnel.

      Nikola must know she won’t.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Ada sees is just one militiaman. He’s faintly familiar; perhaps an Institute guard. He wanders like some lost lamb, strolling into the corridor that continues into the open space before Ada and Nikola, but his face is green with panic, and his eyes dart like a rubber ball bouncing off walls. He pretends not to notice the bodies and all the blood—blood that splashes under his boots—and very poorly at that, audibly swallowing vomit.

      “Um,” the militiaman says as he reaches the corridor bend. “All clear?”

      He doesn’t sound sure. As he shouldn’t be since he stands mere centimetres away from a monster he can’t even perceive.

      Not yet?

      She gives a minute shake of her head. The man is bait.

      More steps, groups of them, moving—only to the right. Nikola shifts to the sound and crosses the corridor, flickering through shadow, their movement graceful and fluid, like oil falling through water.

      Ada readies herself. Closes and opens her eyes—her world is still doubling at the edges, slightly.

      A group of nine enters from the right-hand side. Nine men in black. Albescu’s bulgy-eyed mug is not among them.

      Nikola descends.

      To the militia, it must seem impossibly quick. To Ada, the world almost slows down, her eyes and innards throbbing urgently, shrieking for it all to stop—but she could not look away if she tried. The claws spin, a pirouette—and bodies fall. A readied spellcrafted gun sizzles, but before Ada can even reorient to shoot back, the pirouette pivots, and the arm falls too, gun and all. A wide leap from Nikola, and five heads cascade to the floor like bouquets dropped on stage.

      She always did want to see Nikola dance.

      The smell of ozone hits her, that unmistakable scent of a building charge. Left side.

      Ada shifts a fraction over her corner, gun at the ready. This risk is unavoidable. The risk of glimpsing those barrels, all five of them, pointed at Nikola as lightning gathers bright and blue in the black pits of them.

      Ada fires.

      The first bullet hits the wall. She ducks away and loads another.

      An arc of blue shunts out from the left. There’s sizzling, a hiss of pain—Nikola’s.

      Ada shifts back and fires again.

      This time she hits a chest. Near the shining badge—a good target. Blood sputters, swells; Ada hides again. There’s clatter—the falling gun—and the thud of the man that follows his weapon.

      A dullness comes over her. As if someone smashed a bottle over her head.

      I killed someone.

      She reloads.

      The next time she peeks over her corner, one of the barrels is aimed at her. Predictably so, but Ada was trained for hunting, not murder, and she darts back too late. The lightning arc singes her sleeve, burns right through it to her skin.

      Ada looks at the pooling blood and thinks, That arm’s fucked-up anyway. She can’t tell if she’s the most dispassionate she’s ever been, or if she’s been rendered insane.

      One of the left-hand militiamen screams.

      Ada smiles, giddy. Nikola must be done with the other nine.

      She steps out of her hiding spot; the five militiamen—no, four now—have bigger concerns than her. Black thread encircles them; sickle claws slice through air and just as easily, flesh.

      Ada intends to be a concern anyway. A stray spellcrafted gun may still fire—so she fires first. Fires at the twitch of a man’s finger, at the impotent smacking of a damaged barrel, at a snarl. One, two, three, four, five, six times.

      Between shots she wonders if there’s something wrong with her. She could be wasting bullets. But then, she wants them dead and Nikola whole. She killed one man, what’s another five? Can’t she for once have what she wants?

      She’s too lost in her bloodlust to hear the clack of boots behind her, and when she does, the lightning has already hit her back. A hundred-degree punch.

      “You little bitch.”

      Her vision breaks into nonsense, kaleidoscoping. Briefly: paralysis, dead stillness, but that is transitory. The next moment her insides lurch with violent, alien anger, as if the lightning is not an attack but a transgression against her. The black spot in her right eye starts to pulsate, residual ink drawn to magic. Panic wells in her throat. She wants to scrub her eye clean of the blackness, but that’ll only make it worse—she keeps still. That’s all she can do. Watch the black spot slowly, inexorably grow.

      “You little fucker.” Albescu, high-pitched as a klaxon. “Where’s the other one?”

      Ada won’t grace this twat with the sight of her dread. She laughs, the kaleidoscope slowing.

      “If I had to guess, above you.”

      She stumbles sideways—so his next shot only grazes her coat—and then around. Ada does not want to miss this.

      Nikola isn’t above Albescu, she finds. The flickering mass of black looms behind the man, red eyes fixed on his back.

      He’s still pointing his gun at her, like an idiot.

      “I have backup, you stupid bitch,” he sneers. “You both are⁠—”

      Cartilage cracks. A black claw breaks through the skin of his neck.

      Blood stoppers Albescu’s throat. He gurgles, bulging eyes flaring wider, as if he’s shocked this could possibly happen.

      He falls face-first into blood with the same dumb confusion, except without a light in his watery pupils. Ada resists the urge to waste a bullet on a corpse. She makes do with crunching her boot into his face as she walks away.
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        * * *

      

      Vogt’s office is locked, but only to those whose hands can’t tear doors off their hinges. There is no need for secrecy. Not anymore.

      Splinters rain on the granite floor as the door is flung aside. Ada’s heart jumps as she glimpses the office through the gaps in Nikola’s threads—but it is empty. The chair stands empty, the desk is clean, the bookshelves half barren. Ada steps forward, squinting, peering over the ruined doorframe. No one lurks in the corners, too.

      She has no rational explanation for why she expected Vogt to be waiting for her. To lounge just here, gloved fingers tented, and peer over her silver-rimmed spectacles at Ada with abject disappointment.

      Ada shouldn’t care. Vogt is a monster, her human body notwithstanding.

      I killed a man. Then killed again and I’d kill more. Aren’t I then a monster?

      Nikola tells her, Left half’s yours.

      The sentiment of equal share is cute, but they’re much faster; for Ada, it’ll be more like a quarter. All the same, she gets to work, her fingers tingling with both curiosity and nerves.

      The black spot in her eyes has spread further. Closer to a third of her vision now.

      Nikola was right: Vogt really does keep everything. Page after page, folder after folder, it’s all bursting with paper. Even textbooks scatter with little torn notes as Ada opens the books. At first Ada reads the notes, thinking there may be some hidden code or message, but there’s really no other artfulness to it than a researcher’s zeal. Makes guilt well in her stomach. She realises—with disgust—that a fraction of her still wants Nikola to be wrong. Wants Vogt to be innocent, or at least ignorant.

      But then she opens a tome called Ethnographic Variations. The margins are riddled with ink, Vogt’s jagged writing circling like snares around tables and diagrams. Collections of daguerreotypes, in portrait and profile; dead-eyed people in folk costumes as examples of categories. Numeric estimates of “cognitive capacity,” whatever that means.

      Years ago, Ada recalls there was some sort of scientific controversy about the study of inherent intellect among the nations of the Authority. She does not remember how the incident concluded; likely it didn’t so much conclude as it ceased.

      What she does remember is strobing light. Forced stillness. Probing fingers, cold on her face.

      Now she knows what that was for. To ensure she’s the right kind of nobody.

      Did you hear that?

      Ada jolts. The memory of Vogt’s measuring sparks a small headache.

      “Hear what?”

      She looks to Nikola. Their form is almost human, threads spun into a familiar shape. Claws have vanished from their limbs. They cant their head of eyes towards the north wall, still and at attention.

      Maybe it’s the pipes. They turn to the shelf before them. It’s quiet now.

      Ada returns to the miserable tome. She has no desire to look through the whole of it, so she only surveys the fore-edge for irregularities. The pages in the middle stand out, yellower and thinner.

      When Ada leafs to page three hundred and twenty, she finds a copy of her file. Missing the daguerreotype and the stamp, the former being impossible to copy, and the latter unnecessary. But the contents are identical.

      Ada shoves the book back in its place and crumples the file, letting it fall to the ground with a brittle dry thunk. She’d stomp on it, too, only she’d waste her time.

      I’ve got it!

      Ada turns around to see Nikola produce a thin leatherbound ledger from the north shelf. She recognises its make; these are bought by the dozen by the richer students. The quality of paper and the pleasant cover make it a good and lazy gift to a studied citizen. Ada’s half-forgotten of the ledgers since leaving Bluthagen; not as many seem to have them in Heilung.

      She shakes her head. “You really think it’s in her personal notes?”

      No, no, no, Nikola says, manic. I remember it, I remember it now! She was talking about this, always talking about this, had this ledger, when I was down there—I remember now!

      The talk of remembering elicits a different thought for Ada. How she once walked home from the Guelder-Rose, and then recalled none of it. How she later seemingly lost half an hour of time to—what, exactly?

      It discomfits.

      She strides around Vogt’s desk to Nikola’s side as they frantically flip through scrawled-over pages.

      There!

      A finger-like appendage points at a strange drawing. A hand-drawn diagram of sorts. The structure it depicts resembles nothing so much as an unravelled intestine, looping and senseless, its shape dictated by bizarre tunnels and natural structures. Certain loops are pockmarked with dead-end pockets—chambers for Wellsprings. No telling which ones are occupied. Ada squints, her faulty vision doubling, and makes out the notations: 1G, 1A, 1F. Nikola is pointing at something marked CS.

      “Catalyst spire?” Ada asks.

      The threads in Nikola head jerk, as if in assent. She talked about… ugh! They slam the ledger on Vogt’s desk; the wood cracks. Why can’t I remember?

      “You also have chunks of memory missing?”

      They start pacing, back and forth behind the desk, like a caged animal. No, not chunks, it’s just—I thought I forgot because it hurt, because I wanted to forget, but— They stop. I try to remember, and there’s nothing there.

      Perhaps there’s a commonality. “What’s the last thing you do remember? Before there’s nothing.”

      I… They jerk, perhaps involuntarily. It depends. I remember the Book. I remember—her, with a light and some… glyph?

      “Cognitive glyph?”

      I don’t know.

      There isn’t time for this. Ada picks the ledger back up. “Are you sure we’ll get to the catalyst spire this way?”

      Yes.

      “And you can damage it beyond repair?”

      A shrug ripples through them. I’ve seen it. Not sure how or why, but I remember it, in the tunnels. It’s metal. I can rend metal easily enough.

      No catalyst—no spellcraft, only dormant glyphs. No spellcraft, no lightning guns. No magic at all, for kilometres in the frigid wastes, except that which has already made its home in Nikola’s flesh.

      Even the trains won’t run.
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        * * *

      

      The diagram takes them towards 1G first. The path is a mirror to Ada’s first days in Heilung’s Tresor, except now entirely devoid of people. Students, professors, cleaners—all gone. As if the Institute is playing dead.

      When she hears the door’s piston sigh open and the spellcrafted lights ignite, all she can think is, All of this will be gone. All of this.

      She can’t tell whether that makes her happy or not. There’s a giddiness to the thought, a tremor of anticipation before the unknown. As if she’s standing at the edge of an abyss, eager to jump.

      Her shoulder thumps against the wall. She did not notice her trajectory straying.

      Vision, almost half-gone.

      You all right?

      She needs to be.

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes into Ada and Nikola’s descent, there’s a thud to her right.

      Nikola halts. Schematic?

      As they survey the ledger she gives them, another thud follows. Not too muffled, either, as if there’s only a wall or two between Ada and the sound’s source.

      Nikola’s head jerks up. Their eyes all rotate and snap in that direction. Alarm radiates from their mind.

      “What is it?” Ada asks.

      A person.

      Iwona?

      Nikola pushes the ledger back into Ada’s hands. Here! They point to a plain part of the wall. Try the 1G key; lock’s hidden.

      At the contact with the key, a segment of the wall shunts aside, and Nikola shoves it all the way open. Beyond, a corridor emerges that’s far more reminiscent of the Institute Ada knows. Granite floors, painted walls, wood panelling. Except there’s clearly no cleaner to tend to this place; even with her blackened sight, Ada notices brown and greenish stains trail down walls; spots of black crawl up the ceiling; grey balls of dust lurk in dark corners. The lighting is worse than Ada expected. A lone sconce burns bright and blue, and then a sequence of much weaker lights, all along the wall. The latter seem pointless, illuminating almost nothing. The passage recedes into the dark, as if without end.

      Which is bizarre. The corridor is closer to the catalyst spire than most of Heilung. The enchantments ought to be unerring. So why would one leave this place looking so derelict? Even if it hid spellcraft so elaborate that even the smallest fluctuation in the spire’s aura would disrupt something, the temperature has not dropped at all. Thermal spellcraft is fully installed. Why save on lights in a laboratory?

      The thud again. Ada can discern its nature now: something dull against leather, ahead of her. Then, a much quieter and human sound, like—whimpering?

      “I hear it,” she whispers.

      It may be more prudent to head straight for the catalyst spire. If its aura vanishes, all spellcraft will cease to function. Whatever ails this person will dissipate.

      Unless they are on the cusp of metamorphosis. Then it will be too late. Nikola’s body depends on no spires.

      Ada starts towards the dark.

      A wave of freezing, debilitating panic to her right. For a moment, Nikola’s tall threaded figure stands abjectly still. Then the red eyes alight on Ada’s hands, on her gun, and they resume after her.

      Under different circumstances, she’d be preening. But Nikola does not know of the black shadow consuming her vision. Does not know of the squirming under her skin, and that Ada’s uncertain how much longer she can ignore it. So now she only feels guilt.

      Another thud, then a gurgling yelp.

      Ada hurries her pace. Nikola follows close at her heel, their visage unsteady, vanished from perception for anyone but her. Once the two step into shadow, the order reverses; Ada grits her teeth at her own inability. She almost walks into the wall as the corridor swerves, but Nikola stops her in time.

      There’s light at the end of the dark passage the two enter. Faint blue, emanating through a thick glass porthole. Ada recognises the shape of it.

      Like a slamming tide:

      HELP ME.

      The kaleidoscope again. For a second, the dim corridor twists into a meaningless swirl of grey, black, and blue. The twisting stills almost at once, but the vertigo bleeds with heat from her eyes to her body: Ada’s hand, her scar, her skin, all burning.

      Nikola, with alarm: Ada?

      She strides forward until she meets the door of the cell. Metallic, gelid against her hand. The glass is even murkier than the one she remembers. Ada only discerns faint outlines of a seated figure, a pale blotch against a murky nothing. And on each wall, the faint blue glint of spellcrafted lights.

      Ada, if you’re⁠—

      But then Nikola stills, their eyes rotating every which way, as if looking for something.

      “What?”

      We’re too far down, can’t hear well, they say. Might’ve been someone walking, I don’t know.

      “So let’s hurry.”

      They sink their claws into the metal door and yank.

      It’s gunshot-deafening. Layers of metal, shrieking like harrowed ghosts. Glass cracking. Flakes of rust spray Ada’s boots. The expensive spellcraft lock remains fused to the wall, useless as the door itself falls.

      Inside the chamber, the student strapped to the psychoneural assessment chair is barely recognisable.

      She is pale. Almost blue. Light brown curls are matted and stuck to a sweat-drenched face. Bruises limn the leather straps drawn tight around her forehead, her wrists, her waist, her ankles. A catheter snakes out of her skirt, and her left vein is punctured with a needle that leads to a suspended bottle of some clear liquid.

      Something shunts behind Ada’s eyes. She jerks, almost dropping her rifle. The black in her vision bleeds, spreading.

      She hears a slither of threads, and then Nikola’s disused voice struggles to say, “Iwona? Do you hear me?”

      Iwona’s mouth quivers. Quiet moans bubble through her lips, as if she’s trying to speak but can’t manage a word.

      “Iwona?” Nikola says again, pressing.

      The thrum beneath Ada’s skin surges to an incessant needling. She fights the urge to drop the rifle and scratch at her arms as if her clothes had lice, and knows she’ll lose this battle soon.

      One of Iwona’s pupils lands on Ada. Fixes.

      What is “Iwona”?

      The voice is monotone, dead.

      And why does it burn?

      Without quite registering she’s doing so in thought, Ada echoes, Why does it burn?

      Iwona’s pupil starts to oscillate.

      The tremor spreads to eyelids, to skin, to limbs, now convulsive. Straps strain, leather creaks. Iwona’s back arches impossibly, crunches like bones snapped to dust, and lands back so abruptly that it resonates with a thudding clap.

      HELP.

      The chamber before Ada blurs. She stumbles, nauseous; feels a weight released from her hands and hears the gun thud.

      Threaded limbs catch her. Ada, your eye!

      Her eye is the least of her worries. She can help it no longer; she thrashes, claws at her sleeves, tearing fabric, nails against skin.

      Ada, stop!

      HELP. FREE ME.

      An image bursts into Ada’s mind: skin liquefying, sloughing, falling in wet chunks.

      Threads snap around Ada’s left wrist as she’s about to sink her nails into her wrist. Nikola holds her still as their other limbs shift towards Iwona—still screaming, HELP ME, ringing a shrill bell inside Ada’s head—and then there’s a quick snap.

      Iwona falls silent.

      Ada blinks until her remaining eye can somewhat focus on the other student.

      The body has already relaxed. Limbs that were clamped rigid and struggling, fall. The eyes realign. Glaze over.

      Ada can think of nothing except Emma’s lost countenance. Emma’s words, fragile like once-shattered porcelain, entrusted to someone that isn’t even a friend. I’ve known people that took their own life.

      Ada promised. And failed.

      Nikola’s head of eyes snaps back. Someone’s here.

      Clacking, far behind her. Ada reaches for her gun and stumbles again, to her knees. Her limbs lurch and jerk, only half under her control.

      The light from the small sconce on the left—though it’s rather flat to the wall for a sconce—shivers. The sound of steps stops, replaced with a mechanical shunt.

      Too little too late, Ada notices what she’s been too distracted to observe: these used to be sconces.

      “Nikola, leave.”

      The threads around her wrists tighten. No.

      She feels herself getting pulled, enveloped—but she knows she’s weighing them down; they could be so much faster.

      She reaches for the switchblade, fumbling—come on, one good cut.

      They slap it out of her hand.

      “Leave,” she hisses. “Run.” She spasms in Nikola’s grasp like a dead weight with hysteria.

      Never.

      They’re dragging her, only as fast as a carriage—she feels their threads strain. Threads pummelled by Brick, grazed by guns. Nikola’s strength is not infinite. And with her in tow, they cannot even fade from perception as her stupid, incapable body will not follow in kind.

      She hears the crackling charge build in the walls.

      Ada tries to push; it’s no use. Her limbs can only flail, and against Nikola she is nothing.

      “You’ll die,” she croaks. “Leave me.”

      Then I die.

      The lights in the walls flare blinding bright, and the world stops.

      Panic seizes her. Ada felt this just hours before, but then the paralysis was confined to bodies. Now, the very air coagulates. Sparks sizzle between the two glyphs she can see.

      In the pocket where her locket rests, heat starts to build. With it, a vibration, as if the locket is being pulled in many directions at once with none the winner.

      More steps, approaching. Loud and confident, reverberating—and multiple. Multiple people.

      Something crackles inside her waistcoat. Ada can’t even move her eye to see it, but she can still feel the rapidly heating locket burn through the wool and the corset and the linen. It brands its shape into her skin; she smells flesh burning.

      The fabric snaps, and the locket releases the burn it made, hanging suspended. Yet cold air against bubbling flesh is somehow worse.

      Ada can’t scream, and awful pain becomes agony. She can hear the sizzling behind her, smell burnt skin from the metal parts searing Iwona’s corpse, and hear to her right how a melting barrel chars and breaks the gun’s wood, and destroys all the bullets, too.

      Nikola is a statue to her left. A shape of bound wires. All the red eyes, a moment ago bright as stars, now extinguished, all gone.

      It occurs to Ada she doesn’t know what their death would look like.

      Please be alive.

      The steps are close now. Three different rhythms: a short staccato of heels, a long stride of boots, and a third, measured and precise in a way that’s instantly familiar. Ada can already picture the arsenic green gown.

      “…and remember when you said this design was unnecessary?”

      Her voice.

      “Yes-yes, Helena, you’re always right, you’re always genius—we get it.”

      The Rectoress.

      Ada’s guilt churns in her stomach—but now a new feeling joins.

      They did it. Bordeianu and Keller-Kowal and—and yes, Vogt. They did it. Ada may have failed, may have floundered, but if it weren’t for them, none of this would’ve happened. No eyes swivelling in impossible orbits, no backs breaking, no wordless screams of death. How long has Iwona been here like this? How long had Klaus been here like this?

      How long had Nikola?

      Ada’s blood boils. Even if they kill me, I’ll come back to life and kill them all.

      But it’s neither the Rectoress nor Vogt that turns the corner and comes into view first.

      It’s the Constable, grim-faced and pale, gun firmly in hand. Poor lighting cuts his flabby features sharp and severe. Like bones revealed under rotted flesh.

      Ada’s rage spoils and deflates, popped. Kill them all—what a cute thought, for someone broken and paralysed.

      “Yep,” the Constable says to the people behind him as his heavy gaze lands on Ada. “Both here.”

      From the corner of her vision Ada sees the two women join him. Grey and green, plump and tall. At first they flank the Constable, but then Vogt pushes him aside without care for his weapon and strides forward.

      Even still, for a moment a tiny part of Ada wants to flinch. To be able to see Vogt’s face directly and search it for disappointment.

      Instead she sees the professor—blurred in the corner of Ada’s damaged eye—lean over, tilt this way and that, as if to examine the spellcraft, and mutter something about everything working. She then turns to the other side. Doesn’t look into Ada’s eyes, not once. And for the brief moment that the professor’s face passes through Ada’s direct line of sight, no disappointment nor consternation clouds it. No heaviness, no guilt, no conflict. Vogt’s countenance is perfectly at peace. Perhaps a little giddy, with a bright spark in the eye. She’s just checking that all her glyphs are in order, and she’s pleasantly surprised that they are.

      If Ada could move a muscle, she’d claw at these walls until either the walls or her fingers broke.

      Vogt doesn’t care about her. Vogt doesn’t care about Ada one bit.

      Never has.
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      “All’s well?”

      The Constable’s voice is a rusted knife against Ada’s throat. A needle against her drying eyeballs, which are denied even the relief of blinking.

      “All’s well,” Vogt confirms. Her voice, a twisted blade, burrowing into Ada’s gut, mixing bile and blood and guts into a corrosive soup that’s not allowed to spill out.

      From the corner of her eye Ada sees the Constable reach into his pocket. He produces a stone, a perfectly mundane pebble except for the paralytic glyph hastily carved on its surface.

      He looks at Ada again. For a moment, square in her eye, but that courage quickly wanes, and his gaze drifts down.

      “I tried to help you, you know,” he says. “I really did.”

      Help me do what, Constable? Ada would say. Help me be their test subject? You never told me to run.

      At least she thinks she’d say this. In reality, if she got a chance to open her mouth, she’d likely scream.

      The stone is tossed at Nikola, and it clings immediately to a would-be crook of their neck.

      “Prepare to remove the key-glyph,” Vogt orders, examining the stone with a passing curiosity, her nose wrinkled at the imperfections.

      The Rectoress huffs. “You’ll never get ahead with an attitude like this, Helena.” A quick up-and-down. “Among many reasons.”

      Ada wants to spit poison.

      Despite the Rectoress’s mewling, she does as told and disappears into the dark again. The Constable wipes his face with his hand, as if he’s oh-so-tired.

      Vogt tuts. “I’ve overreached with the mechanism in the walls. It’ll need to get fixed up again after this. If we want to use it for further containment of subjects, we’ll need something that works consistently.”

      The Constable sighs. “Not now, professor.”

      You tried to help me help you, Ada thinks—projects outward, even as she’s pretty certain the Constable can’t hear her. You tried to make me help you capture Nikola. The weapon you gave me, the “enemy of god” bullshit—you were always helping yourself.

      The Constable twitches. Just a little, with a passing frown. But that means Ada made him feel something, even hear something.

      Which only drives the knife deeper. This is the limit of what she can do. Likely, of what she’ll ever be able to do.

      “Ready?” the Constable asks. Vogt nods, and the Constable calls out into the dark, “Do it!”

      The mechanism shunts again. A click and a sputter, and the four glyphs die with the same blinding, burning glare. The thickened air thaws as rapidly as it congealed, but another enchantment is already attached to Nikola, and their body of threads constricts around it like so many snakes.

      The moment Ada shifts to tug the stone out, she feels something white-hot in her chest.

      First thought: locket; but there it is, ruined, clattering to the ground. Then she realises, in a disconnected fashion, that her heart has stopped, even as her body is released. Her chest feels very still, her mind rapidly fogging. Black veils her vision, though not until she sees the Constable lower his gun.

      Thump.

      Ada falls next to her ruined gun. Another thump, inside her chest now. Her heart is stronger now than it was when she was nine, and she does not die.

      I’d rather die.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She is bound to a moving stretcher. Her vision strobes and swims, her skin thrums, her whole face and chest pulsate as if they want to shake her bones free of their casing. But at least she’s no longer actively thrashing. Like the weak thing that she is, Ada closes her eyes and surrenders to darkness.

      “What are you going to do with the letter?” she hears the Rectoress say, as if kilometres away.

      The Constable: “Letter?”

      “You know what I’m talking about,” the Rectoress snaps. “That girl’s, what’s her face. Emma’s.”

      “I’ll be doing my job.”

      She sniffles. “Weren’t you going to burn it?”

      Perhaps her struggle was always going to end this way, Ada thinks. A part of her knew. Hoped anyway. Like a fool.

      “You don’t have to worry,” the Constable says, clipped and bitter. “It’ll be redacted to shit and back, and your ‘what’s-her-face’ won’t ever know.”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “Albescu’s dead, Helga. So’s his whole unit. I can’t pretend nothing’s happened today; I need a report, and I may as well not fucking invent it.”

      Ada smiles. Albescu is dead. And what an image it was.

      The Constable groans with disgust.

      “Ada,” he says, “those are people we’re talking about.”

      Ada’s voice is raspy and raw, but she feels there’s a discrepancy that needs correcting.

      “Were,” she says. “They were people. Now they’re bodies.”

      The Rectoress tsks, and Ada hears her hands clap together. “You know, if you didn’t fuck about like an Ethics graduate—innocent girl this, fair disclosure that—none of this would’ve been problem.”

      “I beg to fucking differ,” the Constable barks back. “You think this one wouldn’t have made herself a problem?”

      A problem. Yes, Ada supposes that’s the most appropriate name for her. A little tick in someone’s side, forgotten by next season, though somewhat painful while she lasts. Not a wholly unpleasant descriptor, she thinks; she’d rather be a problem than a woman or man, or especially a girlie. “Problem” at least packs some meaning.

      But one way or another, in the grand scheme of things, Ada meant nothing.

      “Helena,” the Rectoress says, brittle, “are we finally going to incinerate this thing?”

      This punctures Ada’s billowing apathy. The lack of care she’s accepted, strewn over herself like a shroud for a burial—torn apart, deflated, gone.

      The second stretcher rattles next to Ada’s like a bag of teeth.

      “Come on,” the Rectoress shrieks. “Are you out of your mind, Helena? Look at what it’s cost us!”

      No no no no no, if the bitch is speaking of incineration, then that must mean Nikola’s alive, they’re alive, and if they’re alive, then there’s a chance—they’re not like her, not weak, Nikola is strong, they’re⁠—

      “Yes,” Vogt says. “I suppose. Take the miscreation to the furnace, get it over with.”

      NO!

      Ada bucks, thrashes now of her own will; she’d eat her restraints if they were in her mouth, but they’re not; no one cares if she screams. She knows she’s shrieking something about killing them all; whether with her throat or with her mind, she’s at first unsure, but then a piece of cloth is shoved down her throat.

      “Should’ve made a second stone,” Vogt muses.

      I will bite your fucking hands off and you’ll never make a single thing again. Do you hear me, I will eat and rend everything you’ve ever wanted, you fucking bitch.

      A firm, meaty hand thumps against Ada’s chest, pinning her down.

      “Oh, right!” A slimmer hand slinks into a trouser pocket. “I forgot you stole the key half. It was very inconvenient.”
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        * * *

      

      When the stretcher stops, Ada’s vision is a spill of grey paint and black dirt. She hears a door shunt open and sigh closed—new door, new chamber—and then she feels Vogt cradle her, gently, disgustingly, as if Ada were an infant, and rest her in a chair. Ada tries to flail her limbs, finds them bound and decaying, without circulation. So she bites.

      “Stop that.”

      She is too weak to draw blood.

      Straps close around her forehead. Dig into her skin.

      Her throat is lacerated from screaming.

      Vogt is a green splotch, swimming against a dark void. “I’ve made some altera—oh.” She stops. “You can’t see.”

      A laugh bubbles in Ada’s throat. She tries to contain it—it hurts—but it’s no use.

      “Why are you even talking?” she rasps. “What’s the fucking point?”

      Very matter-of-factly, Vogt says, “I suppose there isn’t. But you won’t be able to talk for much longer, and I always found you an interesting conversationalist. I used to have Mih—” Her voice breaks, just a fraction. “An assistant.”

      The buzz in Ada’s skin starts to build. Her innards build oscillation, her back especially, as if each vertebrae has declared its own orbit and is now trying to fight free. As if there’s something behind her of great, all-consuming gravity.

      Ada would close her eyes again, but then her mind would run free. Would paint pictures of memories, of should’ve-beens, could’ve-beens, and she can’t bear them. Conversations echo in her brain and demand her guilt, demand she piece out everything that was ever her fault.

      She grabs onto the tail end of a memory. “We make the laws—you make the laws,” Ada says hoarsely. “Weren’t including me into your ‘we’, were you.”

      The click-clack of walking. Metal trays pulled, equipment rifled.

      “If I made laws like this—” Ada says, “—well, fuck. I’d rather kill myself.”

      A tray slams. Silence—so brief, so momentary, besides the buzzing inside Ada’s skin—but it allows her to hear something else. Something behind her, beating like a heart with a heavy and unshakable rhythm. Thu-thump. Thu-thump.

      “You’re always angry with me in the end,” Vogt says. Distantly, as though the “you” is not Ada—or not just Ada.

      Heels against floor, shuffling.

      “Ms. Călinescu, would you answer me something? Honestly?”

      Ada laughs.

      Vogt takes that for consent. “What is it about all of you that makes you resist so?”

      Thu-thump. Thu-thump. Is that Ada’s own heart? Has it left her chest already; has it left her alone like everyone used to? Or has it been torn from her—like everyone who didn’t leave?

      And Vogt continues, with a whisper of hands picking fabric, “I try to be fair. I try to follow every rule of politeness. But it’s never enough. Not for the likes of you. What else could you expect of me?”

      Is this the sound of Ada’s body being unmade? Thu-thump. Advanced Biology taught Ada: even when the brain is dead, the heartbeat is the last thing that remains.

      “Ms. Călinescu?”

      Right. Vogt would torture her with conversation also.

      “Do you really think⁠—”

      Thu-thump.

      Ada’s throat fails her. A taste of iron fills her mouth. She swallows. “Just fuck off.”

      Metal clatter, closer now. The dry sound of an opened book, then the thump of its heavy leather binding—the Book.

      Vogt says, “I suppose you can’t understand this sort of thing.”

      A chair shifts—susurrating fabric—human warmth. Fingers stretch the skin of Ada’s neck, flattening it.

      Thu-thump.

      “Everyone has their place,” Vogt says sagely. “Everyone must, or else the whole fails. And unfortunately, it’s not your place to understand.”

      Despite the pain, Ada laughs again—croaks, shuddering in agony. But how can she stop? This isn’t just funny; this is hilarious. Vogt, with her single surname, her mannish demeanour, her pride.

      “Everyone,” Vogt repeats absent-mindedly, pressing her fingers harder against Ada’s throat, “has their place.”

      Vogt the bitch, Vogt the “you’ll never get anywhere,” Vogt the outcast—even at the top of her career, still an outcast assigned to the edge of the world.

      Ada croaks, “Then why aren’t you in yours?”

      Thu-thump.

      The grasp eases. Just for a moment.

      And then it starts to burn.

      A needle-sharp point, metal to skin. High-precision flensing. In her mess of memory Ada pulls on something half-forgotten: I came here to study tattoos. Then, Bordeianu, drunk and slurring, in the guts of the theatre; he said it all started with an interest in tattoos.

      People aren’t lab mice, the Rectoress said. You can’t do things like that to them, she said. As if Ada ever meant to; as if Ada could’ve ever thought of this.

      Thu-thump.

      Her neck burns like every fire in the world.

      “Don’t worry,” Vogt says, “Wellsprings don’t sense pain, according to my research. Or at least they don’t understand it.”

      Ada feels the moment ink starts to trickle. Acid against thrumming muscles, venom seeping directly into boiling blood.

      Thu-thump-thump. A stumble in the heartbeat.

      The burning ceases. Chills so suddenly the sensations clash in Ada’s mind like a broken mosaic.

      Vogt curses. “Did she have to start heating the furnace now?” More mumbled curses. “Proximity should’ve made it stable—damn.”

      The furnace. Nikola.

      No, they cannot end like this. Ada can’t end like this. All her mistakes aside, she does not deserve this—no one deserves this.

      Thu-thump.

      “There we go.”

      It burns again. It burns and it burns and it burns, and she’s not sure if she’s screaming again or thinking of it, or thinking of Nikola, of the bottle-glass mosaic—mosaic, like her thoughts, once scintillating and now extinguished—and every good and beautiful thing, ruined.

      Nikola was her only happiness here. She should’ve left the Institute the moment she met them and never looked back. Nothing else should’ve mattered.

      The image in Ada’s mind starts to wobble. Nikola’s visage, still there, still clear and real, but the edges of the Guelder-Rose around them—the stage, the chairs, the glass—begin to blur. Patrons’ faces melt like candles. Like statues.

      It burns.

      “What you’re feeling,” says a feminine voice Ada struggles to recognise, “is aether, discharging. We found that for Wellsprings, it’s mnemonic loss. Fascinating, no?”

      It burns.

      “Sorry for talking. I miss having an assistant,” the voice says. “You could’ve made a good one, were things different. But as is⁠—”

      It burns.
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        * * *

      

      She stands in a forest of hoarfrost. Snow inhumes her bare feet, and her body is naked in what she knows must be polar cold. Only she can’t feel it. Besides the faint sting of harsh, rocky soil, she can’t feel much at all.

      The trees are not trees. No branches spring from them; no bark encases their trunks. The trunks instead gleam. Hoarfrost falls down the smooth height of them, more like ash than like snow. The trees are dark towers, metal pillars of industry; they stretch black from the earth to the firmament, where they glow a sickly, weak, diseased red. Like thinned blood.

      Her hands grow heavy. She casts her gaze down, and finds herself holding an old rifle.

      It hurts to hold. Her skin bleeds, every inch of it, a flimsy tissue spread over the wound of her body. She stains the gun with her very presence. With each stain comes erosion and rot, pieces of wood sloughing like putrefied flesh.

      She should let go. Otherwise she will ruin it. She ruins everything.

      Thu-thump.

      No one deserves to end like this.

      Whose thought is that?

      Thu-thump-thump.

      Heat pulses through her for a brief moment and makes her fingers clench—couldn’t let go if she tried. From the black earth beneath the snow grows a contraption of metal and leather: a chair, spotted with blood. Directly behind it, a tree-pillar grows broader and greater; its trunk grows translucent, revealing veins.

      Within the tree’s blood vessels, red runs to the heavens, where it turns ink-black.

      Thu-thump-thump.

      A golden fire starts in the distance. Blazing, roaring, hungry, metal eyes flaring with each lick of its tongues. Eyes like badges; she remembers shooting a bullet through one.

      This is wrong. She should be forgetting, should be falling to pieces—she knows this. How does she know this?

      The falling hoarfrost converges before the chair into a figure. A faceless statue at first, then a woman. Stern and tall, her red headscarf ornate with poppy flowers.

      She tells the woman, “I’m sorry, I failed,” even though she doesn’t remember what failure means.

      The woman only watches. Blood drips from her fingers—drip, drop. Her skirt pockets bulge with coiled viscera, the way pockets do with stolen food.

      “I’m not strong enough.” Gold fire shrieks laughter, closer now. “Never strong enough.”

      A gust of glacial wind throws a veil of snow over the woman and the chair. Both vanish from sight.

      The rifle grows lead-heavy. It snags on joints, cracks fine bones. She whimpers, tears blurring the sight of ever-rising flames—a few metres now. She feels them. The metal pronged eyes glaring at her nude body. Tongues of flame, bereft of heat; bereft of rage, of wrath, of life. The golden blaze is more gelid than snow; it freezes her tears. It brands the black horizon, gnaws at the forest and spits out frostbitten bones, the hoarfrost its spittle, the sky its maw.

      A different figure rises from snow. Burnished hair, sleek black suit. A cravat the colour of eyes.

      Thu-thump-thump.

      She wants to fall and weep, but instead she says, “Why can’t I be like you?”

      With her own voice reflected, the figure answers, “Is that what you want?”

      They walk through fire, black suit and all, untouched. “When we last spoke, I told you: you are I. But you’ve seen me long before then, haven’t you?”

      The shed near the old house. The ink spilling into her eyes, blinding her—except not truly. She knows what she saw in that moment. Enormous syringes piercing her skin—the soil—and drawing, pulling, eating her blood. The spell-ink. It’s always been blood.

      A hand alights on her cheek. Its touch is molten-hot, like flame should be.

      “I am them.”

      Thu-thump, thu-thump, thu-thump-thump.

      “I am you.”

      The fire shifts its colour. Cold gold rusts and rots, turns hot and incarnadine red.

      “I am all, and I am none.”

      There is no cold when lips of flame touch hers.

      Fire cocoons her. A hand reaches into her chest, into the star-scar. At its touch, within her opens a chasm of whispers and doubts and hate, and everything she had to forget. Then the hand moves down, to her ribs—to her new scar. To the burn in the shape of the locket, of ruined memory. And the chasm gains sharp teeth.

      The second hand reaches for her rifle. Cradles the gun’s heavy and rotted handle; pushes the barrel up, up toward the sky, toward the stars—toward a slender chin.

      “Kill them all.”

      She feels her body start burning away. One more moment, and it’ll all be over, consumed. Death will be easy. She need only do nothing. Resist nothing, choose nothing.

      Thu-thump-thump, thump.

      The barrel presses into skin. They whisper, “Your choice.”

      Choice was all she ever wanted.

      She pulls the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Her flesh erupts. Skin, muscle, fat, bone, nerve—all converges to blood.

      My name—my name—my name is⁠—

      Black blood cascading, enveloping, fabric-like; congealing, weaving; any shape that she likes.

      My name is A⁠—

      She likes it jagged. Like a vicious scribble in the notes of a madman, like the word that was branded into her neck—words don’t belong on her neck. She conjures a tongue to swallow the letters. Words are meant to be spoken.

      My name is Ad⁠—

      Words are meant to be spoken, and she’s been made voiceless—but she needs no voice to speak. No middle-man phonemes, no stupid syntax; barriers melt in her mind.

      She feels another mind near her. It mutters, whimpers, complains—all nonsense, all shock; something about all the right calculations, and how this couldn’t have possibly happened.

      She turns her being to it and says, My name is Ada.

      And she remembers.

      Ada’s eyes open like a blossoming garden. The whole myriad of them, drinking every drop of light, circling in each direction like stars in rapid orbit—nothing can hide. Not the dingy metal chamber, not the tables of bloodied instruments, not the pages of The Book of Words crawling with letters that should never have been written in the first place.

      Certainly not Helena Vogt, who stands dumbfounded and murmuring as if she’s not about to die.

      Vogt does start reaching for her enchantments. But it’s no effort to fling Ada’s black threads out and bind the professor; to Ada, Vogt has all the strength of a tissue. With the professor contained, Ada shifts her attention to the Book. To this wonder of human effort, surviving centuries, if only because the Authority deemed it useful.

      Which is a shame. All things the Authority deems useful must die—even such art.

      Ada pierces the Book with her limb. The leather cover bends and snaps; pages tear; words shatter. Ada’s heart—gone as an organ, still present in her imagination—pangs at the act, but still she rends and shreds until nothing can be pieced together.

      A shame. A great loss of all the good that might’ve come of this lost knowledge. A greater shame still that none of that knowledge would’ve ever been used for good. So it is best forgotten.

      “Why?” Ada hears Vogt mewl.

      It would take a twitch of Ada’s limb to snap the woman’s neck. But Ada thinks that rather insufficient; she wraps a limb around Vogt’s skull. To keep her still.

      Ever profiled yourself, professor?
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        * * *

      

      Ada finds the furnace by the smell of blood and char. Her movements are still unsure, still too mutable, one moment like a spilling river and the next, jerking and spasmodic—but her senses are crystalline. Her hearing is immaculate, her vision a hawk’s, and her strength rivalling that of machinery. She peels the door to the furnace like fruit rind.

      The furnace chamber is as miserable as every other hovel in the deep of the Institute’s bowels. Dark, rusted, unkempt. While Vogt and the Rectoress fought for the catalyst spire’s aura, something must’ve malfunctioned, because Ada finds Keller-Kowal’s corpse disembowelled and flung across the floor, blood and innards and all. The only décor.

      In the centre of the chamber, a cindering firebox. Between its coals, a black substance is squirming with wordless cries of pain that ring in Ada’s mind.

      But pain also means they’re alive.

      Ada scoops them out gently, heedless of burns to her limbs. Nikola will not end like this; she will make sure of it. And her body is no longer a constant, no longer a flesh sack she wears but mutable, responsive to her will. So she lets Nikola’s damaged form spill over hers and cling to her wholeness, seeping between her threads, entrenching.

      Live with me, she says. Please.

      The shape of Ada starts to shift. Burnt liquefied threads weave over hers, and then she is no longer wholly herself, but compound instead: Ada the body, and Nikola the suit. Movement, form, sensation—all tailored for each other. She moves with Nikola, and they move with her. Inextricably.

      Nikola answers, Always.

      She should’ve ran with them when she found them. But she did not, and now the two of them will never be apart.

      An urge flows from Nikola’s mind into hers. A foam-light thought, a whimsy, to spin their compound limbs into a carousel of dance; to turn this blood-drenched place of nightmares into nothing more than a stage. A set for an awful play, now cancelled. Laughter runs through Ada and Nikola’s body like a brook through parched soil.

      But it’ll have to wait. The heartbeat still lives in the metal spire. They have work to do.
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        * * *

      

      It is four twenty-six in the morning when all light in Heilung dies.

      The first one to go is the catalyst. Its pale red glare blinks and sputters for a whole minute, but no one could’ve seen it through the thick of the snowstorm. So it goes dark.

      The rest is simultaneous. The brilliant gleam of the National Theatre; the chandeliers beyond arched windows; the faltering lanterns of the once-prison town; the lights of the Institute.

      Blink, and gone.

      Heat dies slower, in minutes instead of seconds, and invisibly. Frigid winds howl, pummeling doors and windows, ravenous. Cold seeps through stone walls like poison through water. The inner districts, a second ago rich with stable spellcraft, will feel it worst of all. They never bothered with contingency plans. Whoever’s lucky to be awake should be scrambling for firewood—if they can find it without a single light.

      To Ada and Nikola, when they tear through the earth and emerge amid statues, it’s neither cold nor dark. Snow melts instantly at their touch, and they find the courtyard pleasantly twilit, only lacking in colour, as if bathed in a monochrome sunset.

      Wait, Ada says, I want to see something.

      The two of them stop. Rotate their head of eyes to examine a figure of marble, now freed from concealment.

      It is beautifully rendered. Corded with muscle, rippled with fat—the woman seems almost real. The statue shows her kneeling, fingers digging into the plinth, but her face is turned upward, to the dark heavens. Her mouth is open, her eyes crinkled vicious. The sculptor painted every wrinkle of rage, from chin to brow, and spelled fury as eloquently as marble allows.

      Yet the plaque with the sculptor’s name is still nowhere to be found. In all likelihood, it’s long been melted for scrap, impossible to recover. All that remains of it is a scar in the stone.

      Nikola notes a sound of shambling. The sensation flows into Ada; she’s not used to it yet.

      They make their compound body slip from perception. It’s easy, like switching accents between home and school, and feels on joined skin like a dip in cool seawater.

      To their right, a door to the courtyard groans open. The meagre light of a kerosene lantern quivers in the snowfall. A haggard man stumbles out, his thin hair and his moustache at once clogged with ice.

      He must know the gun in his hand is now useless.

      “Helga!” he yells out. “HELGA!”

      Ada’s movement is swift, and Nikola does not object. The two of them only allow the Constable to see them at the last possible moment, as Ada sinks five of Nikola’s claws into his gut.

      The man yelps. Screams through squeezed teeth as Ada pulls him up by a rib until he hangs at her full height. The Constable’s effort at keeping to a quiet decorum is as impressive as it is funny.

      Nikola helps Ada form organs to speak with.

      She says, “Thank you for your help, Constable.”

      He breathes rapidly, shallowly; his guts, however, rupture wildly and with abandon, as if his own entrails can’t wait to be free of him.

      Ada is amused to feel a gun barrel pressed against her.

      “You know its magic’s dead, right?”

      “You—you’ve made a—” Pallour and frostbite eat away at his flush, cold sweat freezing in beads on his forehead. “A mistake. All these people, you can’t⁠—”

      “People?” She touches a limb to her erstwhile scar; now it opens. “Were we not people to you?”

      The scar opens into a maw of knives.

      The lantern falls from the Constable’s hand and shatters. Kerosene spills, burning, and snow smothers the flame.

      The Constable draws a pained breath, shaking on the claws that impale him.

      “Whatever it is you think you’re doing,” he manages, “please, don’t. It’ll be anarchy—I know we failed you, law failed you, but⁠—”

      She lets him fall with a wet splat. He scrambles to press his hands on the fountain of his wound, flails his legs to scramble away from her—slowly. Uselessly.

      I don’t want to speak anymore, Ada tells Nikola. It’s revolting, and so is he.

      With a murmur of affection, they deliquesce her lungs.

      She turns their compound attention back to the Constable. Blood pools around him, mixing with snow and with dirt, and his free hand pats his coat pocket until he finds a fountain pen. He clutches his dead wife’s gift for dear life. His dead torturer of a wife.

      Ada finds herself peckish.

      Law won’t save you either, Constable, she says in his head. You better run.
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